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Аннотация
The past catches up with everyone, and their past could tear them apart.
All Jeren thought of was escape from the ruler of River Holt, and his nefarious plans for her. Lost in the snowfields of the north, she is rescued by Shan, a warrior from an enemy race, and one thing is clear, she can never let him know who she is. What she doesn�t anticipate from this supposed savage is his gentleness. She never expected love.
Shan is still grieving his murdered sister, and has no time for a girl used to courtly luxuries who hasn�t a hope of surviving in his harsh world. But slowly and surely, he begins to see the steel beneath her skin, and the beauty in her soul. Shan didn�t mean to fall in love with anyone, let alone a Holter. Jeren changes everything.
But the past has a way of catching up with everyone, and their past could tear them apart.




R. F. Long
The Wolf�s Sister




A Tale of the Holtlands
Book One

To my husband, Pat, always my hero.




Chapter One 

Jeren smoothed down the heavy skirts of her mourning gown and glanced covertly at her governess. Mina wore the same shade, but it didn�t wash out her complexion and dull her eyes in the same way. Jeren sighed. Anyone would think they were of an age rather than two women with over a decade between them.
�Are you ready?� Mina asked. Jeren just nodded. �No one will object if you don�t accompany��
Jeren firmed her jaw. �I can�t let Gilliad go through his coronation alone. He�s my brother and Father would have expected me to be here for him.�
Mina squeezed her shoulders fondly. �Your father would have been very proud of you.�
Jeren�s smile faltered. �Prouder if I�d been a boy.� She didn�t mean to sound bitter. Her father had looked on her as no more than a beautiful decoration for his court. If she had been a boy� �I could have gone with Gilliad to Sheninglas. Perhaps if I had been there��
�Thank the Bright God you were not. Who knows what they would have done to you? The things he speaks of, the way the Fair Ones treated him�� The older woman shuddered. �Come now. We�ll be late.�
All the way to the main courtyard of the Citadel, Mina murmured various instructions and encouragements. Ambassadors from across the Holtlands and every dignitary River Holt could offer crowded into the wide square, all bedecked in their finery.
Jeren felt like a crow among hummingbirds. Tradition dictated that the court maintain mourning for a fallen Scion only until his heir was enthroned. With the day of Gilliad�s accession at hand, they threw aside their black. Jeren pursed her lips and ignored the stares, the muttered comments. Every eye fell upon her as if every mind questioned her apparel. He wasn�t Lord of River Holt yet. Though she loved her brother, she was not yet ready to cast aside the black.
�Am I not allowed to mourn my father?� she asked Mina.
�Not at the expense of your brother. Your father is two weeks dead. They wonder if you�ll stand against Gilliad.�
�I�m not even of age to inherit the Holt.�
�Not until next year, but soon you�ll be married, and Vertigern of Grey Holt is twenty-four.�
Vertigern. She�d forgotten about him. Well, no, not really. Because how could she forget the man she would be marrying. Her father had arranged it and it had been decided amongst the Scions as the finest match. Yes, she would be married. She�d met Vertigern three times since their betrothal, and he seemed the soul of honour. She couldn�t believe that he would make such a move against her home, even with her agreement. It was a political alliance, her future marriage, and as such would tie Grey Holt and River Holt as securely as the bride and groom. But stand against her own brother? Jeren said a word which made Mina start in horror.
�Where did you learn such language?� When the girl didn�t answer, Mina glared at her. �I�ll have your personal guards rotated again. You�ve obviously been listening too closely to their conversation.�
Behind them, one of Jeren�s guards cleared his throat, but Mina ignored him.
Jeren winced. Suddenly her dress seemed like the worst decision she had ever made, impolitic and naive. She glanced at her companion and Mina raised her eyebrows.
�There isn�t time to change, is there?� Jeren asked.
Mina shook her head, her lips tightly pursed. She opened the door of the apartments and led Jeren outside.
As Jeren reached the horse and carriage which would carry her and Gilliad to the outermost islands of River Holt and back to the Citadel in procession, there was no sign of her brother or of his personal guards. She tried to appear unconcerned, though she was the only one. All around her people were waiting, worrying and talking amongst themselves. Speculating.
Mina held her hands in front of her, fingers worrying at the sapphire ring she wore signifying her position as a Body Servant of the True Blood line.
�Where is he?� asked Jeren. Mina threw her a helpless look. She didn�t know either. �He�s meant to be here before me, isn�t he?�
�I�I�m sure he�ll be along in a moment, my lady,� Mina replied, her voice clear enough for all to hear. �Perhaps we are a little earlier than we thought, in your eagerness to attend your brother on his accession.� As she spoke she inclined her head graciously to a local lord and his lady who stood nearby.
Jeren recognised them. The wife had a gossip�s tongue. The husband wasn�t much better. They were listening closely.
�Perhaps.� Jeren gave a placid smile in response. �Mirrow.� Her guard stepped up to her side, his armour gleaming in the morning sun, his strong jaw fixed in a hard line. �Find out where he is,� she said in muted tones.
But Mirrow, ever efficient, didn�t move. He didn�t need to.
�At the Burgeoning Well, my lady,� Mirrow said. �He�s been there since the early hours. His men are posted at the entrance with express orders to keep everyone out.�
The guards always shared information. It was in their interest if they were to keep everyone safe. They needed to stay on top of everything and her somewhat erratic brother was his own worst enemy. Or perhaps hers.
Jeren�s teeth clipped her lower lip and the tang of blood filled her mouth. She swallowed hard. Since his return from Sheninglas, Gilliad often preferred his own company. Black moods would take him for days. Usually he�d just go hunting with his friend Maldrine, or take himself to the gaming halls, but as Lord of River Holt, he no longer had that freedom. Now, a small and bitter voice said from deep inside her mind, he knew how she felt.
�I�ll go and talk to him,� she offered, knowing they all expected it of her. All their lives, Gilliad had listened to her and precious few others.
With an ominous tension spreading across her shoulders, Jeren set off to find her brother.
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Water was the life�s blood of River Holt, a city spanning seven islands. Surrounded by the Silver River, it was connected by bridges and cut by canals. The Citadel, caught like a jewel on the brink of the Alviron Falls, comprised five towers. Each corner tower was a stout defensive structure, part of the walls. In the centre, amid the maze of courtyards and fountains, Birony�s Tower rose highest of all, a hollow cylinder with a dozen balconies inside and out on each floor. The open top allowed the sunlight to fall into its heart, a circular courtyard where the statues of River Holt�s rulers gazed sightlessly at each other across the Burgeoning Well.
Cutting down through the rock of the Citadel Island, down beyond the storerooms, dungeons and crypts, the river itself fed the well, bringing its water to the Holt�s heart of hearts. Ancient magic drew the water to the surface and sealed River�s Holt�s strength to the overflowing waters here.
Two of Gilliad�s personal guards flanked the intricate wrought iron gates. Hope filled their faces as she approached and they saluted sharply. Mirrow and Teshleith joined them, waiting expectantly for her to go inside.
Jeren pressed her hand to the gate, a metal bloom of river jasmine digging into her palm. The twisted vines forming the gate held a complex and fascinating beauty. Despite his insanity, her ancestor Birony had certainly possessed an eye for fine things, for the rare, the expertly crafted and the beautiful. His wife had been beautiful, they said. But his refinement hadn�t kept the madness from him. And his son, Biran, had been even worse. He had revelled in it.
And some say all of us do. Our ancestors sinned against the gods, when they stole our inherited magic, and we will always pay for it.
The gate cried out for oil as she opened it, shuddering under the force she applied. The archway felt cold, but after a moment she stepped into the inner courtyards and sunlight flooded her with warmth. On the far side of the glistening waters of the Burgeoning Well, she saw Gilliad.
He sat at the feet of a marble statue. Although his choice disturbed her, she gave no reaction. He sat in the shadow of Biran, the infamous tyrant, but he faced Felan the Just and stared at the thing cradled in his own hands. Felan�s sword.
Jeren stopped beside Felan�s statue and looked up into his emotionless face framed by Shistra-Phail braids. In his time it was unheard of for a True Blood lord to live amongst savages like the Fair Ones, but Felan had defied that convention. Jeren admired that in her ancestor, that he did what he wanted and lived his life the way he saw fit. He had been the finest ruler River Holt had ever known and had laid the foundations for all the good that came after him. After learning from the Fair Ones how to master his magic, and thus keep his sanity, Felan had created the pact that remained the only hope for sanity for any Lord of River Holt.
Five years ago, as part of that pact, Gilliad had been sent to live among the elite warrior sect, and that experience had changed him forever. He had not found them to be the noble warriors and comrades Felan�s history described. They were monsters, he said, born and bred only to kill, savages who never bowed to the gods. Even their own kind shunned the Shistra-Phail warriors. The Fair Ones did not welcome having trained killers in their midst.
In their mother�s folktales they resembled silver ghosts, with skin like snow and a hunger for death. Gilliad had found those tales to be true�horribly true. His stories compounded the terrors of her childhood. Even now, Jeren sometimes woke from nightmares where ghostly white figures gathered around her, ready to carry her off to the endless snow plains they called home. She shivered at the thought.
�Gilliad?� Her voice echoed strangely in the courtyard, sounding far more self-assured than it did within her.
Her brother raised his head, though his shoulders still hunched forwards. He shifted slightly, his elbows scraping his thighs, rucking up the black fabric of his trousers. The dark hues suited his sallow complexion but made the circles under his brown eyes look like bruises. His mouth formed a thin hard line.
�Is it time?� he asked. His voice had never sounded so bleak, not even when they learned that their father�s illness had no cure. Jeren nodded slowly and Gilliad forced a smile. �Father didn�t tell me, you know? About the voices.�
Jeren�s heart thudded abruptly.
Seeing her confusion, he got to his feet and started towards her, the sword held out like an offering. �I mean, he told me I�d hear them when the magic came to me, when I inherited it from him, but he didn�t bother to describe it. I hear our ancestors as clearly as I hear you now, little sister. Sometimes�sometimes more clearly. Felan, Biran, even Jern himself.� He stopped less than a foot from her, and Jeren saw how hard he fought to stop his body trembling. �He never explained that it sounds like someone whispering in your ear. He said the only way to control it is this thing, but he never�� He lifted the sword, but his hand shook too much to hold it out for long. �It makes me feel like��
He thrust the hilt towards her. Jeren hesitated before taking it. Felan�s sword was long and slender, its blade bright as quicksilver and its hilt shaped like a grasping hand, reaching out for her. Forged by the Fair Ones to allow Felan to control the magic devouring his sanity, it had been passed down through his line, and each heir had been sent to the Fair Ones of Sheninglas to learn how to use it.
Jeren turned it over, feeling the unfamiliar weight. A prickling sensation spread over her skin. Ice crystallised around her tightened shoulders and her stomach lurched inside her. The blade was reacting to the magic of the True Blood inside her. She felt a deep revulsion for the way it sought to control a fundamental part of what she was.
�Makes your skin crawl, doesn�t it?� Gilliad asked.
She swallowed on a dry mouth before offering the weapon back. �But you need it. Just like he needed it. No one wants another Biran terrorising the Holtlands.�
He took back the sword and grinned suddenly, as if in response to a joke she couldn�t hear.
�What am I going to do without you, Jeren?� He linked his arm with hers. �You don�t have to leave. My word is law, remember?� He chuckled to himself. �It�s not like we desperately need an alliance with Grey Holt. I�ll explain to Vertigern that I need you here, and find you another husband, someone worthy of you. Then you could stay here in River Holt forever. With me.�
Jeren clenched her teeth behind a fond smile. �Vertigern�s a good match for me, Gilliad,� she replied patiently. �And the trade agreements are beneficial to our miners and craftsmen. No. I�ll go to Grey Holt as Father planned. It isn�t far and I can always visit.� She squeezed his hand. �We�ve never been apart for very long.�
Gilliad returned her smile, but his eyes were filled with ghosts. �Only when Father sent me to the Shistra-Phail. And that was hell.�
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As Jeren and Gilliad rode into the Greeting Square, the throng gathered there burst out clapping and cheering. When they crested the bridge the sound erupted into something close to a frenzy. Silence descended as Gilliad�s friend Maldrine Ket crossed the square and bowed low before Gilliad. He beamed, his grey eyes bright.
�My Lord, Scion of Jern, I offer you my service, my fealty and my eternal friendship.� Maldrine looked up and grinned. �And I�ve brought a gift.�
Jeren�s horse shifted restlessly beneath her. Maldrine�s men brought something over the outer bridge, a captive figure, bound to a horse, his body held stiff and silent. Even from this distance the sunlight illuminated his snow-pale skin and white braided hair.
�Bright Lord,� the girl whispered, unable to accept what she saw. Her eyes snapped back down to Maldrine. The same skull-like grin spread further across his face.
As the captive came closer, Maldrine reached up and untied the bonds so that he tumbled from the mount. With his arms still tied to his side, he fell heavily. His head struck the cobbles with a sickening crack, and Jeren gave a cry of alarm.
Maldrine just laughed and hauled the figure to his feet by a fistful of braids. �Don�t worry, Lady Jeren. The Fair Ones don�t hurt so easily, and Haledren here is no less than a Shistra-Phail. He�s their warrior elite, the most skilled, the strongest. Blows that would kill a human, they can shake off as we do a scratch.�
Jeren clenched the reins until her knuckles turned white. The Fair One turned his gaze on her. His silvery eyes gave no hint of emotion, no fear nor hatred. He had the bearing of a hero. An innate nobility clung to every line of his body.
From within her, outrage rose like bile. �Are you trying to insult our forefathers?� she began, but Gilliad�s laugh drowned her out and silenced her.
�What a glorious gift he is!�
She looked on in horror as her brother dismounted and approached the Fair One. Haledren�s eyes flickered over him and for a moment, just a moment, she saw something in his expression. It looked like loathing. The flawless mask snapped back into place instantly. He looked like Felan�s statue. Tears stung her eyes.
�Forgive my sister, Maldrine. She doesn�t understand how times are changing. She spends her days lost in books, reading about the lives of our forebears rather than living her own.� Gilliad circled the Fair One, carefully keeping his distance while appearing fearless. �This is a great honour, my friend, and I�ll return it in the only way I can.� He raised his voice in proclamation. �I am Gilliad, Scion of Jern, Lord of River Holt and my word is law. I hereby name Maldrine Ket a Captain of River Holt and my personal Champion. Let every River Holter respect my word and do him every service he requires.�
Jeren frowned and then noticed Maldrine staring at her, still grinning. She looked away, before he got any ideas about services she could do him. Inadvertently, she found herself facing the Fair One.
Felan wrote that the Shistra-Phail valued two things above all else�their honour and their ability to endure pain and hardship. Several years ago Jeren had poured over his memoirs, fascinated with her legendary forebear, a beacon of hope amid the darkness of the many others. Haledren reminded her of him, of all that he stood for. His braided hair symbolised honour, and she knew with a sickening certainty what would happen when Maldrine drew his knife.
�If I may, my lord?�
Gilliad returned a vicious grin. �By all means, Captain. It�s not like he has any honour left now.�
According to Felan, a Shistra-Phail who lost his braids lost not just his honour but also his mind. He became, as the Fair Ones called them, one of the Lost. But her brother wouldn�t command that, surely? He knew their ways, had lived with them. He couldn�t allow it.
�Gilliad!� Jeren exclaimed. Her brother turned on her and she didn�t recognise his twisted face anymore.
�Silence!� he roared. �Maldrine, cut off his braids. I want to see if it really drives them mad like the stories say. I want to see one of them frothing at the mouth like a rabid dog instead of standing there like a holy idol.� He flung a blow at the Fair One, but Haledren dodged to one side, twisting to avoid the Scion of Jern effortlessly.
�Do what you will, traitor,� the prisoner said in measured tones, his silver eyes fixed on Gilliad. �We know you for what you are, and Ariah will never forgive you.�
�Ariah?� Gilliad scoffed. �You think I care what your precious leader thinks of me? I rule this Holt now. I don�t need to worry about Ariah�s forgiveness.�
Maldrine nodded to two guards who seized the Fair One by the shoulders and forced him onto his knees. This time Gilliad�s punch snapped his head back. Haledren spat bright blood onto the cobbles.
Jeren turned her horse away and no one made a move to stop her. She didn�t care if she missed the ceremony. She would make whatever amends she had to later on. Let people think what they wanted. She couldn�t watch this. Only Mirrow and Teshleith followed her as she rode back to the Citadel as fast as she could while maintaining a dignified demeanour. She didn�t spare them a glance, but fought to keep her sobs from breaking free.



Chapter Two 

Jeren didn�t mean to go to the dungeons. At least she told herself that.
She gathered river jasmine and red roses from the gardens, fashioning a wreath to take to her parents� tomb. The catacombs wound their way through the cliffs below the Citadel, a labyrinth of alcoves and chambers housing the dead of River Holt.
In the hall of the True Blood, the remains of her ancestors lay entombed. She placed the flowers beside the effigy of her mother, on the tomb nearest the door. Beside her mother another figure had been hewn out of the stone. Jeren brushed away marble dust from her father�s figure, trying to discern his face, but it was formless, empty. The sculptor had not yet completed his features, although Lord Jaren�s body was fully realized, armoured but at rest. She had never seen him so still in life.
I�m sorry, Father. But I couldn�t stand there and watch him take the throne. Not after what he�d done.
But no words of forgiveness came.
She murmured her prayers and lit tiny candles around the sarcophagi.
She couldn�t say how long she stayed but on the way back she took a wrong turn. In the torchlight, one tunnel looked very much like another, and the constant rumble of distant water lulled her senses. As she walked, the song of the river and the distant waterfall transformed into a faint voice.
She didn�t know the language or the melody, but she knew to whom the voice belonged. There couldn�t be another prisoner in River Holt who would sound so alien. The song acted like a hypnotic lure, drawing her along the narrow tunnels which led circuitously to the deepest dungeons.
The guards at the main entrance to the dungeons would have turned her back, but the approach from the crypts was not guarded. Perhaps no one saw a need. After all, who would be coming from the halls of the dead at this hour? Jeren pushed open the rusty gate.
There were no other prisoners held here. No footsteps, no voices, only a few torches. Only the sound of the river and the singing. Carefully, aware that she trespassed on ground long forbidden to her by her father, she picked her way along the corridor to the last torch affixed to the wall. In its light, she blew out the candle and let the voice be her guide.
At the door to Haledren�s cell, she stopped and a shiver passed through her body. The voice fell silent, listening to her, aware that she hovered outside. She stood on her tiptoes to peer through the grill. Haledren lay curled up on the floor, his head cradled in his hands, his face hidden. His body was pallid as a corpse in the half-light. They had not been kind while cutting his silvery braids. His scalp looked ragged and the wounds clotted with blood. When he let out a broken sob, his entire bruised frame shook with grief.
�Go away,� he hissed, his voice no longer musical. It grated, like the rusty gate. �Go away. Stop staring. Prying eyes should be pried out!� And then he laughed, an awful, hollow sound.
Jeren shifted, running her hand along the side of the door, searching for the hook on which the cell key should be hanging. No key hung there but she snagged her palm on the hook, tearing the skin, drawing blood. At her gasp of pain, Haledren�s head lifted. Two bloody hollows were all that remained of his beautiful silver eyes. Dried blood streaked his face and blackened his tongue and teeth. He smiled broadly and raised his arm. He sank his teeth into the skin of his wrist and tore.
�No!� she cried out, tugging desperately at the door. On the other side the Shistra-Phail laughed and continued to tear at his own flesh.
�Jeren?� Gilliad�s voice rebounded off the walls, deafening her. �What in Khain�s name are you doing here?� Strong arms seized her, hauling her bodily from the door.
�He�s trying to kill himself!� she cried.
Maldrine quelled her struggles effortlessly, but Gilliad pushed by them both, wielding the key like a weapon. As he flung the door open, Haledren launched himself forwards. Gilliad went down under the insane warrior. Cursing, Maldrine dropped her a moment too late and drew a long-bladed knife.
Jeren struggled back to her feet in time to see Maldrine pull the Fair One off Gilliad. Her brother coughed, gasping for air, but the Fair One was not defeated yet.
�The Wolf is coming for you,� he screamed, blood and spit splattering across Gilliad�s face. �The Wolf is coming for your life�s blood. He�ll take your sister. He�ll take your life. He�ll take all you took from us.� He twisted in Maldrine�s grip, the movement so fluid she could hardly follow it. He landed a blow and Maldrine fell heavily.
Gilliad drew his sword, and Haledren�s head tilted with a catlike precision, listening to the ring of the blade against the scabbard.
�Hypocrite,� he whispered. �You dare to wield Felan�s sword after what you did? May it sing to you only of treachery and death. May it never bring a moment�s peace and chill the cursed blood that runs in your veins.�
�I don�t want you dead, Haledren.� Gilliad�s voice sounded remarkably calm, almost kind. He didn�t move, either to advance or retreat. He was a rock in the sea of chaos, and Jeren longed to hide behind him. �We can get you a healer��
The Fair One threw back his head and howled, a laugh born only of pain. �You know as well as I that none but a Seer may lay healing hands on the Shistra-Phail.�
�Why not?� The question was sharp, irritated. Then Gilliad brought his emotions under control, his voice gentling to the sound of reason once more. �Come Haledren,� he murmured. �You are hurt. Now is not the time for your archaic ideas of honour and purity.�
�Honour?� The laugh barked out again. He raked his hands over his ravaged scalp. �The Lost have no honour, Scion of Jern. You wanted to see insane, to see the Shistra-Phail become one of the Lost?�
Biting down on her lower lip, Jeren edged towards her brother, her back pressed to the wall, seeking a small measure of protection from the monster before her. The heavy fabric of her gown whispered as she moved. Haledren�s eyeless gaze snapped around to her and he snarled.
In that moment, she truly knew the face of insanity. Gilliad had realised his ambition and he had his answer now. Losing the braids drove the Shistra-Phail far beyond reason. No longer the noble warrior of ancient legends, like those who stood with the Bright God against Khain�s horde in the beginning times, or those who befriended and taught Felan. No longer the remote and untouchable captive she had seen in the Greeting Square. No. This was the monster of her mother�s tales, the figure that haunted her darkest nightmares.
All this she absorbed in that instant. She only had a moment before Haledren surged towards her, bloody teeth bared, his hands like claws. She slammed herself back against the wall.
But he never reached her.
A force impacted his back, driving him to his knees before he reached her. Confusion melted the hatred in his face to peace and he fell forwards, onto his face. The hilt of Maldrine�s knife jutted from his neck.
Breathing too hard to scream, Jeren slid down the wall, fighting against the tremors that gripped her body. Gilliad ignored her and turned Haledren�s body over with his foot.
�Damn, I thought we could make him last longer than that.� Then he turned on Jeren, anger darkening his face in the dancing torchlight. �What were you doing down here?� He pulled her up, his grip uncomfortably tight on her upper arms. �Got lost, did you?�
Jeren recoiled, backing up as far as she could. �Gilliad?� He didn�t release her. If anything his fingers tightened, his grip iron. She fought to keep from wilting in his grasp, and as she looked into his face, she couldn�t find her brother there. A stranger glowered at her. He raised Felan�s sword.
The blade came to rest against her cheek, its flat surface icy cold as it slid down to her jaw. She drew in a terrified gasp. He trailed the sword down her neck, and the edge came to rest on her shoulder. In the torchlight, his dark eyes reflected only flames.
�Gilliad,� she whispered, as if his name would call him back from whatever dark place his soul had strayed to. �Gilliad, please.� The final word emerged as no more than a sob, and at the sound his face softened. As if it was all no more than a childish game of pretend, he grinned at her.
�You shouldn�t wander, little sister. I think your days are too empty. When you�re married things will be fuller.� He laughed and grabbed her, pulling her close. His hand rubbed her stomach, pressing in painfully and laughing when she yelped in horror. �Your belly most of all. But not with Grey Holt seed, I think. We should keep what belongs to River Holt, here in River Holt. What do you think, Maldrine? Wouldn�t she make a perfect wife?�
A look passed between them and Jeren stiffened. Maldrine�s eyes turned hard and hungry, dangerous, not a look of love or even friendship. She could recognise the desire for murder when she saw it. Gilliad looked even worse�hard-edged with determination, and an utter disregard for the fact that Maldrine would clearly rather kill her than wed her.
Then Gilliad ruffled her hair and the threats vanished from his eyes. He became her brother again, teasing her, scaring her, but ultimately still her brother. Somehow, that was worse.
�Jeren, you really are an idiot some times.� He gave her an affectionate pat on the back. �Go on back to your rooms. Mina will be sick with worry.�
Jeren fled, the sound of Gilliad�s laughter ringing after her. Only Gilliad�s laughter, not Maldrine�s. She thundered up the stairs and flung open the door to find Mina standing there. Jeren threw herself into the older woman�s arms.
�What is it?� Mina exclaimed, cradling her close.
�We have to leave.�
�What are you talking about?�
�Gilliad! Oh gods, Mina. We have to get to Grey Holt so I can be wed to Vertigern, otherwise Gilliad will keep me here and marry me off to Maldrine. Please, Mina. We must get away from here!�



Chapter Three 

Shan knew he should have left the girl there in the wreckage at the foot of the cliff. He should have kept on walking. Then he would never have become involved in the vagaries of the Holters� world.
But Shanith Al-Fallion had never been able to abandon a soul in trouble. The silver-grey wolf padding at his side, once a starving cub lost in the snow, gave testimony to that. Her breath misted the evening air, and she nuzzled his hand in an effort to distract him from the shattered carriage.
�Stop Anala,� he said. �I�ll just take a look.� The wolf growled but remained with him, pawing impatiently in the snow.
They were all dead but for the girl, and she wouldn�t be long in joining her companions. The marks of the Snow Child cast blue tones on her skin.
He knelt at the survivor�s side, aware of her shallow breath, the feeble rise and fall of her chest. He hesitated before touching her�a Holtwoman and, judging by her delicately embroidered clothes, one of some standing. Silver threads depicting jasmine and ivy encircled her throat and wrists, sewn into the deep green velvet by an expert hand. Girl was probably wrong too. She looked old enough to be judged a young woman by the Holters� terms. And a beautiful one at that, fine-boned and elegant. But to his people�the Fair Ones, the Feyna�most humans never reached an age where they would be considered adults.
Voices carried on the breeze from men climbing down from the road. Relieved to be free of the niggling sense of responsibility for the girl, Shan readied himself to dart into the safety of the trees. Then his sharp ears caught what the men were saying.
It wasn�t good.
�Bloody stupid misadventure. Who�d survive a fall like that, anyway? They�re already dead, I tell you. No one�s going to come back from that drop.�
�We have our orders,� said another voice. �Make sure they�re dead. All of them.�
Shan frowned and glanced towards Anala. Part guide, part companion, the wolf knew what Shan�s soul told him to do, and she liked the idea even less than he did. She heaved out a breath, shaking her head rapidly. But that didn�t change anything.
If those men reached the girl, she would die.
It never paid for any of Shan�s people to deal with humans. The cost was always too high. Had not a man the humans counted as a great leader, a lord of many tributes, murdered Shan�s sister, Falinar?
But what choice did he have? Leave her here, helpless, to die?
Shan�s own nature conspired against him. He lifted the girl like a bundle of old rags, her chestnut hair tumbling over his shoulder. She felt so light in his arms, like a bird. He retreated with swift but cautious steps, retracing his own footsteps through the snow, until a copse of trees hid him. The green of the girl�s travelling dress aided him, merging with the shadows.
The wolf�s look branded him an idiot. Still, she followed him, nose to the ground.
More men arrived, taking the narrow path which wound sedately down from the road rather than the sheer climb undertaken by the first pair. They carried torches, the light staining the snow with ruddy tones.
Shan grimaced. He could not remain hidden here for long. �Can you find some shelter, Anala?� he whispered to the wolf. �Somewhere safer?�
With a whine of pure frustration, Anala whirled away and bounded through the snow-laden trees.
Four heavily armed guards laboured through the snow surrounding a man cloaked in ermine. A jagged wound ran along the left side of his jaw. Though unencumbered by armour, he clearly held command. He scoured the wreckage with flint-like eyes.
�The girl�s missing,� the first assassin reported. �If news of this reaches River Holt�� The underling�s fear reeked, pungent on the night�s air.
Flint-eyes studied the trees, as if aware that he too was being watched. Shan resisted the urge to move. He became part of the trees, part of the snow, concentrating on invisibility, or at the very least, camouflage. It wasn�t enough.
�They�re in the trees.� Flint-eyes� voice was as remorseless as his eyes. �Over there! Get Lady Jeren back, or you�ll all be sending my greetings to the Death Goddess.�
Shan fled, slinging Lady Jeren over his shoulder. She cried out at the rough treatment, but he ignored her groggy protests. The need for speed outweighed all other considerations. A shape bounding through the frozen landscape ahead gave him a single hope.
�Anala! Shelter, safety, now!�
The wolf launched herself forwards, tearing madly across the snowfield, making for the rising hills. Fluid as shadow, Shan followed her, trusting the wolf�s instincts even above his own.
Behind him, guards scrambled through the trees, hampered by the conditions and their inexperience of this place, this landscape. Shan bared his teeth in a tight grin. They were weak, slow. He was not.
An arrow grazed his face, so close he could swear he felt the brush of the fletching against his cheek. He dodged aside.
But too slow.
Pain erupted in the back of his leg. His knee buckled and he went down with a cry, Jeren underneath him.
A triumphant voice rang out across the snow. �He�s winged, my lord!� The underling.
Flint-eyes didn�t respond.
Another arrow punched into the ground by Shan�s face and he threw himself back, rolling to his feet once more. His leg almost went beneath him again, but he knew if he stopped now they�d both be dead. Jeren struggled against him as he lifted her.
�Hush, little one,� he murmured as gently as he could through his clenched teeth. �Trust me now.�
Wounded and carrying her over his shoulder, he didn�t know where he found the strength to run. Anala dwindled to a black speck in the distance, heading north towards home. Shan fixed his eyes on the wolf, ignoring the sounds of pursuit. He could outdistance any man, but even a trickle of blood would leave a trail a child could follow.
The hills were the key. He knew them well. Up there, where the land was riddled with caves and tunnel, he could hide, dress the wound.
Right now, he couldn�t think.
I need rest and warmth, that�s all. 
Pain lanced up his leg again, and he felt the barb of the arrow deep inside the soft flesh. Only his own kind could help him. If he didn�t find someone to get the arrow out, it would kill him.
The wind rose and Shan felt his determination falter. Anala had vanished. He could smell a storm coming, the air sharp and bitter, heavy with snow. And when the weather broke�
It happened even sooner than he expected.
The blizzard clawed at his limbs and tore at his braided hair. Only Jeren�s warmth kept him alive at this point, just as his body sustained her. They were one, dependent on each other, breathing as one, moving as one. He could hardly recall a time when his arms had not held her, when her arms had not held him. The nagging sense that she belonged there grew on him second by second. He pushed such foolish thoughts away with a determined will, putting it down to the cold and the wind addling his wits.
Shan could run no longer, even if he could see where they were going. It became harder to put one foot in front of the other. As the last of his strength slipped away, he dropped to his knees.
�I�m sorry, little one. There�s no more in me.� Her grip tightened for a moment. A brief surge of comfort passed through him. He buried his face in her hair, inhaling a scent like spring flowers in sunshine. As quickly as it came, the comfort bled away, replaced by wind and snow. �Who are you really? Why did they want you dead?� he murmured.
A sound screeched out of the maelstrom, battering against his head and shoulders. An owl? What was an owl doing abroad in a storm? White wings beat against Shan, implacable and determined, until he clambered to his feet. Huge yellow eyes loomed from the darkness and talons raked over his scalp. The owl shrieked, forcing him forwards. She swooped ahead, circling him, leading him on.
Then he saw another shape, one he knew. Anala, her fur caked in snow, gave a yelp of delight and bounded towards him. She leaped in circles, rubbing his thighs and licking him enthusiastically. Between them, the owl and the wolf herded him into a cave.
Breathing harshly, Shan released Jeren and looked up. Anala shook herself, yawned and stretched out, barring the entrance. The owl perched on a rocky outcrop, preening herself. Shan stared at her for some minutes before he found the right words.
Respect was everything, especially for a gift such as this. Respect and gratitude.
�You aren�t my totem, little sister, but I thank you for your help.�



Chapter Four 

Jeren�s limbs burned, her body shivering. The warmth against her made the wind�s knives dim to a faint memory. Before that, the panic of their flight�troops in pursuit�Mina crying out as the coach lurched to one side, and the horses screaming. Then everything had tumbled into chaos and darkness.
Jeren tried to sit up but a hand closed on her wrist, the grip like a tree root around a stone. The other hand clamped over her mouth, the pads of his long fingers callused but not rough. Terrified, she sank back against him. A male body, his warmth pressed the length of her, his arms enfolding her.
�Stay still, little one,� the melodious voice rumbled against her distraught senses. �We aren�t out of danger yet. Go out there now and you�ll freeze, if you�re lucky��
Jeren opened her mouth to reply, but he didn�t remove his hand. She narrowed her eyes, irritation slicing through the hold fear had on her.
Little one, indeed! She scowled and bit down hard on his palm.
Startled, he pulled back, a curse on his lips she didn�t recognise.
�Who do you think you are?� she snapped, using the imperious tones her mother used on errant servants. �How dare you!�
He moved before she could twist around to look at him, one hand back over her mouth and the other uncomfortably tight at the base of her throat. He squeezed slightly, just a warning, but Jeren�s heart thudded and her eyes opened wide.
�Keep still and silent, Holter. I�ve no reason to love your kind, nor any inclination to start trying. Bite me again and I might just throw you to the wolves out there to see how you like it.�
Outside, she could hear distant voices, a search party. She jerked forwards, eager to call out for help.
�They are looking for you, but only to kill you, little one.�
He must have felt her shudder. Slowly, as if testing to see what she�d do next, he released her.
Jeren bowed her head and fought to keep from crying. Part of her wanted to scream that it couldn�t be true, that her brother would never allow it. And yet�and yet�
She held her tongue instead.
His voice gentled. �You should rest. The Snow Child almost claimed you.� A bitter laugh shook its way out of him. �She almost had us both. It�s only thanks to Anala and the owl that we�re alive at all.�
�Anala?�
He nodded towards a beast sleeping by the cave mouth. A large dog of some kind. More than just a dog.
�She�s half-wolf, isn�t she?� Jeren blushed violently, hoping the shadows hid her as completely as they hid him. Though she strained to see her rescuer, she could only make out the vaguest of details. A slender man, broad-shouldered, tall. And strong. She didn�t need to see him to know that. She could recall the feel of his body as he carried her, as they huddled together, the way she had fitted against him. She couldn�t see his face through the darkness, but somehow she knew he wore a grin. �What do you find so funny?�
�Anala isn�t half-wolf. She�s all wolf.� His voice warmed with amusement and it acted on her exhausted senses, making the iron-hard tension ease.
�And the owl?�
�I think she came for you.�
A smile tugged at her lips. She wondered what Mina would say to that idea. Lady Jeren of River Holt with a warrior totem at her beck and call, like one of the Fair Ones out of the stories.
And then it struck her. The memories flooded over her, jumbled and incoherent, frightening.
�My�my companions�� she began and stopped. Her throat tightened as she realised the inevitable answer. �Are they dead?�
�You were the only one alive when I got there,� he told her and moved back, further into the shadows.
Mina was dead. Mina Roh, her guardian, who had watched over her all her life. It left a hollow place inside her, a place she never imagined could be emptied so easily.
�Who are you?� Jeren asked.
�Shan,� he told her. �You can call me Shan.�
She shivered, sick with loss. �They were all dead? You�re certain? I travelled with a woman, a lady��
�Your companion broke her neck, little one, when your carriage left the road.� Her eyes were unaccustomed to darkness, and it hid him from her. It would have been easy to start a fire, but he hadn�t done so. Why?
Oh, but what did it matter now? Mina was dead.
She pulled her arms closer around her chest. �She�she�s dead. You�re sure?� In her own voice she heard the desperation of a child.
�Yes,� he replied simply. �Had I left you there, you would have joined her. Men were coming to kill any survivors.�
Her body tensed. Maldrine�s men? Who else would dare? Suddenly she found herself eager to hear of vengeance. �Did you kill them? Are they dead?�
�No,� he said. �I took you and left. Thus, we are both alive. Anala thought I was a fool to get involved.� The timbre of his voice resonated through her, tainted with pain. That wasn�t a good sign, Jeren thought. It wasn�t good at all. He�d been wounded saving her. And yet, he hadn�t saved the others. Mina was dead. She shook aside her concern for his obvious pain as an irritant in the way of her anger.
�You should have killed them. You should have stayed like a man and fought.�
He wasn�t annoyed. He seemed more curious than anything else. �For what purpose? To defend a pile of corpses?�
�For honour��
�You�re young to speak of death in such a way. There�s no honour in fighting without reason. Why do they want you dead?�
Jeren retreated into herself, recoiling without moving. How could she tell him the truth? The best scenario would be that he would hold her hostage. River Holt would ruin itself in order to win back Lord Gilliad�s little sister. Gilliad wouldn�t even have to enforce the collection of the ransom. She knew her people loved her. Her brother on the other hand�
No, she didn�t want to think about that.
�I�I�m Jeren�� she began slowly. When he gave no reaction, she drew in a wavering breath. If he didn�t recognise the name, there might be a chance. Although she�d always been taught not to lie, she now had no choice. But could she look into the shadows where he nestled and spin falsehoods to the man who had saved her? At least she didn�t have to look into his face, his eyes. That would be impossible. She hung her head and continued, �I�m servant to the Lady of River Holt, Lord Gilliad�s sister. She was with me, in the carriage��
He surged forwards as if to leap to his feet, but then fell back, with a gasp of pain. His anger came out in his voice. �She looked nothing like him!�
Jeren shied back again. He moved so fast, even wounded, and his voice held such hatred. She nodded slowly, biting down on her lower lip. �You know Lord Gilliad?�
Of course he did. There could be no other explanation for that reaction.
The seed of madness had lurked within Gilliad all his life. Even as a boy, her brother had cared for nothing but his own pleasures, and everyone had quickly learned to deny him nothing. His rages were legendary. If he didn�t have what he wanted, someone would always have to pay. Except for Jeren and their father. Her father had recognised the trait and sought to curb it. He had failed, as she had failed.
She thought of the Shistra-Phail warrior in the cells, of his madness, of the glee her brother had taken in it.
But who would believe her if she told? The River Holters� loyalty to the Scion of Jern was as much a part of them as their skin. Shan must have seen it firsthand to react in such a way.
�I know he�s a curse to the world,� said Shan, �as are all True Blood. The magic in their veins makes them serpent-born.�
Gods, was that what he thought of them? She closed her eyes, thinking of her gentle father and the way he had held her, spun her around until she was dizzy and laughing. The image shifted in her mind, to Gilliad watching her with jealous eyes, to Gilliad as he had become, his grip on her arms when he had turned her around to face Maldrine. How wrong was Shan, if of all her family, he only knew Gilliad?
Jeren�s voice cracked as she spoke, deadened with exhaustion, though she took care with her words. �He�s the Lord of River Holt now. His sister was to marry the Lord of Grey Holt�s nephew. But Gilliad became reluctant�recently his behaviour�� She struggled to find a polite way of saying Gilliad was spiralling towards madness. It was too hard to express that, even to one who clearly hated her brother. After all, she was a River Holter too.
�Small group for a wedding party, wasn�t it?� he asked. His voice sounded sharper, as if he sensed the further concealment within the lie. She glanced away, hiding her secrets. However he took her silence, she didn�t know, but he conceded, his voice gentling. �Jeren, I wasn�t lying when I said you should rest. In the morning, you can decide what to do. I won�t keep you here.�
She stared at him, trying to figure out what that meant.
Shan retreated further into darkest part of the cave. Jeren closed her eyes and closed off the world outside. The last thing she wanted to do was dwell on her own situation, to think about Gilliad and Maldrine, or the deaths of her only friends. She hated lying to Shan, though she could not say why. Perhaps, if he knew her true identity�
No. Now was not the time to think on such things. Instead, she focused on Shan and, as she always did when distressed, she allowed the magical faculties she inherited from her father to surge to life, sensing him out, feeling what he felt.
Like a firefly in the darkness, Shan�s body filled with shimmering light. His emotions were laid clear to her. Unused to pain, or to bearing physical damage, he would endure it, but deep down, he was afraid. And that was also alien to him.
�You�re hurt.� She struggled to bring her abilities under tighter control. Opening her eyes, she could almost see him now. Sunrise started to filter in from the outside. She welcomed its arrival at last. She longed for a new day to put the horror of the last one behind her, for warmth and light to drown the shadows clinging to her heart. �Let me help, Shan. I studied with the Holt�s healers and helped them on a number of cases.�
�You�re a healer now?� He shuffled farther away from her.
�What are you so afraid of?� she persisted.
His voice came out harsh with false bravado. �I�m afraid of nothing, least of all you.�
�Then why hide?�
Sunlight crept through the cave mouth. Anala scrambled to her feet at their raised voices, her claws scratching at the bare stone. The owl cried out in alarm at the sudden movement. Light stretched across the floor, illuminating his finely crafted, well-worn boots of soft grey leather. She could see the dried blood caked on his calf and fresh blood staining the soft fabric around the arrow shaft. Its broken stub projected like a jagged tooth.
Jeren stilled as the sun revealed yet more of him. He wore a tunic of the same grey-white suede. Even his skin was pale. His fingers, long and elegant, curled helplessly at his side.
Jeren�s jaw fell open. A cry of alarm came stillborn to her lips as she looked on skin as fair as one snow-touched, the veins a tracery of blue, like lines in marble. His white-blonde hair was finely braided, each strand no thicker than a child�s bracelet. His silver eyes slanted beyond those of a human and his long lashes were the same white gold. Paler than an albino, as handsome as the images of her god, this Fair One warrior had saved her life. He was younger than Haledren, broader in the shoulders, but just as pale and beautiful, heart-wrenchingly handsome�and just as unapproachable.
The image of what her brother had done to the captive warrior burst like wildfire in her brain�his ruined face, the snarl of his mouth, the monster behind just such an austere mask of perfection.
�Jeren,� Shan whispered. His expression showed he recognised her alarm. In his musical voice she could now hear more than pain, she could also detect the first hint of panic. �Jeren, remember they�re close�little one, please��
She couldn�t help herself. His endearment was the final straw.
Her scream pierced the spell, and she burst from the cave, running as fast as her exhausted body would allow.
She threw herself across the open ground, dragging herself through the snow. Her breath plumped like smoke in front of her and the cold stabbed into her lungs. But she pushed herself on, through the trees, away from safety, into the open, freezing air.
Suddenly men were running towards her. The primal part of her soared with relief before she recalled why they had been hiding. They weren�t going to help her. They worked for Maldrine.
They came at her, three of them, grinning triumphantly, knives bared. Jeren tried to stop, skidded on the treacherous ground and fell in a confused heap.
�Call the other parties in,� one of them said. �Tell them we have her.� The youngest took off at a run, leaving her alone with two men more akin to animals.
�Never had a True Blood before.� The nearest laughed.
�Don�t play with her, Dervin. She�s as good to us dead and less trouble. Kill her and have done with it.�
But Dervin didn�t listen. He grinned as he came at her. His stained teeth were broken and his eyes yellowed from drink. Jeren scrambled back, her eyes darting from knife to face and back again as she fought through mindless panic.
�Can�t waste a chance like this, Kelleran. Dead ain�t as much fun.� His hand closed on her shoulder, forcing her down. Jeren gulped air, attempted to push him back.
�There�s a monster�� she tried to tell him.
He struck her a blow to the face that sent her to the ground. The world turned red and black and light burst behind her eyes. She tried to pull herself up, to defend herself somehow, to do something, anything.
The snow erupted in a new kind of fury. Kelleran never stood a chance. His head landed beside her with a muffled thud. His eyes were caught in a moment of sheer terror. Hot blood splattered across Jeren�s face. Dervin pushed her away, his hand scrabbling after his sword.
Shan didn�t move like a mortal. He seemed to dance on the air, part of the frozen landscape. True, he relied too much on his good leg, and she knew exhaustion rode him as surely as it did her, but it would still take a far greater swordsman than Dervin to best him. The thug�s sword jerked no more than a foot from the scabbard before the Shistra-Phail�s blade sliced into his arm, severing bone.
Jeren rolled aside as the hulking man dropped to his knees, howling. His forearm twitched on the ground. White with dread, he looked up into a face like the Avenger�s own.
�You should never have touched her,� was all Shan said.
Then his blade descended. Jeren turned away with a strangled sob. She heard the corpse fall, but she couldn�t look, couldn�t bear to see the carnage Shan wrought on her behalf.
Silence settled around them, stillness.
His hand on her shoulder felt tender. �Jeren.�
Another sob escaped her.
�Jeren. We must go. Now!� Urgency shot through his soothing tones. Shan pulled her to her feet and buried her face in his chest. He felt warm, the only warm thing left in this frozen nightmare, and she clung to him.
�Jeren, please, little one. More of them will come. I can�t take them all on, not here, not now.�
�You killed them. You just�killed them.�
Outrage filled his voice. �He would have�� He stared down at her with a kind of rapt wonder. �Jeren, have you never seen a man killed before?�
She shook her head. Her father had forbidden her to attend public executions. He said it was something a girl shouldn�t see. Gilliad hadn�t felt the same concerns, of course, but then, he didn�t really like to kill. A prisoner could entertain him so much more than a corpse.
Shan sighed a curious word and pulled her close again. �I couldn�t let him hurt you.� He stroked her hair, his hand sending warmth rippling through her. �Trust me now. We have to leave if we�re going to live.�
No one had ever asked for her trust before with the clear intention to uphold it. She nodded and squeezed his hand. It was just like squeezing stone. She couldn�t believe what he had done, the speed, the savagery. Her body shook but she pushed the fear down. He had saved her life for a second time. She glanced down and saw blood trickling out into the snow beneath them. Shan�s blood. She dragged in a breath and centred herself.
�I need to tend your wound. You can�t go far with that arrow in your leg. You�re just lucky you didn�t open an artery. As for the risk of infection��
Jeren allowed him to lead her back towards the cave as she talked. Shan nodded as if he listened, but she could tell that his mind strayed elsewhere.
His ears sought the sounds of pursuit, she supposed. He would hear it long before her.



Chapter Five 

In the shelter of the cave, Shan slumped against the rock wall, fighting the bone-deep weariness of constant pain. As a member of the Shistra-Phail�the elite warriors of the Feyna�he possessed unearthly powers of recovery, but no one was invulnerable. Shan had seen his kindred die of wounds like this. Only their Seers healed the Shistra-Phail. It had always been that way. Now it seemed a deeply stupid tradition.
Anala, who had only lifted a sleepy head when Jeren left, slid to his side and pushed her head into his hand, nuzzling him to express her concern. As the girl approached, the wolf growled. Jeren halted, leaning towards them, but heeding the wolf�s soft warning to keep her distance.
�Please, Shan, let me help. Tell Anala I can help.�
�Do you know what you�re asking?� He sighed. �You aren�t even Feyna.�
�I�m all you have right now.�
He nodded more in resignation than agreement. �Go on, Anala,� he murmured, shooing her away. �I�ll be all right.� He didn�t add I hope.
The wolf retreated across the cave and lay across the doorway, her ears twitching. She watched them with suspicious eyes.
Jeren knelt at his side and ran one small hand down the length of his leg, testing the damage. Shan made no move to resist her as she took his own knife from his belt and began to cut the material. She touched him gently, and his skin felt heated beneath her fingertips. An infection perhaps, already. Not a good sign. She tried to smile up at him, but he recognised the concern in her features, the tightness around her eyes. She braced her hand against his leg to pull out the arrow.
�Ready?�
He nodded, his jaw firming as he gritted his teeth, waiting for the agony he anticipated.
Her voice warmed with sympathy. �Close your eyes.�
Shan felt Jeren still herself, like a Seer preparing for a healing. But she was human, undeniably so. Confused, he relinquished control to her and prayed she really did know what she was doing. He prayed that letting her do this wouldn�t damn him.
What choice did he have? There was no other way now.
�Tell me about your home.�
Shan was surprised by both her request and the change in her voice. Confidence enriched her tones and his senses prickled with the proximity of something else, an energy he could not define. It took him a moment or two to formulate any reply at all.
�The mountains,� he began tentatively. �The northern end of the Mother�s Back at the foot of Sheninglas. It isn�t as far north as we are now, and the valleys give more shelter. It�s a beautiful place.�
�Go on.�
�My family is not large. I have a younger brother and�I had a sister, Falinar. We called her Fa�� Anxiety tingled the back of his neck, worrying the base of his brain. This didn�t feel right. Anala whined. It should have alerted him at once, but he felt trapped in warm honey. His voice continued to flow, unable to stop. �She�s dead now. I�ve been Shistra-Phail since I came of age. Ariah wanted me to consider a craft, but by then it was already too late.�
Don�t ask me why. Please don�t ask me why�
Dull pain flared inside him, not just from his injury. This was old pain, an unhealable wound. No one wanted to be Shistra-Phail. Not really. It entailed leaving family and friends, those so beloved that nothing would induce him to let them see what he had become. He had been driven to it by the need for vengeance, the need to fight and kill.
He struggled against the memory of Falinar�s corpse, her broken remains.
Jeren�s voice shook. �Ariah�s your queen, isn�t she?�
He breathed a sigh of relief and the ache faded away. �We have no queen, Jeren.� He wanted to look at her, but couldn�t even find the strength to open his eyes. He felt her at his leg, but not what she was doing. There was no pain now, none at all. �Jeren?�
�What is she, if not a queen?�
�She�s Ariah.�
Jeren gave a brief snort at that answer. Perhaps she thought him evasive. Well, few Holters could easily understand it. Ariah was Ariah. You did things for her not because she commanded, but because she asked. A subtle difference, but an important one.
�And what brought you south from Sheninglas?� The girl sounded tense, as if she was the one undergoing the trial. He could smell the beading of sweat on her skin.
�I seek a brother Shistra-Phail, missing just over a week. He was last seen near here and Ariah asked me to find him, or find out what had become of him. She sensed a dark fate surrounding him, but Haledren��
Her hand closed uncomfortably on his calf muscle.
Then the pain he had expected from the start seized him in its teeth and shook him. Jeren wrenched the arrow and his cry out of his body in the same instant. He jerked towards her, sitting up, instinctively making ready to defend himself.
Moving as quickly as a striking serpent, she pushed him back. He didn�t have the strength or the wits to resist. She flashed a tight smile at him, apologetic perhaps, and pressed a dressing against the welling blood. Deftly, she bound up his lower leg.
�Come on, Shan. Tell me about Ariah! What does she look like?�
Once more, the pain ebbed. He could picture Ariah�s face, see the amusement in her eyes.
�Sometimes she�s like a little girl, sometimes like my great-grandmother. I was five when I first saw her, and I remember she had flowers in her hair. Blue flowers. I don�t know where she got them.�
�There. Open your eyes.�
He didn�t want to obey at first. The image of Ariah was so clear, so comforting, Ariah as he had first seen her, perfectly preserved in his memory. Ariah smiled at him and her eyes sparkled.
Her eyes were dark brown. Jeren�s eyes.
Shan gave a startled yelp and sat bolt upright. Jeren slumped back, her shoulders drooping with exhaustion. Her eyes weren�t sparkling now. They were dull with the need for sleep, with the after effects of pain.
Ariah�s eyes weren�t brown. They were the same silver-grey as all the Fair Ones. Suspicion flared hot in his stomach. �What did you do?�
She looked away, refusing to make eye contact, but there was no hiding the guilt written plain on her face. �We should be on our way. They�ll find us here. Do you know somewhere we can both be safe?�
He exhaled slowly, watching her as if she might bite him.
What did you just do to me, Jeren? What did you do? 
Tears trembled on the edge of her eyes. She didn�t speak. She just sat there, waiting for him to do something, to say something else, to help her.
Safe? There�s nowhere we could be safe, you and I. Not together.
A shudder ran through him. Thinking that way was madness. Why would they need to be together? Why would they even want to be together?
�I�ll find somewhere,� was all he said. What else was there?
He only hoped it was a promise he could keep.
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Shan walked ahead of her most of the time, making a path through the snow that she could easily follow. Anala circled them continually, running in wide arcs, always returning to Shan�s side and casting wary glances at her. Threatening glances.
Time and again, Jeren saw in her mind�s eye Shan�s disgusted expression when she had healed him. He was no fool. He knew something unnatural had happened. Not even the most skilled healer could have removed that arrow with as little pain. Over the past day he had flinched whenever she touched him, however inadvertent the contact.
When Jeren changed the dressing on his leg, he�d sat with his shoulders taut and his eyes closed. When their hands brushed, he�d pulled back as if she carried disease.
It still felt like a physical blow, deep in her stomach. Each and every time.
She was sick of it. It wasn�t just him. It was all of them and she was sick of it. Sick of being reviled for what she was, sick of trudging through the snow, sick of being hunted, sick of being cold and exhausted all the time.
Jeren slowed to a halt, unable and unwilling to put one foot in front of the other any more. Not like this. It only took a moment or two before he looked back, a frown creasing his perfect brow.
�You need to keep up,� he growled at her. More wolf than anything else sometimes, that one. Maybe he learned it from Anala.
�Shan, will you do something for me?� It had preyed on her mind since they left the caves, the way Dervin had so easily overpowered her. She had needed Shan to come to her rescue. She hated herself for it. She hated everything. It needed to change. �Teach me how to fight.�
�Your women don�t fight.�
�Yours do,� she persisted. �No one cares about the sex of a Shistra-Phail. That�s what Gilliad said when he came back. He trained with you.�
Shan took a moment before answering, perhaps picking his words, perhaps thinking over what she said.
�Your Lord spent some time with the Shistra-Phail but he hates us all. You knew that, didn�t you?�
Jeren nodded reluctantly. Oh, she knew. No one else knew it as well as she did. She thought of Haledren, of what her brother had done to him. Yes, Gilliad hated the Fey�na, and the Shistra-Phail most of all. �He saw it as a trial beyond endurance, a legacy from our ancestors� time. But I�m not Gilliad.�
�Far from it.� Shan barked out a bitter laugh. �You at least have a soul. Come on, Jeren. Keep up.� He strode forwards again but she held firm. His face was a mask.
�Teach me, Shan.�
�Why? You have a formidable weapon already.�
�What?� She tried to sound startled, innocent. He knew. He had figured it out. Perhaps he had known all along.
His face was a mask of distaste.
�Your totem isn�t the owl, Jeren. You�re serpent-born!� Shan spat out the words like venom. �You�re a magic user.�
How dare he?
She balled her hands into fists at her side, gritted her teeth. Anger made her blood burn inside her.
�And if it wasn�t for me you wouldn�t have made it this far. You would have been crippled, at the very least. More than likely you�d be dead. I won�t apologise for what I did or who I am. My magic has nothing to do with this. It couldn�t help me against that man! But a sword could have. I wanted to kill him. I needed to kill him. You�ve never faced it, have you? Powerlessness, hopelessness. How could I have dreamed you�d understand?�
Rage-fuelled tears burned in her eyes. But she couldn�t let him see that. Not him. Not anyone but especially not him. She had to get away. Without another word, she stormed by him, determined to just walk, to ignore him, to keep control of herself no matter what.
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Jeren marched forwards, pushing past him. Shan�s shoulders sagged as the full fury of her pain hit him. The shock of it left him stunned. Lost, alone and helpless, a child in the wilds, he felt all these things. And through it all, he heard the words.
I wanted to kill him. I needed to kill him.
Ariah had called it the cry of the Shistra-Phail soul. Not so many years ago he had used the same words. The girl shouted his own shame to the skies.
Jeren had accepted him, after her initial terror. Accepted him, healed him, helped him. He had to admire that. He ought to be grateful. And he had the gall to hold an accident of her bloodline against her? His own hypocrisy sickened him. Anala whined, sensing the change in his resolve. She always knew. She knew everything.
Shan dropped the pack behind him. He�d get it later. Right now he needed to move. From standing still to pouncing on her only took an instant. Jeren fell beneath him with a scream, twisting to face her attacker and then, as he knew she would, she tore at his face with her nails, sank her teeth into his arm, fought him with everything she could. No matter what she thought, she was no victim. Why couldn�t she see that?
When he subdued her, he gazed down at her pale face, her raging eyes.
�I�ll teach you, little one. First lesson. Don�t let anger cloud your reason. And you have a lot of anger. For you, this is only the second-hardest lesson. The hardest of all may defeat you.�
Jeren lay quiet beneath him, submissive now, waiting to hear what he said. Her eyes filled with other emotions, relief perhaps and something else, something he could not afford to see there. Affection had no place between them. No place at all. Her mouth parted before she spoke. The urge to kiss her assaulted his determination. Part of him almost threw his body aside in horror. Another part longed to succumb. He couldn�t move.
�What�s the hardest lesson?�
He drew in a shaky breath, forcing himself to focus, to answer.
�Obedience.�
Little lines of consternation formed between her eyebrows.
�I�ve been raised all my life to obey,� she protested.
�That�s your problem.� He gazed into her eyes, saw them reflect what he sensed might lurk in his own. And he knew what he had to say, though it pained him, though he knew it would for her be like a physical assault. That she�d hate him. Perhaps that was for the best. �No woman of the Feyna would lie like this beneath a man unless they were man and wife.�
Jeren froze and the storms of anger flooded back into her features. She caught hold of a handful of snow and thrust it into his face. Shan let her go, trying to force a laugh that wouldn�t come. He wanted to make himself cruel and heartless. He didn�t want to feel� whatever it was that was growing inside him. It was wrong. It would gain them nothing.
She rolled to her feet and walked away from him again, hurt and withdrawn.
Good, he thought. It�s better this way. Neither of us should be having these thoughts.
To hide his feelings, Shan jogged after her, caught her shoulder. She tensed, expecting an attack, her first lesson learned.
Good.
�I will help you, little one,� his voice sounded almost apologetic. That wouldn�t do. He tried again. �I�ll teach you what I can in the time we have, but when we reach the border, I can go no further. You understand that, don�t you?�
Magic user, human, Holter, what did it matter? He could teach her. He could care for her. He could even love her, impossible as that sounded. When they reached the border he would never see her again.
And that would have to be that.



Chapter Six 

They journeyed towards Grey Holt, by Jeren�s choice. Though they would cross River Holt lands, she had no desire to go home. Shan never asked why.
Once away from the hills and their sheltering caves, Shan produced a blue-grey canvas tent from his pack. It blended with the snow perfectly, and it became a home they looked forwards to seeing at the end of each day. Jeren tried to forget the assassins on their trail, but the thought never strayed far from Shan�s mind. She could see it written in his eyes whenever they scanned the distant horizon, and each time when Anala returned from her forays.
�Are they still following?� she would ask.
Shan would just nod and say nothing more.
Maldrine wasn�t the kind to give up. Flint-eyes, Shan called him. Apt enough, but flint-heart might suit him better. He lived for Gilliad and the associated power his friendship endowed. She had watched the reflection of Maldrine�s innate cruelty grow in her brother over the years until it had blossomed into outright madness. The things they had done to Haledren�
Day after day, she wrestled with the need to tell Shan what she knew of his friend. But that would mean burdening him with the story of Haledren�s capture, torture and demise. It would mean telling him what Haledren had become. And worst of all, it would mean telling Shan her identity. And she couldn�t do that. Even a mention of Gilliad brought such a hatred into his silver eyes that they gleamed as sharp as his sword. Maldrine�s gift to her brother haunted her, and a knot grew in her stomach, a cancer that threatened every moment with Shan. If he hated Gilliad now, how would he feel if he learned the fate of the man he sought. And what would he do to her if he knew she was Gilliad�s sister.
Shan smiled sometimes. Jeren even heard him laughing again. Admittedly, it was usually at her as she tumbled into the snow or tripped over her own feet while he drilled her in fighting techniques. He remained withdrawn, reluctant to engage her in much more than confrontation since she�d persuaded him to teach her something. He talked to the wolf more than he did to her.
But at least when he did talk to her his tone was kinder. Sometimes he smiled and she loved to see him then, his eyes bright with joy, transforming his sombre expression to something so handsome that it stopped her breath.
She could look at him forever in those moments.
And then some thought would snatch that from him and he would withdraw into himself, excluding her once again.
In spite of that, Jeren had never felt more alive. How could she compare this to her life in River Holt?
Each morning she awoke with the dawn. Shan immediately set about packing up their meagre belongings and had them underway, Anala trudging alongside them and only the sound of snow crunching beneath their feet to accompany them. They didn�t talk much. They didn�t need to.
Each day Shan taught her to fight. It wasn�t as if there was a given time, or a particular arena. They sparred as they walked. He called it the Dance, but it was only when she watched the way he moved that she understood why. His body became liquid, graceful, drifting from one position to the next. Sometimes it seemed that she watched him in slow motion, and it was only then that she managed to dance alongside him, when she felt that she too became part of the Dance.
Jeren found everything exhilarating. At times like this she came to think they couldn�t be caught, not now. With Shan at her side, she could be as free as this forever.
Each day they walked, and fought. Each evening he hunted with Anala, running through the snow, fleet and silent shadows. Each night they slept side by side for warmth and safety. Jeren huddled in against him, forcing her breath to be slow and calm, fearing that he would hear how her heart pounded. But he never made an untoward gesture, nor anything to indicate that he felt as she did, that there was anything like affection growing between them.
Twilight stretched long into the evenings in the north. The long shadows picked their way across the rocks and snow, between the trees and the thorny shrubs. Jeren carefully laid the fire as Shan had shown her, clearing off the snow, ringing it with scavenged stones, using only old wood and keeping it low so the smoke and flames wouldn�t attract unwanted attention. The higher wall of stones behind it blocked the light and reflected the heat back on her. They may have shaken off their pursuers for now, but there was no need to give them a beacon to follow should they stumble into view.
Sheltered by the tent behind her, wrapped in a blanket, Jeren let the warmth of the fire seep into her. For once, she had done it right. Even he couldn�t give it that scathing look he had used too often. Not this time. Satisfied that when the Fair One returned, he would find a crackling fire ready to cook whatever he had caught, she allowed herself to doze.
Anala would probably still complain, but then she always did. The old Jeren would have laughed at the idea that a wolf could complain about anything, but Anala had a way of making her displeasure completely apparent. Shan had tried to explain about wolves, about their hierarchy and the social structure of a pack. It appalled Jeren to discover that Anala considered her a lesser female, weak and submissive, not really worth her attention, someone to be minded and cared for, like a child.
�It could be worse,� Shan had said, struggling not to smile at her outrage.
�It is not funny!� she told him, glaring at the wolf. Anala gave her a disdainful look in return.
�If she thought you were a threat, she�d attack you. She thinks we�re a pack, the three of us, and as she was here first that makes her the lead female.�
Shan reached out without thinking, his hand stroking her hair. Jeren stilled beneath his touch and gazed up into his perfect face. Then came the moment when he realised what he was doing and pulled back, cutting her off, turning his back on her.
Anala had circled them and flopped down beside Shan, making a questioning noise deep in her throat. He had reached out to scratch her behind the ears instead.
�We should move on,� he had said.
Jeren�s eyes stung as she thought of that sudden coldness he raised between them like a shield, whenever it looked like, just for a moment, he felt as she felt. But he always found a way to make ice clamp around her heart, to remind her that she was different from him in every way�human, magic user, weak and useless. She drew the blanket further around her body, cold now despite the fire, as night closed in around her.
A flicker of movement caught her eye. A shape moved around the edge of the camp, sleek and smooth, as if a shadow had broken off from the rest and circled back towards the sunset�s last glimmering. Jeren followed its path through eyes still half-closed but now fully alert, and her heart thudded a little harder within her frozen chest. Instincts she had never had a need for rose within her, every nerve vibrating with a primal alarm.
Wolf.
She saw it now, its pelt black. It stood twice the size of Anala and its breath plumed the frigid air. Glittering eyes watched her.
They smell fear, she warned herself, trying to remain calm.
The black wolf sniffed the air and then stepped closer, padding across the snow. It lifted its head, ears alert, and snarled at her. Jeren flinched back.
Another growl shook the air. Anala slipped from the shadows between the trees, her silver fur gleaming like moonlight as she reached Jeren�s side. Jeren could smell its odour rising in the air. She reached out a hand�slowly, so slowly�and burrowed her fingers into Anala�s pelt. Her coat felt damp.
The black wolf advanced on them again, a male, unthreatened by these two females, so much smaller than himself. Jeren studied it, seeking a weakness, a way to defeat it and noting its ragged appearance as it drew closer. Despite its size and obvious power, she could pick out the lines of its ribs, could see the matting in its bristled fur.
This wolf had no pack. It operated alone, a rogue.
Anala growled again, a second warning, and her fur bristled beneath Jeren�s touch. A rumble of thunder, an echo of that same growl, ran through her fingertips and all the way up her arm.
A lead wolf senses a threat to her pack, Shan had informed her. And nothing threatened a pack more than one of its own gone rogue. In the black wolf, Jeren recognised the same hunger she had seen in Gilliad�s eyes: ravenous, unending, a hunger that could not be assuaged. The desire to maim, to kill without reason, to attack anything that moved.
And in a moment Shan would return to the camp, unaware of the confrontation taking place. He would walk right between them.
The black wolf leaped. He barrelled into Anala and they both went down in a flurry of snarls and yelps. Jeren dived aside, landing heavily right beside her fire. She grabbed the largest branch from its edge and yanked it out. The white-hot tip spat a fountain of sparks. She reached the wolves just as the black wolf tore a gash in the skin of Anala�s neck and forced her down, his jaws ready to do the same to her throat.
Wielding the burning branch two-handed, Jeren brought it down on the black wolf�s spine as hard as she could. The animal gave an almost human cry of agony and recoiled from her, releasing Anala in its hurry to retreat. Jeren lunged at it, as if she held Shan�s sword.
The wolf fled, leaping through the night. Jeren watched it go, her chest heaving, her fingernails digging into the branch. She held the remains of her weapon up before her and it cast a dreadful light on Anala�s wounded form lying in the snow. Blood oozed through her fur and she lifted her head, trying to lick it.
Jeren dropped to her knees, throwing the smouldering branch to one side. In the half light, she examined the wound. This couldn�t be happening! Not like this!
�Anala!� Shan sprinted into the camp. His voice twisted with fear.
Jeren pressed her hands into Anala�s fur again and the warm sticky blood coated her fingers. The wolf whined as she probed the jagged wound, but didn�t snap at her or warn her off.
Shan crashed to his knees beside her. �What happened? What did this?�
�Another wolf. Get out of my way, Shan. I have to help her. She came back to defend me.�
�She�s a wolf. Can you heal her?�
It was a good question, and one for which she had no answer. But she had to try.
�I can heal anything,� she growled, wishing she felt as confident as she sounded. But she had to. It was not a matter of Shan, or the devastation he would feel if anything happened to Anala. It was not even a matter of this new debt to the wolf.
Anala needed her. And they were pack.
Jeren closed her eyes and released her powers into the wolf.
Pain struck her neck and shoulder, nearly toppling her, but she forced her body to absorb it, to drain the agony away from the animal. Tears sprang from her eyes, carved icy gouges down her cheeks, and she drew in a single breath, like a lump of ice scraping down her throat. She imagined her magic stretching over the wound, drawing the rent flesh back together.
A hand closed on her shoulder, radiating strength and support, filling her. She pressed harder on Anala�s side, and the wolf whimpered again, struggling beneath her.
�Shh.� Shan�s voice flowed over her. �All will be well.�
Whether he was talking to her or Anala, she didn�t know. It didn�t matter.
The wolf stilled and Jeren released the thread of magic, her work done. As she opened her eyes the world slipped sideways, but strong arms caught her, cradled and enfolded her. Her cheek came to rest against his chest. He enveloped her in the warmth of his body. She shivered, not from the cold. In Shan�s arms, the cold could not touch her. She threaded her fingers between his, and he closed his hand around hers, lifting her arm as he did so. His lips brushed the back of her hand, his kiss filling her with sparks of desire. Beneath her breast, her heart thundered, and with her head still pressed to his chest, she could hear his heart pounding in response.
�You should rest,� he said, his voice strained with self-control. Even as he said it, his hand ran down the curve of her back so gently, bringing her even closer to him. �You gave too much of yourself. I will prepare some food.� She looked up. He held his face carefully impassive, giving nothing away, not even a hint that he had kissed her.
Shan carried her like a child and settled her inside the tent, wrapping her in the blanket. When he leaned over her, he took a moment to study her exhausted face.
�What is it?� she asked.
He ran his long fingers down her cheek, their silky touch belying the strength she knew they held. �Thank you,� he told her solemnly. �With all my heart, thank you.�
Jeren tried to smile, but she couldn�t seem to dredge up the strength. Shan left her and a second later a warm, furry body snuggled in against her. Anala licked her face, making little yelps of gratitude as she nuzzled her and settled at her side. Jeren wrapped her arms around the wolf�s body, burying her fingers in her fur for reassurance, and slept.
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They moved southwest with the inevitability of the seasons, descending from the snow plains through the foothills and into a world that didn�t know snow. Flowers littered the undulating meadows and the seed-heavy grass swayed in the breeze.
The first sign Jeren had that their journey together was almost over came as a column of smoke, a thin dark finger pointing to the sky. She stopped, her eyes riveted to it. Her heart pounded so loudly she thought he should be able to hear it.
His deep voice rippled over her senses. �We�ve crossed the border?�
�Not yet. That�s Brightling�s Dale. We�re still in River Holt lands, but the Grey Holt border is only a day or so west. I could get help there, perhaps, a horse��
�You could.�
He didn�t move and neither did she. It was over. She forced in a breath.
�Shan, I��
�Hush, little one. Just stay safe.�
Anala whined, circling them, her tail held low.
�And you. Be careful.�
�Always.� He sent her a strained grin. �Go on now.�
How she found the strength to walk forwards, she didn�t know. She kept her eyes fixed on the town and let her tears flow unimpeded. She couldn�t turn back. She couldn�t let him see her cry.
When Jeren judged she was far enough away, she looked for Shan, but he had gone. That hurt more than anything. She saw no sign of him, not even a trail in the grass.



Chapter Seven 

The walls of Brightling�s Dale loomed over Jeren�s wary approach. A River Holt flag billowed on the top of the gatehouse. The gold edging told her nobles were visiting the town. That thought made her uneasy.
Bumped and jostled, she joined the flow of traffic towards the main gate. As she stepped up to the guards, however, they blocked her way.
�And where do you think you�re going?�
Stunned, she realised that the guard opposed her entry.
�Don�t stand there gaping like a fish,� he snarled. �Answer.�
�I�I need to see the garrison commander.�
His companion laughed. �She�ll want to see the bloody Scion next. Be on your way. There�s no wilders allowed in Brightling�s Dale.�
Jeren stumbled back from them, glancing belatedly at her dirty clothing. They thought her a wilder? Gods, she could imagine her mother�s reaction to that!
�You don�t understand, I�m Jeren of River Holt.�
�And I�m the King of Forest Halls,� he sneered. �Move along, girl.�
Someone pushed past her, eager to be inside and fed up with the delay. The next man just shoved her aside, off the pathway entirely.
�It�s not like she belongs here,� a woman muttered to her husband as their cart trundled past. Carefully, Jeren backed away, aware of the crowd�s change of mood. She had heard stories about wilders, those who lived with the Fair Ones, and the way they were regarded by the border dwellers.
Well? What do you think you�ve been doing? They can probably smell Shan on you. You probably reek of him.
She choked on a sob and heard cruel laughter. Something hit her face, hard on impact and then wet and sticky. Egg slid down her cheek and into her hand. Incredulously, she stared at it.
Up here, they didn�t care for wilders. They treated their livestock better.
Roars of laughter and more makeshift missiles followed her as she fled. They weren�t going to leave her alone, though. Jeren heard the sounds of pursuit, a gang of them. She made for the trees, hoping to lose them there, but they were outpacing her.
How many? You have to know how many!
She skidded to a halt where the trees descended into a gully, hoping the edge might offer an advantage. She grabbed a hefty branch from the ground and faced her pursuers. Five of them, all men.
�She�s waiting for her Fair One friends to drop out of the sky and save her!�
The wind stirred the leaves overhead.
Drop out of the sky, Shan. Please! Do as he says and save me!
Nothing happened. She heaved in a breath.
�Leave me alone.� She clenched her teeth, her knuckles white where she gripped her makeshift weapon.
Their laughter roared in her ears. They couldn�t imagine that anything could hurt them, least of all one small woman, so outnumbered. The first walked forwards, a knife in his hand. The irony of it twisted in her stomach�Jeren, sister of the Scion of Jern, heiress to River Holt, killed by a bunch of drunken louts from a hole like Brightling�s Dale? It wasn�t going to happen. She would not allow it!
Jeren lashed out. The impact of the wood on his arm jarred through her. His bone shattered.
She didn�t pause. They weren�t going to line up and politely attack her one by one. The other four scrambled forwards, a ragged pack who, sensing danger, would rely on their numbers. She crouched low. There were too many, despair told her. The foremost caught her arm and she saw the flash of a knife. Pain exploded in her side.
An unearthly shriek came from above her and something white plummeted into the face of the third man, beak and talons rending his flesh. He fell beneath the screeching owl, flailing wildly. Anala hurtled into the one with the bloody knife, her whole body her weapon. They tumbled down the gully, man and wolf, a cacophony of screams and snarls.
The other pair faltered. They were staring at Jeren in horror now, their faces pale with dread. No, not at her�past her, above her�
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Shan unfolded silently from the tree branch and dropped to the ground, his sword already drawn.
�Run away,� he told them. His voice rippled like the breeze through the leaves. �Run away, now.� Anger flared within him again. He knew what they had intended, knew what they would have done, and death was too good for them. Honour demanded he give them this one chance. After that, they were his.
They didn�t need to be told again. They fled.
Shan caught Jeren when her legs gave out beneath her.
�I knew you�d come,� she said.
�I only just got here in time. What am I going to do with you, Jeren?� Shan murmured into her hair. He could not let her see the relief he felt at holding her close, of being with her again. And yet, he could hardly deny it. He thanked the Goddess for her safety. Walking away from her had felt like turning his back on his family and home all over again. It was a mistake he did not intend to make a second time. �You can�t stay out of trouble for more than half an hour without me.�
He meant to bring a smile to her face, but Jeren wilted against him. Hot stickiness coated his hand. Blood welled from her side like a spring.
The sound of hooves and metal reached them from a group of armed men riding in haste. Shan cursed and gathered her against him, ready to run. But to move Jeren now, with the gods alone knew how much knife damage�it could kill her. He saw the knowledge in her face.
�Leave me,� she told him.
�And let them hang you for a wilder? No.� He would die before he left her again.
�They won�t hang me, Shan. Ah gods, I should have told you from the start��
The horsemen thundered into the narrow clearing. Shan raised his head defiantly, looking straight into the face of Gilliad of River Holt. Recognition stabbed him, sharp as Feyna forged steel, and the old hatred welled up within him. Cursing luck and fate, and whatever had brought the new Lord of River Holt here at this moment, Shan hugged Jeren to him, struggling to find a way to draw his sword and still protect her.
But the True Blood Scion barely paid him a scrap of attention. Fearlessly, Gilliad leaped to the ground before his horse had come to a standstill and rushed towards the girl, anxiety draining his face of blood.
�Jeren! What happened? What did they do to you?�
He reached out to pull her from Shan�s iron grip.
Anala�s fury detonated first. The wolf leaped at him, her teeth bared.
It all happened so fast that Shan could hardly keep up. The spear punched through Anala�s body, knocking her off her course. Someone cried her name, and Shan recognised his own voice, wrenched from his throat. Jeren tore herself from his arms, diving towards Anala, but her legs gave out beneath her. Shan scrambled across the vast, empty space between them, but even as he reached the wolf and lifted her head, even as she tried to turn to him, Anala breathed her last.
�By the Avenger, what a beast!� Gilliad exclaimed. �Your finest kill to date, Maldrine.�
�Then I�ll give it to Jeren.� The voice raked like claws against Shan�s bewildered senses. �The pelt will keep you warm all winter, my lady. A wedding gift.�
Flint-eyes sat astride his stallion, his smirk taunting them both. Shan wrenched the spear free, intent only on the vengeance within his grasp, for Falinar and now for Anala. Crossbows snapped to but he didn�t care. Anala was dead.
A small hand stopped him, the grip weak, her pallid skin smeared with her own blood.
�She was defending us, defending me�� Jeren said.
Gilliad captured her shoulder in a harsh and unyielding grip. �Why would you need defence against your own brother?�
Brother? 
It felt like something solid slammed into Shan�s stomach. He gazed into Jeren�s face and tried to think of something to say, something that could articulate the sickening irony of the situation. This woman, the woman he had saved, befriended, begun to love�this woman�
�You�re True Blood.�
Pain and heartache hollowed her face, made her eyes huge. �I�m sorry,� she whispered. �I lied. I had to��
Gilliad�s voice broke with laughter. �Did she neglect to tell you her identity, Shanith Al-Fallion? My sister has a devious streak, you know. Forever playing her games.�
Shan stayed where he stood. To move would be suicide. The guards were just waiting for an excuse to bring him down. They�d probably mount his head on the walls of River Holt. He remembered Gilliad all too well, and he appeared to have shaken his tentative sanity looser in the intervening years. Death had not worried him seconds ago, but now, with Jeren touching him, he froze. He didn�t want to die. But he wasn�t sure he wanted to live either. Jeren shared Gilliad�s cursed blood. That explained the magic, he supposed. And he couldn�t leave her now, to Gilliad�s mercy. Even though she too was what they called True Blood.
Jeren breathed hard, sweat beading on her face. Her grip on his arm tightened, as if Shan alone held her up.
�Of all people to throw in your lot with,� Gilliad sneered. �Gods, Jeren, it seems you�re a fool as well as a traitor.�
She managed to look indignant, even through the agony.
�Gilliad, I would never betray you! I�m your sister.�
�You�re also his heir, my lady,� Maldrine interrupted. �Perhaps you thought with Grey Holt at your back, you�d fancy ruling River Holt yourself.�
Clearly the thought had never occurred to her. Shan flinched inwardly. Just what he needed, to get mixed up in True Blood politics on top of everything else.
Jeren�s temper snapped. Despite her wound, she broke away from Shan, standing on her own in an effort to reach her brother, consumed with more bravery than sense. �Maldrine hired mercenaries to run our coach off��
Gilliad grabbed her chin in a vicelike grip, silencing her. Her legs almost gave out but he grabbed her, holding her up. �You shouldn�t say things like that, Jeren. Maldrine is my truest friend. You, on the other hand�� He turned her to face Shan, cradling her against him in a less than filial way. He stroked her cheek gently, his knuckles grazing her skin, and fixed his malicious eyes on the Shistra-Phail. Jeren�s face was frozen, horror and disgust warring with the need to show no emotions whatsoever. Just like Shan�s own. Her expression was a mirror of his.
Don�t antagonise him. Don�t make this worse.
�Don�t worry little sister,� Gilliad purred. �We�ll take you home. The finest healers will attend you.� He raised his hand to his lips, licked her blood away slowly and smiled like one of Andalstrom�s own demons.
Light flared in his dark eyes and Shan felt the air hum with the raw electricity of magic�s taint. His stomach convulsed in apprehension, and he would have started forwards, but it was already too late. Jeren folded up like a crumpled rag, falling at Gilliad�s feet.
Shan waited for the next move, holding himself still as a statue though everything in him screamed that he had to help her. He couldn�t move. To move might mean death for them both.
Instead, his game with his sister now done, the Scion of Jern ignored him, turning to Maldrine instead.
�I want the dogs that hurt her rounded up and impaled,� he told his captain. �Alive. No one harms anything of mine, especially not my blood kin. Bring the wolf�s pelt. As you said, it�ll make her a fine cloak for the winter.�
Flint-eyes, on the other hand, had not taken his eyes off Shan. Such a hunter never looked away from a beast at bay.
�And him?�
Shan closed his eyes, ready for the blade that would end his life. Perhaps it would end the pain. Perhaps one day Jeren would be able to forgive him the cowardice that sought peace in the arms of the Death Maiden.
�Shanith Al-Fallion is an old friend. I think we should make him a very special guest in River Holt. You can give him Haledren�s old cell. He�d like that.�
Haledren? Shan jerked back to this world of torment as it lurched deeper into nightmare. Gilliad had imprisoned Haledren? Goddess, had Jeren known? Why had she said nothing? He�d spoken about his search enough times.
Gilliad laughed at his expression and Shan forced his alarm back into the sickened pit of his stomach, smoothing his face and turning the agony in on himself. His gaze fell on Anala�s body and on Jeren�s, slumped at her side.
Far off, he heard birdsong. It sounded like laughter.
�So is this the famous Shistra-Phail stoicism?� Maldrine asked. Shan didn�t answer him. The guards approached warily. He still held the spear he had pulled from Anala�s body. It seemed that the only fool in this scene was himself. �Bernat,� Maldrine commanded, �skin the wolf.�
Shan�s pale eyes snapped up to Flint-eyes� face.
Maldrine flinched and Shan saw beyond the confidence. He could smell fear. River Holt�s Captain shouted his commands just a moment too late.
The first guard fell with his guts tumbling before him. The spear struck the second and broke with the force. Shan�s sword sang in the air and the Dance consumed him. A bolt took him in the shoulder, another in the side. His feet slid in blood sodden mud and he advanced on Flint-eyes.
The crossbow in Maldrine�s hands discharged with a jarring twang. The bolt punched into Shan�s stomach, and he went down, all power snatched away. The guards were on him in seconds, pushing him into the dirt, holding him there.
�Gilliad told me about your kind.� Maldrine masked his shaken nerves with pointless talk. �You take on the attributes of your totem animals. Your wolf would have been proud of her pup.� He reeled the skittish horse around. �Bind him securely and bring him to the Holt.�



Chapter Eight 

On the day Jeren finally hauled her aching body from bed, Gilliad arrived late�too late to watch the effort it took her. For that small mercy, she was glad. He�d take far too much pleasure in it. Sitting on the balcony, overlooking the Citadel and the Alviron Falls beyond, she found that she loathed the view, one of the most beautiful sights in the Holtlands. Evening fell with agonising slowness, and the lights flickered to life, turning the Holt into a sea of jewels below her. She didn�t look at them. She gazed out across the stronghold to the waterfall, into the twilight covering the lower realm. Only a few days had passed since her return. It seemed like a prison term.
�A delegation from Grey Holt is arriving tomorrow.� Her brother�s voice came from behind her. It made her insides jump, but she forced herself to remain still. �You�ll join us for dinner in the Great Hall. Vertigern was your betrothed. You�ll show yourself, we�ll apologise, say the match is no longer possible and make reparations.�
�No longer possible?� She rose to her feet, relieved to find some strength had returned. She turned and saw Gilliad leaning on the doorframe, his victory over her complete. �What are your intentions, brother?�
�What kind of neighbour would I be to Grey Holt if I allowed the Scion of Tyr�s nephew to marry an avowed traitor?�
�How have I betrayed you?�
�You knew I doubted the wisdom of the marriage. You left anyway.� He advanced on her slowly.
Jeren made herself hold her ground. �I was carrying out our father�s wishes.�
His open palm struck her with a loud slap. She cradled her stinging face, staring at him wide-eyed.
�I am the Lord of River Holt and I had other plans for you. You went against my will. That is treachery.�
Jeren drew in a strangled breath of frustration. �Do you intend to charge me with this? Do you think you can convince anyone else of this madness?�
That single word did it. She knew the moment she said it. This time he struck with his fist. She tumbled back against the parapet, her head spinning in shock and alarm.
As Gilliad bent over her, she kicked at his leg. His knee buckled. She almost made it past him, as quick as her owl in flight, but he seized a handful of her hair, his nails raking into her scalp. He heaved her back against his iron body.
�So your Fair One lover has taught you a thing or two, has he?� he growled.
�You�ll never know what he taught me. You couldn�t understand it.�
�I know the Fair Ones, little sister. They�re closer to animals than you realise. You think you know them from Mother�s stories? I lived with them. You think your precious Shan is a prime example? Remember Haledren. So composed, serene before, and afterwards�think on it, Jeren, you saw him afterwards.� Spit flecked on his lips and his eyes turned bright with malice. �It�s highly entertaining. You spoiled it, going down there. We could have made him last much longer. If you want to see madness, Jeren, that�s the finest example I know.�
Gilliad�s arm snaked around Jeren�s waist, pulling her closer. She winced as he squeezed against her barely healed gash, and bit down on her lip to keep from crying. He pressed his face against her neck, inhaling deeply, smelling her skin. His grip moved to the swell of her left breast. Her heart pounded, her whole body trembling, revolted by his intimate touch.
�I�ll never let you go, little sister. You�re mine. You always will be.�
She didn�t dare speak for fear of what she�d drive him to. His breath brushed hot on her neck, and her skin spasmed at the touch of his lips.
�In Westerland,� he continued, �the emperors ensured the purity of their bloodline by marrying their sisters, Jeren. Their blood is our blood. We could think of it as an age-old family tradition.�
Gilliad squeezed her breast through the heavy brocade of her bodice. Tears rolled down her cheeks. She fought to stay silent and still, but she couldn�t keep the sob inside her. She tasted blood in her mouth as her teeth dug into the inside of her lip. He didn�t intend to give her to Maldrine, but this�this was so much worse.
He released her, his mood changing like a spring breeze.
�What is it, Jeren? What�s wrong?� His brown eyes filled with questions, eyes she had known all her life, eyes which now belonged to a stranger. She could guess what had happened, but she didn�t want it to be true.
Somewhere she found her voice. It sounded like an out-of-tune pipe. �Gilliad? You�ve been using the magic, haven�t you? Since Father died? Since I�since I left��
He grinned then, his face at once boyish and manic. Every emotion seized his features completely. �I can�t describe it, Jeren. I remember him talking about it like a burden, but he was wrong.�
Jeren struggled to control her tears. She had to keep him talking.
�But you�ve been using Felan�s sword too, haven�t you? To control it? The sword the Fair Ones made��
Malevolence stained his eyes. And she knew in that instant. She knew he hadn�t used the sword to control his powers. Couldn�t have. He had never bothered to learn how, not with their father, not even when he had been sent to the Shistra-Phail. All the True Blood were born with magic to some extent. In the ruling member of her bloodline, it went beyond reason. Without the sword, the magic inherent in every ruling Scion of Jern would swiftly consume him, draining his remaining sanity away like water in a sieve. It was their curse.
�It�s a trick, Jeren. A lie. The Feyna sword is just a way for them to control us. Father may have fallen under their sway, but I know the truth of it. The Fair Ones have brought us nothing but pain and suffering. Don�t let Shan deceive you. They think humans are beneath them. As for you and I�we are born with magic in our blood, Jeren, and they hate us for it. They would hunt us all down if they could, wipe us out. Had he known who you were, he would have killed you�for what you are, and for his sister. He would have damned you to the Dark One�s embrace.�
She remembered Shan�s face after she had healed him, the way he was loath to touch her�and his words. Most of all his words.
You�re serpent-born. You�re a magic user.
She wilted back against the balcony, her will to fight lost.
�What did you do to his sister, Gilliad?�
But her brother didn�t answer. He took her hand, leading her back inside. �I have a gift for you. Look.�
A cloak lay across the bed, a silver-grey fur edged with River Holt blue. Jeren�s eyes grew wide and her stomach twisted in on itself. She knew that soft fur, the silken texture. It was Anala�s pelt.
�I read one of those dry histories you�re so fond of,� he went on, ignoring her petrified form. �It contained an account of Biran�s reign. He found out a favourite concubine loved a Citadel guard. Do you remember what he did, Jeren?�
He lifted the fur reverently and brought it to her, draping it around her shoulders like a bridal cloak.
�Tell me what he did.� His hands closed on her shoulders, as if to press the dead wolf�s pelt into her flesh, or squeeze the answer from her. Despite the warmth of the garment, an icy wind flowed around her, coiling around her trembling body.
She had to answer him. To be silent would only make him worse. She had to force the words out.
�He�he gave her a gift, a box tied up with pretty�a pretty ribbons and bows. When she�op�opened it�in�inside�she found her lover�s head��
Gilliad kissed her cheek, leaning over her shoulder. His lips brushed her earlobe as he pulled back.
�Do you want another gift from me, Jeren?� he asked. �No, maybe not. Not yet. Come to dinner in the Great Hall tomorrow night. Wear your new cloak. It becomes you.�
Jeren waited until she was sure Gilliad had gone, the tower falling silent as the grave behind him. Still she waited, waited for feeling to return to her limbs, waited for her heart to burst apart.
Shan was a prisoner in River Holt.
She ripped the cloak from her shoulders and rushed for the balcony, vomiting until her stomach and ribs ached. Still she retched, her whole body heaving with nothing to bring up. Finally, exhausted and sobbing, she sank to the floor, Anala�s pelt pressed against her face. The breeze encircled her again, drawing out the goosebumps on her arms. And on the breeze she heard a growl.



Chapter Nine 

In the icy cell the walls and floor were damp with the all-pervasive water of the river, not the dry cold of the north Shan was used to, the kind that made the blood sing beneath the skin and turned breath to mist. This chill ate into his body like a cancer, gnawing at his heart and bones. No natural light entered here, no way of telling day from night. His attunement to the world had been severed and he felt it like a bereavement, like he felt the loss of Anala and the absence of Jeren. His only companion now was the roar of the waterfall. It sang of his shame.
Chains held his feet to the floor and manacles gripped his hands behind his back. A further chain ran from irons and hoisted him almost to the ceiling. He bent over, his arms out behind him like a diver frozen on the edge of a cliff, as if in an instant he would swing his hands forwards and arch to freedom.
He could hardly move. Even to breathe created agony. His chest and shoulders burned. The skin had closed around the arrow wounds, his natural healing powers already allowing him recovery, even here in this pit of torment. But every moment he feared the newly knit skin would rip apart. The legendary recuperative powers of the Feyna needed time, and Gilliad had seen fit to give him that time. He saw no need to give him comfort as well.
Jeren could have closed the wounds in an instant. Shan sighed as the thought of her rose to torment him once more. He could have helped her. If he had but known.
Why had Jeren not told him who she really was? He would never have allowed her anywhere near a River Holt town if he had known the truth. He could have taken her to Sheninglas, keeping her safe from her brother and his madness. If she had only trusted him enough�
But she hadn�t trusted him. Not really. She had used him, played him for a fool.
He remembered the things he�d said about Gilliad, about her world and her magic. No wonder she hadn�t trusted him.
When he saw the light seeping under the door, he closed his eyes. He could tell himself he needed to preserve his vision, but, in truth, he didn�t want to see who came in, didn�t want to see their triumph.
There was no mistaking the newcomer. Gilliad smelled of soap and freshly laundered clothes, yet beneath that Shan detected something a human would never smell. But an animal would. Anala had recognised it at once. Animals could pick out a threat by instinct alone, and to a pack there was no greater threat than a rogue.
�Come to gloat, Gilliad?� He forced the words out, forsaking much needed breath to say them. It mattered somehow.
Gilliad laughed, an emaciated sound. �So you do remember me, Shan. I was beginning to wonder. If you had known Jeren�s identity you could have had a fine revenge. But perhaps you did anyway.�
Shan�s upper lip curled in distaste. The implications in Gilliad�s voice spoke not of love or protection, but jealousy. He said nothing. It didn�t deserve an answer.
�Did you, Shan?� Gilliad stopped right in front of him, looking up into his face. �Did you have my sister? Because you can rest assured, before I put her down, I had yours.�
Shan exploded, trying to tear himself apart to reach the arrogant bastard. He didn�t care, not anymore. The chains holding him snapped taut, strained, but held firm, the manacles digging into his flesh, his body drawn almost to its breaking point.
From far off, Jeren�s voice came back to him, exhausted but still defiant, ringing out across the snow plains.
You�ve never faced it, have you? Powerlessness, hopelessness. How could I have dreamed you�d understand?
He understood now, understood too well. His curses reverberated like tortured music off the stone walls. His voice alone was free.
That was how the Lord of River Holt wanted it.
As fearless as his prisoner was helpless, Gilliad caught Shan�s throat in an unnaturally strong grip, pulling him closer. Shan�s arms nearly wrenched from the sockets. The pain sent his head into a whorl of darkness intercut with spots of blinding light until his sight returned. Gilliad�s black eyes gleamed malevolently, the gaze consuming. Like a film of oil, the surface of his eyes glistened with the residue of magic. With magic came insanity, all the Fey�na knew that. You only had to look at their distant cousins, the Fell.
Shan had loathed Gilliad from the first, when the boy arrived in Sheninglas, so arrogant towards the �savages� who thought they could help him. No, Shan had made no secret of his feelings. But Falinar had told him Gilliad was just desperately afraid, that his head had been filled his horror stories. They just needed to show him that none of it was true. Shan�s sister had always had an open, giving heart. Falinar took pity on the Holter, befriended him.
Better to befriend a rabid dog.
What had caused Ariah to send the Scion of Jern home? Shan no longer remembered. Too many transgressions jumbled together�disrespect, trespass on sacred land, brawling, a vicious attack on a fellow student�every act bleeding out from the wound of blind conceit inside him, the belief that he was alone among a people far beneath him. Hard to believe that this was Felan�s descendent. Shan thought it enough to ignore him, and to pray his sister would come to her senses soon.
But he couldn�t remember the actual event that made Ariah exile the True Blood heir. Logical thoughts disintegrated, just as they had then, lost in the black rage that followed finding Falinar�s mutilated corpse.
�Fa cared for you,� Shan said at last, a faint protest when faced with what he knew, what he could see.
Gilliad�s eyes gleamed in what looked like delight. �She screamed, but we were too far away for anyone to hear. She begged, but I told her it was no good. I had no choice but to kill her afterwards. I had to shut her up. They cast me out anyway. Ariah called me a monster�it was only right that I be true to the totem she gave me.�
A monster indeed. Ariah always spoke true.
�You�re insane.�
�Insane?� Gilliad smiled his thinnest smile. �My sister called me mad too. Maldrine told me that she would betray me, and he was right. It�s the nature of the True Blood, to betray. It�s a shame no one warned you.� Sighing, he reached for the black-handled knife still strapped to Shan�s side. It had amused him to leave Shan all his weapons knowing that he couldn�t reach them. Gilliad ran his fingertips along the blade.
�Your sect knife, one of the things that mark you as Shistra-Phail.� Gilliad grabbed a fistful of his braids and jerked his head forwards. �And these of course. This is what we�re going to do, Shan. I�m going to come here every few hours and do this.� The blade flashed silver in the near dark and Gilliad pulled back his hand. A severed braid hung from his fist like a wilted vine.
Shan�s mouth fell open. He hadn�t expected this, hadn�t dreamed that a man who had once been his sect brother could ever do this. But he hadn�t accounted for Gilliad�s hatred, or his obsession with his own sister.
To be captured by an enemy was dishonour, but one that could be reversed by the enemy�s death. To be captured and have the braids taken�
Had they done this to Haledren? Had they taken his honour before they took his life?
�Is it the physical act or the symbolism, do you think, that�ll drive you mad?� Gilliad wrapped the severed braid around the knife, pulling it tightly and watching the hair part against the blade. �We were too quick with Haledren, too eager.� He reached for another, pulled it taut and cut again. �Shorn of all his braids at once, he clawed out his eyes. He ranted and railed and begged for the sect leaders to kill him. Screamed for people who weren�t even here. Why, Shan? Why does it affect your kind so?�
He stopped, his head tilted to one side, as if listening to something. Shan could almost imagine he too could hear Haledren�s pitiful pleas as they echoed off these very walls.
G�lara me, G�lara me, m�Rashine.
Tears stung Shan�s eyes and he found the same words rearing up in the back of his tight throat.
Kill me, kill me, sect mother.
But there was no one here, no member of his sect to offer him that release. No help in this dank place of the True Blood traitors. He was already one of the lost, doomed in the dank shadows of this Holt. Anala was gone. He would never see Jeren again. He was lost.
�I will not make the same mistake with you.� Gilliad uncurled his fist and let the braids fall to the damp floor. �I�ll be back soon to harvest another,� he said. �And with each harvest we�ll see if the great Shanith Al-Fallion doesn�t begin to lose his mind, one perfect silver braid at a time.�
He slid the blade back into the scabbard and patted it against Shan�s leg. It felt like a shard of ice.
Gilliad bared his teeth in a vile grin. �You wait, Shan. Haledren nearly frightened Jeren out of her wits. At first I thought that�s why she ran. You�ll give the word mad a new definition when I�m finished with you. And then, and only then, I�ll give you back to my beloved sister and see what she makes of you.�
He walked away, his boots crushing Shan�s severed hair into the wet filth of the cell.
Shan hung his head, felt the stinging in the back of his eyes and the bridge of his nose, the harsh constriction in his throat. Desperately, he tried to put thoughts of Jeren from his mind.
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Jeren stayed quiet and obedient as the maids fussed over her. Her hair shone like the coat of Gilliad�s prized hound, and the sapphire necklace around her throat felt like a collar. They placed the fur cloak on her shoulders, secured with heavy gold brooches. It dragged at her, weighing her down, draining her strength away. She sat by the window, gazing at the darkening sky without seeing a thing.
With Shan held prisoner in River Holt, what choice did she have? If she rebelled against Gilliad�s whims, she doomed him.
But every instinct in her screamed that she should fight. Shan wouldn�t sit here like this, just waiting, an obedient slave. Neither would Anala. Tears stung at the corners of her eyes. But she was neither Fair One nor wolf. She was just a human, weak and terrified.
Gilliad wouldn�t want to see her cry. Weeping would mar the perfect image the maids had created from the wreckage her brother had made of her. She tried to wipe the tears away, but more sprang up in their place. Shan would never have given up so easily. He would fight. He would find a way to free her. She thought of his smile, of those precious moments when joy filled his face, the curve of his lips, the way they had pressed to her hand. All that would be gone forever, his life forfeit if she didn�t obey her brother.
She reached up, burrowing her fingers through the fur of Anala�s pelt. Soft against her skin, almost silken, for a moment it was almost comforting. But it lacked the warmth of life, the rise and fall of the breathing wolf, and the comfort drained away. Deep inside her, something began to crumble. Jeren closed her eyes and wished the world away.
Gilliad�s face was lean with hunger when he came to fetch her. He was lucid today, but that didn�t make her feel any better. If anything, lucidity made Gilliad even more dangerous. She knew that now. She knew it better than anyone.
�You look beautiful. I will have you dressed just like this on our wedding day. What do you think?�
A low growl shook across her skin, just below hearing but there none the less. Jeren tried to compose herself. She couldn�t form an answer.
Her brother took her arm and led her down the tower steps. �I told the delegation from Grey Holt of your illness, so be sure not to appear too lively. I wouldn�t try to enlist their aid either. Grey Holt needs an alliance more than a bride. If you step out of line, I�ll let Maldrine loose on your Feyna lover��
�He isn�t my lover, Gilliad.� How many times did she need to say it? Nothing had happened between them, not really. Nothing but feelings and emotions they both knew were pointless. She�d tried to explain. But she knew he blocked out such words, refused to listen to anything that did not suit him, if the mood took him.
At the far end of the courtyard, something moved in the shadows, like a reflection of moonlight. It caught her eyes for an instant, sleek and lupine, a flash of silver and light, and then it melted away. Her stomach leaped inside her and her breath quickened. She tried to follow where it had gone but Gilliad�s voice distracted her.
�I have plans for Shan. I know what hurts them most. And I will hurt him, for what he did to you��
Fear clamped around her racing heart, stilling it once more.
�He did nothing but protect me.� But she knew Gilliad wouldn�t listen to reason. And trapped here, with Shan also in his power, what could she do but play along with his delusions?
The frustration made her want to scream.
Jeren turned her face away before she said something she�d regret and caught sight of the same pale glint off to her left. Her body shivered and she lifted her face to the moon. A scent reached her, out of place and at the same time consoling, the scent of wet fur and hot breath. They passed the centre of the deserted courtyard and she stopped, trying to catch more of the insubstantial form as it glided along the edge of the night, stalking the siblings.
She had to stall him. She needed time, just a little time. �What�what do you think he did to me, Gilliad?�
Her brother shuddered beside her. His voice was cold, distant. �He let you love him. It would have amused him, to see such a creature falling in love outside her race, her kind. But he knew it was only an amusement. She didn�t. She thought there was so much more.�
Jeren�s head jerked to alertness. She sensed the change in him, felt rather than saw the madness slithering through his mind. Her nerves vibrated with alarm as she listened to the words pour out, knowing he didn�t mean Shan, not anymore. He spoke of himself. And Falinar.
�They cast me out,� he protested suddenly. His hand tightened on her arm and he shook her. �Called me unworthy! Ariah said I would never stand at Aran�Mor, never go to the Vision Rock, that I would never be accepted as one of them. But I did. I went there anyway, right into the Holy of Holies. And I looked into the water without their rituals and hocus-pocus. I used my own powers and I saw the future. I�m going to rule the Holtlands, Jeren, and take back the imperial throne.� He grabbed her shoulders, pulling her towards him. Spittle flecked on his lip, too close to her face. She fought against an urge to recoil. She couldn�t risk enraging him now. �Our children will rule the entire world.�
Breathing slowly to dull the panic thrumming through her veins, Jeren tried to draw his mind back to a safer subject. She couldn�t dwell on what he thought their future would be. She curled her hands into so tight a fist that her nails bit into her palms. She would throw herself from the top of Birony�s tower before that came to pass.
�What happened to Falinar?�
�She followed me there. Said she wanted to come back with me, that she loved me. But I knew�she wore a fair face and a virtuous exterior, but I knew. She didn�t seem to want to come with me afterwards. She screamed and fought and even when I finally made her quiet, when I hit her that last time, her eyes just kept staring at me, accusing me. I knew I was right then. She was a demon.�
No, oh no. This wasn�t fair. It was too cruel.
He had killed Shan�s sister. Fate played a twisted game with them both.
Jeren swore beneath her breath and hoped he didn�t hear her.
�It�s a good thing you didn�t tell him who you were,� Gilliad said. �It could have been very unpleasant for you.�
He patted her cheek, as if she was a child. Rage came roaring through her like a tsunami.
�Compared to what?� The words snapped out before she could stop them, but Gilliad barely seemed to notice. If anything he seemed amused.
He laughed thinly. �To what I have planned for Shan. You saw poor old Haledren. When you cut off their braids, they topple quickly. Hallucinations, despair and finally that glorious raving madness. I�m doing it slowly, just for you, my darling.�
Jeren drew in a shaking breath, aware of the way her bosom heaved in that blasted corset. Gilliad�s eyes snapped towards her breasts and she blinked, the idea too appalling to contemplate.
But she had to contemplate it if she was going to survive.
She caught her fingers under his chin and slowly raised his face to hers. She smiled slowly and heaved in another breath that thrust her chest towards him, trying to quell the bile rising in the back of her throat.
�Show me, Gilliad. I want to see.�
Suspicion darkened his face. �You�ve never wanted to see so much as an animal suffering, Jeren.�
�But you yourself told me the Fair Ones are worse than animals.� She forged her voice into something between seductive and excited. He had to believe her. He had to.
Gilliad slid his hand up the length of her arm, his touch like sandpaper on her skin. She forced herself not to flinch, to lean towards him. Her brother smiled and Jeren could have wept for the horror she felt at his expression. The triumph of the dark magic within him was complete. There was nothing of Gilliad left.
She dropped into the deepest curtsey, not out of respect, but as a means of escaping him, of looking away without causing insult. �Please, my lord of River Holt. Grant me this one boon, to see the man who abducted me suffer by your hand.� She kept her face lowered to the ground so he would not see the tears that needled her eyes.
For a moment Jeren felt certain she had failed. How could he not see her disgust, her loathing?
Then his laugh, a twisted and bitter version of the laugh she remembered, crawled across her skin and he pulled her to her feet. �Very well, my sister. I�ll grant you your boon.�



Chapter Ten 

Shan hadn�t expected the hallucinations to start so quickly. He thought himself stronger than that. Strength in the body bred strength in spirit, strength to withstand longer than most. That�s what he thought. That�s want he�d been told all his life. Perhaps the Goddess decided to punish him for that pride. It had only taken a few braids, in the end.
It was a shock to realise how pathetic he really was, when you got down to it.
He heard a soft sound, like a whisper, or a dream. Feathers brushed his skin and the owl came to rest on the floor before him.
It didn�t vanish as dreams should.
�I�ve told you before you aren�t my totem,� Shan whispered, when he could finally find both strength and nerve to speak. �Surely you should be haunting Jeren? You could watch over her for me.�
The owl ignored him, preening herself. She stretched out her wings, her grey and white plumage luminous in the darkness of his cell. Where the reflected light came from he didn�t know.
It occurred to him then that maybe she wasn�t a totem, or a hallucination after all. Maybe the Death Maiden had come to usher him into her world. Falinar would be waiting for him. That brief surge of joy lasted only until he pictured the disappointment on her face.
So, you found my murderer, brother. Why didn�t you avenge me?
His voice emerged, shallow and broken. �I�m sorry, Fa.�
At the sound of her name, the owl turned her head so her huge yellow eyes rested on him, and she blinked slowly. Golden light gradually filled the room. His skin prickled in warning but he couldn�t tear his eyes off the owl. The thought was impossible, and somehow inescapable. The owl stared back, defying him to believe otherwise.
�Fa?� he whispered. �Falinar?�
Too late he heard the door and flinched back as it was flung open. Gilliad entered and wrenched the knife from his belt. Shan�s mouth opened in a cry of denial as the River Holter bore down on him like a demon of Andalstrom, his eyes as soulless as those of the Fell. He grabbed a handful of Shan�s hair, jerking the braids out, almost tearing them from his scalp, and lifted the knife.
He didn�t even have a chance to cry out. He didn�t have a chance to draw breath.
With a sickening crack, something struck the back of Gilliad�s head. Shock froze him for an instant, and then he went down, a crumpled heap in the dirt. Behind him stood Jeren, her face white, her eyes ringed with bruise-like shadows. She dropped the heavy door bar which had imprisoned him in this cell and scooped Shan�s sect knife from her brother�s limp hand, holding it like a shard of ice. It shook wildly. Or she did.
But her voice was a miracle.
�Shan? Sweet gods, Shan, what have they done to you?�
She had to be real.
He tried to smile, his features strained with relief. �To me? I heal quickly. What have they done to you?�
She fumbled with the latches securing the chain to the wall. It released with a jarring rattle and Shan crashed to the ground. Before he recovered his meagre strength, she unlocked the manacles and pulled him up.
�We have to get out of here.�
He froze at her touch. Jeren was rescuing him? He almost laughed out loud, but other matters would take precedence before he could indulge himself. As his muscles turned to steel, trying to make himself move through the pain of returning liberty, panic filled her face. She glanced down at her unconscious brother.
Did she think he�d attack her? Did she think he�d harm her? Never.
Her words almost tripped over each other in her haste to explain.
�I should have told you. I�m sorry, I�m such a fool. I should have trusted you. I didn�t mean for any of this� We have to leave��
The owl flew to Jeren�s shoulder, her talons gripping the fur of her cloak where she perched. Shan�s stomach clenched in a knot and all remaining warmth drained from his body as he realised what she wore. �Is that�?�
�Yes. I�I�m sorry. His idea of revenge�or torture. Shan listen to me, I can get us out, both of us, but only if you come now!�
His eyes narrowed, malice flowing in his veins. Vengeance, not just for Fa. For Anala too. �Give me the knife.�
She stepped through the door into the tunnel beyond, his sect blade still clutched in her hand.
�I said give me the knife,� he repeated.
Shaking her head firmly, she backed away from him.
�He murdered my sister.�
�He told me,� she replied in a voice which trembled, but remained strong in her defiance. �But I can�t let you kill him.�
�He killed my sister!� He sprang forwards, through the doorway, a wolf diving at her, his teeth bared.
Jeren screamed, but fear didn�t freeze her. She twisted out of his way, slamming the door shut behind him. Before Shan knew what was happening, she had locked Gilliad inside and thrown the keys into the shadows. There was no bar to the door now, but without the key to the locks he didn�t have a hope of getting back in.
He hurled himself at the solid oak, as impotent now as if still chained up. Gilliad was in there, the man who had ruined his life. The man who would have tortured him to madness like Haledren. He�d failed. Not just to find the Shistra Phail. He�d failed Anala and Fa too.
Foiled, he slid down to the floor. �He killed my sister and I saved his. It isn�t right, Jeren.�
Her shoulders sagged as he turned to her, on his knees before her. She held out the knife, her eyes glistening in the dim light when he snatched it from her, the hilt still warm from her grip. The owl fluttered to the ground, scratching at the dust impatiently.
Jeren drew up her head, her body as taut as a bowstring. �My brother is insane. I won�t deny it. But I can�t let you kill him. If he dies�� She dropped to her knees then, right in front of him. He couldn�t help himself. He brought up the knife, point towards her, a barrier between them. For a moment they were both froze, staring at each other. She reached across the gap, ignoring the blade and enfolded his hands in hers. �Nothing you could do to me is worse than what he has planned. Nothing! If you need to take a life, take mine. I�ll kneel before you and I won�t fight. But not here, not now. Please, Shan, come with me now. Leave him and come with me.�
�You�re offering your life?�
The sound of footsteps echoed in the corridor behind them, hastening towards the cell. The way ahead remained clear. In the distance Shan could hear the sound of a waterfall, the great Alviron Falls above which River Holt perched.
�It�s all I can offer. It�s all I have. Please, I�m asking you to trust me one more time.� Her eyes compelled him and they rose together. He didn�t understand. But to go back for Gilliad now would mean only death. And hadn�t he himself told her there was no honour in fighting without reason? What was it about this woman that, when he was prepared to die, she could change his mind with just a touch, a few words?
Jeren�s head jerked up, aware of the approaching danger as the sound finally reached her human ears.
The owl took to the wing, ghosting through the narrow tunnel ahead of them. As one, Jeren and Shan followed. Behind them came the sounds of pursuit, shouted orders and commands, the sound of armour and weapons on running men.
�Gilliad!� Flint-eyes shouted. �Where�s the key?� It didn�t take long to either find it or a replacement. Shan heard the cell door grate open. �Help his lordship.�
Ahead, the tunnel narrowed, but Jeren didn�t pause, as if she followed the owl�s unseen trail or scented the fresh air ahead the way Anala would.
The guards fell upon them, Maldrine at their head and Gilliad appearing from the rear. He pushed his way through the guards trying to protect him. Blood smeared across his face, running from the gash where Jeren had struck him. One look at him told Shan all he needed to know. The blow, or her betrayal, or perhaps both, had driven him far beyond insanity.
Moving without thought, Shan pushed Jeren behind him and slid his sword free. The Lord of River Holt was his now, and no one would stop him. What did honour matter? He had no honour. This man had taken it from him, just as he had taken his beloved sister and whatever future he could have had other than Shistra-Phail. To defend Jeren, to keep her from him�well, that was a reason, and one for which he would gladly die.
�He�s mine!� Gilliad snarled.
His men faltered, more afraid of their Lord than the ingrained desire to protect him could overcome. He burst from their midst, meeting Shan�s blows with a mortal blade seized from a guard. Gilliad had abandoned Felan�s sword somewhere. His loss, Shan thought grimly. Even without magical properties imbued by the Seers, a Feyna blade was vastly superior to a human one.
They lunged at each other, logic and common sense consumed by mutual hatred. Gilliad bared his teeth and fought back. They had been trained by the same swordmaster, taught to dance the Dance with the same ferocity. Mad he might be, but his skill hadn�t gone anywhere.
Shan could hear Jeren muttering prayer after prayer as she retreated back down the narrowing tunnel behind him. She prayed for a miracle and he reached out his spirit to the Goddess in sympathy. They needed a miracle.
The river itself answered. Backing away from a lunge, and caught off balance, Gilliad stepped into a pool of water and slipped. He went down, his sword skittering across the stone.
Shan raised his blade for the killing blow.
�No!� screamed Jeren.
Shan paused, but he didn�t fall back. In the tunnel beyond Gilliad, Maldrine and the guards watched helplessly. There simply wasn�t room for them all to attack at once. If they moved, Shan would kill their Lord. They all knew it. Jeren seemed to be the only one who couldn�t grasp the concept.
�Why spare him, Jeren? You said yourself he�s insane. Give me a reason!�
Laughter rattled through Gilliad�s voice. �Because if you kill me, you�ll seal her fate.�
Shan stilled his mind, brought his emotions, his rage and lust for vengeance under iron control. He thought his body would shake apart with the effort, but he remained centred, the calm in the heart of the storm.
�Explain,� he ordered, not really caring who answered.
�If you kill me,� Gilliad said, �the magic will pass to her and it will consume her. Is that what you want, Shan? Until I have a child, Jeren is my heir�and to more than just this Holt. And until she gives me a child, she�s tied here.�
Until she gave him a child? Shan almost recoiled. Only his training stopped him.
Jeren gave a violent growl and she snatched up Gilliad�s sword. She pushed her way past Shan, who was too startled to stop her.
�You will never lay a hand on me.� She pressed the sword point to her own throat. �I�ll throw myself on this blade before that happens. Understand, brother? I�ll do it gladly.�
Gilliad shuddered, and the despair on his face melted into hatred. �Very well, sister, if it be your will.� He studied her face, waiting for her to plead, to beg forgiveness perhaps. Jeren just stared back, silently. �Maldrine,� Gilliad yelled. �Kill them both.�
Shan pulled Jeren back against him, maintaining their escape route, and knocked the sword away from her throat, her threat pointless now.
�Go.� He forced her behind him again. �I can hold them here.�
But Jeren was stubborn as mountains. He should have known that.
�Not without you. It�s my fault you�re here. You are not going to pay for it.�
In that moment of indecision, Gilliad struck. A ball of magic kindled to life, encircling his clenched fist. He punched towards Shan and blue fire exploded in his chest, hurling him to the ground, dazed and breathless.
Magic. Serpent born magic. He couldn�t fight that.
Jeren cried out, moving without hesitation to stand over his body, trying to find a way to shield him. Gilliad summoned his power again but somehow she sensed it. Her whole body tensed. She swung towards her brother, shouting words which kindled light, like fireflies dancing beneath her own skin. The flames died in Gilliad�s hands. A shadow moved along the walls, fluid and swift.
Jeren�s attention was locked on her brother, not on the tunnel to either side. Shan tried to shout in warning, but his breath failed him. A crossbow bolt punched its way into her side. She staggered back with a silent gasp, clutching her side where she�d been wounded at Brightling�s Dale.
�Always look for the weak spot,� said Maldrine in a slow drawl, as he advanced, his sword shining with the ruddy light as if already stained with her blood. �That�s how you hunt an animal.�
Shan�s world turned red and black with anger and despair as she absorbed the blow. Her legs went limp and he dragged himself to his feet, shaking off Gilliad�s spell to catch her. His sword lashed out, deflecting the blade that would have killed her, slamming it back against the wall. Whoever had the crossbow was trying to reload. He could hear cursing.
And then, from behind the guards surging forwards to help their lord, beyond Gilliad�s yelling face, beyond Maldrine�s triumphant sneer, he saw something else.
Something impossible.
A wolf bounded towards them, her form composed of smoke and moonlight. Here, beneath the earth, where there could be neither.
One of the guards cried out, calling on the gods for protection, and panic engulfed them. Hardened, trained guards, sworn to their lord, yet all but two ran for their lives. But they were never the threat.
Maldrine ploughed towards them, ready to finish them both, and the wolf pounced, teeth bared as she passed him, leaping at Jeren. Anala lunged right through her skin, disappearing into her chest.
Jeren lurched free of Shan�s grasp and, slipping past the oncoming sword, she seized Maldrine. She swung her whole weight around, hurling her enemy against the tunnel wall. He fell back, momentarily dazed and she turned on him, a fierce light in her eyes, her gaze not entirely her own.
Shan called her name, but she didn�t come back to him. Not this time.
�If I had the time�� Jeren grabbed a fistful of hair and slammed Maldrine�s face into the rockface of the wall.
Shan didn�t know where the strength came from and didn�t want to think about it. What would the Seers say about a woman within whom dwelt the spirit of a dead wolf?
Maldrine�s fist caught her stomach. She went down in a heap, winded and helpless, shocked by the agony. Shan lunged towards her and, at a touch, felt her life�s energy contract within her. Anala coalesced, drawing strength from Jeren�s innate, life-giving magic before breaking free.
Silver light burst from Jeren�s body. Anala�s sleek figure bore down on Maldrine. The wolf snarled, and the sound made the tunnel tremble.
Catching Jeren�s limp figure, Shan swung her into his arms, cradling her close. Somewhere she found the strength to wrap her arms around his neck, though she whimpered as he rose to his feet. Gilliad raged, cut off from them by Maldrine and the phantom wolf, held back by his own remaining, terrified men�men more loyal than wise.
Shan had heard tales of spirits made flesh, of totems raised by magic, of avenging spirits, but had never dreamed he would see such a thing.
The ghostly wolf lunged at Maldrine�s throat. His weapons couldn�t touch her. His blood stained her silver muzzle. Anala, reborn in light and magic, Anala, more beautiful than ever, lifted her head and howled, drowning out his death cry.
The tunnel roof groaned and a rain of dust fell onto the two panicked guards, who pleaded with Gilliad to retreat before breaking away and running for their lives. The wolf turned on Gilliad, snarling, holding him back from Shan and Jeren.
Fury passed through Shan again, but before he could move, talons sank into his shoulder. The owl�s wings battered his head and face, forcing him back towards the waterfall. He turned, crouching low and sheltering the True Blood girl with his body as, with an ear-shattering crash, the tunnel came down behind them. A wave of dust and debris swept over them and he sprang forwards, carried by the blast, hurling himself into the curtain of water and clinging to Jeren as he would cling to his life.



Chapter Eleven 

Jeren awoke to darkness and warmth, the embers of a dying fire the only hint of light. Overhead, the shifting leaves of the forest whispered of sleep. They were not so far from River Holt, not so far as to be safe, but her body ached with exhaustion and the dull fire of her wounds. Her side felt stiff and enflamed. Reaching down, she found expert dressings, and then, a hand, long-fingered and gentle. Shan lay alongside her, moulded against her back, his body the warmth she so desperately needed. She tried to shift away from him, to get up without waking him. The pain was her undoing. She hadn�t expected it but as she moved it was worse than she�d imagined. A gasp escaped her lips. Without a sound to indicate that she had disturbed him, the hand encircled her wrist, gentle despite the implied strength in the grip. He moved, wolf-like in the shadows, wrapping his arms around her again and pulling her back against the length of him. She didn�t struggle this time, wouldn�t have, even if she could have found the strength.
His other hand came up slowly to cover her mouth and she felt the calluses on his long, slender fingers. She sank back against him with a sigh.
�Stay still, little one,� his deep, melodious voice rumbled against her. �We may have escaped, but we aren�t out of danger yet. Besides which, you need to rest and heal.�
She opened her mouth to speak, but he didn�t move his hand. Jeren smiled against his skin, a deliciously dangerous thought springing to mind.
�And if you bite me,� he went on as if he could hear her thoughts, �you know we�ll end up fighting.�
He let her go then and she turned carefully towards him until she could bury her face into his chest. She felt his cheek rest against the top of her head and revelled in the sensation of his touch. She lifted her face to his and their lips brushed together, parting, joining. Shan gave a soft growl deep within his throat as he kissed her, a sound of desire and surrender. Heat flared inside her, a wave of joy and love that made her want to laugh out loud. His hand knotted in her hair, cradling her skull at its base and drawing her closer. She broke away first and smiled.
�You and I fight, Shan? It�ll never happen.�
�That remains to be seen.� He watched her solemnly.
Something in his tone made her pause. It was not entirely in jest. For the first time she saw the doubt in his silvery eyes. And something else. Something like concern, or fear. �Where are we going?�
�North. My people will take you in, Scion of Jern. There�s a sacred trust, even if your brother chose not to honour it. Now that he�s dead, it falls upon you to learn to control the powers that destroyed him.�
Dead?
Jeren bit her lip, reluctant to tell him. He wanted revenge so badly, and she had cheated him of it. She knew that, even if Shan believed otherwise. But she had to tell him. She couldn�t lie to him again. She never would.
�He isn�t dead, Shan. I�m the same as ever, so Gilliad is very much alive.�
To her amazement, relief flooded his face. He pulled her back into his embrace as if he would never let her go.
�Thank the Goddess,� he whispered in a rush of air. �I feared you would be changed. I thought��
�But�but your honour, your revenge��
He silenced her with another kiss. His lips brushed against hers, tender, as soft as a flake of snow. His hand cradled her face and he gazed deeply into her eyes for the longest moment.
�I think honour here is gained not by taking revenge, but by keeping you safe. And perhaps it is fitting, as you said. He wants you, so I keep you from him, just as he took Falinar from me. If you�ll have me, that is. The difference is, Jeren, I could never hurt you. I�d die first.�
�I know.� She nestled against him, closing her eyes. Shan brushed his hand along her hair, as if savouring the sensation, and stretched out alongside her. Jeren shifted around to make herself more comfortable again. Her head rested on his chest and she listened to his heart, its rhythm so strong, so determined. When she looked up, she found him smiling down at her. His eyes held both joy and desire. She couldn�t doubt that it was love. She returned the smile and her heart buoyed up inside her.
�You should smile more often,� said her warrior.
He was one to talk.
�Make me,� she teased, despite her exhaustion.
Shan dipped his head and his mouth captured hers again. This time the kiss demanded more from her, and she responded again, lifting herself on her elbows, her body aglow beneath his touch. But she moved too quickly and a stab of pain made her wince. Her strength failed her and she wilted, hardly able to hold herself up except by clinging to his shoulders. He murmured her name and kissed her forehead before settling her on the ground again. His braids whispered against her like silk, framing his handsome face.
�I swear to you, I will make you smile at every available opportunity, my lady. But maybe, for now, you should rest.�
She took his hands and pulled them around her, safe at last, comforted by his presence at her side. But inevitably, her thoughts spun back to the tunnels and the luminous form of the wolf. She had to know.
�Was it real? Did Anala really come back?�
He brushed her still-damp hair back from her face, setting her skin tingling beneath his touch. �I think so. And not just Anala.�
�The owl?�
�Falinar�s totem was the white owl. It seems my heart knew more than my mind when I called your owl �little sister�.� He stroked Jeren�s cheek then, as if he could hardly bear to stop touching her. �It seems my heart is much wiser than the rest of me. Now rest, heal. Don�t waste your energy talking to me.�
Jeren had to smile. She couldn�t help it. Well, he had promised to make her smile, and Shan always kept his promises.
But he was right. He had treated her wounds, probably saved her life. She had no memory of their escape after the falls, no recollection of him carrying her to safety or performing triage. But he must have. He saved her.
Waste her energy on him?
�Shanith Al-Fallion, nothing I do with you will ever be a waste.�
[image: ]
The End
Follow the continuing adventures of Jeren and Shan
in Book 2 The Wolf�s Mate
and Book 3 The Wolf�s Destiny.
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