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  Prologue


  Queen Mab, ruler of the Unseelie Court and all its lands, monarch of the Night and the Winter, once the most powerful being in any world, was not accustomed to defiance. She stood before her delicately carved throne, her slim figure stiff with anger. Fingers of frost crept across the marble around her, and a deadly chill hung in the still air. Her courtiers had left at the first signs of her burgeoning fury, sweeping low curtseys and bowing deeply to their queen before striding away with cat-quiet steps. They feared their queen’s wrath, and the Sidhe feared few things. Only the Walker and the Vaelanseld remained. The silence in the throne room quivered like a live being with her fury. Frost crackled as it reached across the marble floor.


  The Fae queen looked down at the Walker, who waited before her on one knee, his face downturned in deference.


  “What is your name, Walker?” Mab asked, her voice cool and smooth, counterpoint to the anger blazing in her fathomless eyes. The stars set into her diadem illuminated the kneeling young Sidhe with a harsh white light, but even under such scrutiny he looked up at her calmly.


  “Murtagh, your Majesty,” he replied, keeping his green eyes carefully focused on his queen’s lips rather than her eyes.


  Mab gazed down at him. His face shone with youth, his pale skin yet undimmed by worry or hatred. He wore his russet hair slightly shorter than custom, but it became him, sharpening the angles of his boyish face into the beginnings of handsomeness. In a century or so, he would catch the attention of many a beautiful woman. The frost spread across the flagstones and reached the young Walker, swirling around him in patterns as delicate as a snowflake. He shivered slightly at its icy touch.


  “Murtagh,” Mab said silkily, settling back onto her throne with liquid grace, her eyes slightly hooded. She said nothing more, tilting her head slightly as she watched the young Walker. He bowed his head again and waited. He waited for a long time, remaining perfectly still while Mab observed him.


  The Vaelanseld watched his queen carefully as she surveyed the young Walker. He felt her anger, still burning hotly beneath her cool exterior, and her fury was all the more frightening in its flawless concealment. Once, when he had been a young knight, not yet one of the Three, he had gone Maying with the queen and her Court, and he remembered her beautiful face glowing with happiness, her perfect pale lips curved in a smile. But that was long before the great tragedy, the murder of the young princess whose name he could not speak even in his mind, because it was forbidden, and Queen Mab knew all. He carefully directed his thoughts away from that fateful event. He was the oldest of the Three now, and he was the closest to his queen, reading her moods like a Seer peering into a looking-glass, divining her tempers for the rest of the Court. He stood silently by her side, but readied himself to intervene should her fury be misdirected at the young Sidhe kneeling respectfully—fearfully. The boy was afraid, though he hid it well. Reading his Queen had given the Vaelanseld practice and honed his skills. He saw the fear in the depths of the boy’s eyes, divined it from the boy’s slight shiver as the frost caressed him, sliding over his boots and up to his knees.


  Finally, after what seemed like hours—what could have been hours—Mab spoke again. “Tell me what you have discovered, Walker.”


  A small, almost imperceptible shudder traveled through Murtagh’s lithe body as he raised his face again to the queen. “My Queen,” he began respectfully, his voice fair and courteous, “I Walked to the barracks in the forest as I was instructed. From far away, I smelled death and saw smoke. When I came to the barracks, I saw there had been a terrible battle. I could not go as close as I desired, because there was…a barrier.” He faltered slightly and stopped.


  “A barrier?” the Vaelanseld asked after a glance at the queen. “A wall built about the camp?”


  Murtagh shook his head. “No, my lord. Not a wall. An invisible barrier which I could not cross. I have never felt anything like it before, and I saw the mortal girl and several others digging in the earth precisely where the barrier began.” He took a breath and steeled himself. “They drew out of the ground pieces of the Weakness.”


  Mab made no movement to betray her surprise, but the Vaelanseld saw her eyes sharpen upon the young Walker. “Continue,” he told the boy tersely.


  “The mortal girl wore a scabbard upon her back. It looked to be of no importance, old and well-used, but then…I felt it. I do not know how, but I felt it and I knew what it was, even beneath the battered sheath.”


  Mab leaned forward slightly, ever so slightly, her eyes hungry.


  “My lady,” said the Walker, his voice trembling slightly, “the mortal girl has come into possession of the Iron Sword.”


  The Vaelanseld took a step forward as Mab straightened sharply from her languid pose.


  Murtagh kept very still and raised his chin slightly despite the queen’s sudden movement. “And, my lady,” he continued, “she knew of my presence.”


  “You revealed yourself?” the Vaelanseld asked stridently.


  “No,” Murtagh replied firmly. “The mortal girl looked at me…and she saw me, even though I did not wish to be seen, even though I was concealing myself.” He paused. “My lady, I saw the Vaelanmavar being led through the camp with bound hands and a guard.”


  Mab hissed slightly through her teeth, the sound sliding through the air like wind through the trees at night. “And the girl,” she purred, a hint of some dangerous predator slinking among the shadows of her words, “is she bound by blood to the Sword? Has she marked it for her own?”


  “I do not know, my queen,” Murtagh murmured. “All I know is that she saw me when she should not have, and something in her power called to mine.” He lowered his gaze for a moment. “If I may, your Majesty, venture my…opinion.”


  Mab waved one hand gracefully, eyes glittering like shards of ice. The Vaelanseld watched with a hard gaze.


  “I believe she has been bound to the Sword, though I know little of such matters,” the young Sidhe added humbly. “How else would a mortal have seen me? Her power…it reached out and touched me. It tasted my power, and it deemed that I was not a threat, but it told her that I was there, and she saw me. I also overheard a conversation, in the camp, between two members of the patrol. They said it was only by her power—her power through the Sword, my lady—that the battle was won, and the Shadow driven back, if only for a short time. By their account, she saved them.” Murtagh shook his head. “There was the North-woman with her, my lady, and her wolf. The black wolf.”


  The Vaelanseld glanced at Mab’s hands. Her hands were the first to show her anger—other than her eyes, and he couldn’t very well look into her eyes. One of her hands rested on the arm of her throne, and it looked as though she was merely grasping the smooth wood calmly, but the Vaelanseld saw her knuckles, the bone showing starkly through her pale skin as her grip tightened. He turned back to the Walker. “The Queen thanks you for your service. You are free to go.”


  Murtagh stood and bowed—it was well known that the Vaelanseld spoke for the Queen from time to time. He turned on his heel smartly and left the throne room. As the great doors slammed shut behind him of their own accord, he heard the beginnings of the Queen’s scream of fury, and he ran.


  “My lady, please,” said the Vaelanseld calmly as icy wind shrieked around the throne room. “Such behavior does not become you.”


  Mab carved her fingernails into the wood of her throne. “Many things do not become me,” she snarled, her face twisted in fury. She threw herself from the throne and paced before it thunderously, the sound of the bells on her hem crashing over the room like waves breaking on great rocks before a storm.


  “My lady,” the Vaelanseld said again, in a reproving tone.


  She wheeled upon him. “What would you have me do?” Her mouth thinned. “My power wanes so that I cannot even survey my own realms without the help of a Walker just past boyhood! It is all I can do to keep the Shadow from the gates of Darkhill—and that—that mortal whelp has been bound to the Great Sword.”


  The Vaelanseld faced down her tirade unmoved. “She escaped you, your Majesty, and it is understandable that you…dislike…her because of that insult, but the Sword has been found. It is on the field of battle against the Shadow, and that is something we should count among our blessings.”


  Mab stood carefully still, listening to her oldest and most trusted Knight. She stared into the distance and then, finally, sank down upon her throne, passing her hand over her eyes. “No-one shall hear of this,” she said with a hint of weariness in her voice.


  “As always, I am yours to command, my lady,” the Vaelanseld replied smoothly. The Queen would not apologize for her outburst—it was not the way of queens to do so, and he did not expect it.


  “I dreamed that the Vaelanmavar had erred, but I did not think it was a foretelling,” Mab said, an expression of icy serenity reclaiming her beautiful face. “And still I do not know. If the mortal girl and her companions are treasonous, there is a possibility that the Vaelanmavar is still faithful.”


  “The Vaelanbrigh is with them as well,” the Knight reminded his Queen.


  A small bitter smile touched Queen Mab’s lips. “So I lose one or the other of my Knights, and this mortal girl bears the Iron Sword instead of the fendhionne of the Prophecy.” She shook her head slightly and said silkily, “What a strange turn of events.”


  “Indeed, my lady,” said the Vaelanseld, touching the hilt of the Eldbranr. “Indeed.”


  


  Chapter 1


  I stepped out into the sunlight from the semidarkness of the barracks, wrinkling my nose at the smoke still lingering in the air. The scents drifting on the breeze and the still-smoldering piles of ash scattered around the clearing froze me to the spot, unmoving. I wished I could forget the smell of burning flesh, and the sound of hideous cries rising up into the night sky, mingled with the clash of blade upon blade. What use were oaths of fealty and the power in my blood with memories of horror clotting my mind? The rider with the crown of bones surfaced behind my eyes, his blank black stare searing my soul. I remembered the feel of his hideous strength, and how very close his black blade had come to my neck.


  The Sword, in its scabbard upon my back, nudged me, just enough to get my attention. It had a mind of its own, and even though it didn’t speak to me in words—or hadn’t yet, at any rate—it let me know its thoughts. I let a thread of its power wind up my spine and into my head. It wrapped some of my memories, not taking them away but dulling the rawness and the pain, letting me think clearly.


  “Thanks,” I told it, and it hummed in reply. I took a deep breath.


  “Tess!” Wisp stopped just short of my nose. “Or, Lady Bearer, I suppose I should say now.”


  With a small smile, I slid back half a step so I could look at the Glasidhe without going cross-eyed. “You can still call me Tess, Wisp.”


  He began to protest, but I could tell he was secretly pleased by the way his aura brightened. I held up a hand.


  “You and I, we were friends before all this mess,” I said. “And I think I’ll go insane if everyone starts calling me ‘Lady Bearer’ and bowing and scraping.”


  “I shall do my best to keep you humble,” Wisp replied, a wicked glint in his eye. “That means I can still ride on your shoulder?”


  I smiled. “If you can stand it, the Sword being so close. And as long as you don’t pull on my hair too much.”


  “Duly noted,” said the Glasidhe as he landed on his customary perch, grasping the hair by my ear delicately for balance. “Forin and Farin and I have marked all the buried Weakness so that the camp can be freed.”


  “How did you manage that? Didn’t the iron make you sick?”


  “We flew above it, far enough that it wouldn’t hurt us too badly, and we dropped markers onto it,” Wisp explained.


  I nodded. “All right.” I paused. “I guess that means I have to dig it up, doesn’t it?”


  “We would not ask you to perform such a…grubby…task if we could do it ourselves,” Wisp said apologetically.


  I waved a hand in dismissal. “I can deal with a little dirt. Show me the markers.”


  Wisp leapt from my shoulder and led me to the edge of the clearing. A little ways into the trees, a bright scrap of blue cloth rested on the forest floor. I knelt and picked up the scrap, discovering that it was wrapped cleverly around a small pebble to give it weight—and accuracy when the Glasidhe had dropped it from overhead. Just to the right of the marker there was a small fresh scar in the dark loam. I drew my smallest dagger and scratched at the scar until my blade hit another piece of metal. Like a surgeon exploring a wound, I slipped my fingers into the hole and groped in the earth until I felt the edge of the shard. I hooked my fingers around it and pulled steadily until I held it pinched between two fingers. The shard was about the length of my palm, and half as thick. Wisp made a sound of disgust from high above me, perched among the branches of an oak.


  “This would go much quicker if there was someone to help,” I said, half to myself and half to Wisp. “Molly might be able to help…do you know whether the North-people are affected by iron as much as the Sidhe?”


  “It varies, with the North-blood,” Wisp piped, his glowing form obscured by leaves.


  “Well,” I said, wrapping the dull, earth-encrusted shard in my handkerchief, “would you mind going and asking Vell and Kavoryk? I guess if you can find Molly, you could ask her as well.”


  “Be back faster than you can spit,” Wisp replied, zooming off in the direction of the barracks.


  “I don’t spit,” I muttered to the trees, affronted, as I straightened and searched for the next blue marker.


  I walked carefully along the forest floor, skirting tree trunks and clambering over roots as I searched for the blue markers. I found another and began digging. The shard was larger than the first, and something about its shape bothered me momentarily, but then Beryk loped up to me, tongue lolling, golden eyes appraising the small bundle laid carefully by my side. I deposited the second shard into my handkerchief and looked at the wolf, still kneeling. “What’s the verdict?” I asked him. “Can you and Vell help, or does the iron hurt you too?”


  In answer, he stepped forward, ears perked curiously. He sniffed the bundle thoroughly, then looked at me and yawned.


  “All right then. You can start too. They’re marked by the blue scraps, see?”


  But Beryk was already trotting through the dappled undergrowth with his tail held jauntily high and his nose down to the ground. Apparently he could track iron by its scent, because he found the next marker without raising his nose from the soil. He nudged the pebble-weighted cloth aside and settled back on his haunches, digging with his forepaws. I smiled a little at the resemblance just then between Beryk and any one of the dogs I’d seen digging furiously at the ground to unearth a bone back in Pennsylvania.


  I slipped past Beryk to the next marker. As I slid my knife into the soil, the black wolf loped over to me, holding the piece of iron delicately in his teeth, lips drawn back in what I could have sworn was a grimace. He deposited the chunk of metal carefully by my bundle, glanced at me with golden eyes and then lowered his nose to the ground again. I tilted my head, watching him for a moment.


  “Ah, I see you’ve already put poor Beryk to work,” Vell said jauntily from behind me.


  “More like he volunteered,” I amended. “Can you touch it too?”


  “Yes,” Vell replied, though her tone conveyed immense distaste. “It’s about as pleasant as dragon’s dung, though.”


  “Dragons seem to be very…noxious creatures,” I observed wryly, prying with my knife in the dirt. “The healers swear by dragon’s piss to revive the unconscious.”


  Vell grimaced expressively as she sank down on her haunches, watching me dig. “It’s true, they use it.” Her golden eyes danced with mischief. “And I hear it makes for one hell of a wake-up call.”


  “Well, here’s to hoping that neither of us ever need it,” I said.


  Vell chuckled, then sobered, eyeing the shard of iron I drew from the ground.


  “Does iron kill North-kind?” I asked softly, wrapping the piece with its fellows.


  “Depends on which North-kind you’re talking about.” Vell’s face darkened, her gold eyes hardening like amber. She stood and walked cat-footed until she found the next small scrap of blue cloth. “There’s more than one kind of people up North, even though the Court-breds all lump us together so it’s easier to scorn us. Some don’t even think of us as people at all.” Her dagger flashed as she plunged it into the earth vengefully, clenching her jaw.


  “Sorry.” I dropped the word softly into the shadows as I passed. I knelt by the next fresh earth-scar. “I didn’t mean any insult. I don’t know much at all about Faeortalam, when it comes down to it, and most of what I know I learned at Darkhill.”


  Beryk looked at Vell and gave a short, nearly inaudible whine, deep in his throat. She raised her head and looked at the wolf and sighed, leaving her dagger hilt-deep in the forest floor as she sat back on her heels. “My anger isn’t for you,” she told me quietly.


  “Will you tell me? About the different North-kind?” I scraped around a rock, pried it out of the earth and tossed it aside.


  After a moment Vell cleared her throat. “Well. Most of the North, past the Court patrols, remains wild. So there are maenads and dryads in the southern reaches—the southern reaches of our lands, that is. There were rumors that a centaur was seen near the Hvitrgal—that’s the mountains, the far, far North. The desolate white lands that I doubt any of your Sidhe lords have seen.”


  I glanced over at Vell. A far-off look had taken hold of her eyes, giving her face an expression of…not exactly dreaminess, but the disconnection that comes with distant memory.


  “There are the North-witches. Most of them have a mix of maenad and dryad blood in them, some Sidhe, maybe even a little strain of mortal from the far-back days before the Gate was shut.” She smiled faintly at me. Beryk deposited another scrap of iron in my lap. I roughed his neck-fur as he passed. “There are giants, though they mostly keep to themselves. And the trolls, though most of them are…gone now.”


  “Gone where?” I asked, though I already thought I knew the answer.


  “To the Deadlands,” Vell answered bleakly. “After they…made war upon us.” She raised her chin, lips pressed into a tight white line. Beryk padded over to her and sat by her shoulder, still as a wolf-statue carved of obsidian. “They called us ulfdrengr, the wolf-warriors. And Beryk’s pack was herravaldyr, the wolf-lords, princes among their kind.”


  I looked at Beryk with a new interest.


  “You didn’t think he was any ordinary wolf, did you?” Vell said, half a smile playing on her lips.


  “Did all your people have wolves?” The idea of such a people fascinated me. To be bonded to such a fierce creature—the very thought took my breath away. The Sword hummed in its sheath at my thoughts of teeth and claws, blood and fur.


  “We do not have wolves,” Vell said, though there was no malice in her correction. Her accent tinted her words more strongly now, and I tasted sharp snow and pine boughs in the back of my throat. “They are their own masters. Beryk is herravaldyr. He goes where he wishes.” Beryk gazed at me solemnly with his golden eyes. Vell showed her teeth in a humorless smile. “They thought to make me go, when Beryk made it plain he favored me. It’s not often that a prince chooses a woman as his bonded.”


  “Why?” I brushed the dirt from the edge of the iron piece, but I didn’t move on to the next, loath to interrupt Vell.


  Vell shrugged. “Perhaps because there are less women among the ulfdrengr than in years past. Perhaps because women tend to be less…fierce…than men.” She grinned wolfishly as she said the last, catching my eye, and I felt my lips stretch in an answering grin.


  At last Vell pried her piece of iron out of the ground. She handed it to me with a disgusted grimace, and I followed her with my clinking bundle. As she knelt by her next mark, Beryk began digging at another, and I thought that perhaps this wouldn’t take terribly long after all. I’d have to whet my dagger though, if it wasn’t completely ruined.


  “Are all the wolves who choose to be with your people…are they all herravaldyr?” I didn’t say it with quite the right accent, I knew, and the word rolled strangely on my tongue, but Vell gave me an appreciative smile.


  “No,” she said simply. “Beryk’s mother was a queen-wolf, mated to another herravaldyr. Only the pups of that litter are herravaldyr. Other pups from other wolves, they are still pack, but they are not…” She stopped, searching for the right word. Finally she shrugged. “It is hard to explain. But the herravaldyr, they are stronger and smarter and more cunning than the others, and that is why it is their place to lead.”


  I glanced at Beryk, whose black fur rippled with the dappled sunlight filtering through the branches of the trees overhead. “So Beryk will have his own pack someday?”


  “Perhaps,” said Vell, her tone carefully neutral. “And then again perhaps not. He is a young wolf, and strong, but there may be no North-wolves left for a pack of his own when he comes of age.”


  The Sword hummed a low, angry note. Beryk paused in his industrious digging, watching the scabbard on my back with uncanny intelligence, his amber gaze riveted on the Sword. After a long moment, the Sword fell silent. Beryk looked over his shoulder at Vell, and Vell looked at me.


  “What just happened?” I said slowly, feeling very much like a stranger in a foreign country with unintelligible conversations occurring all around me. Vell blinked a few times, and then her golden eyes turned thoughtful.


  “The Sword,” she said, “just spoke to Beryk. Or…something after the fashion of speaking.”


  And she said no more, even though I frowned in confusion. I shook my head and sighed. “Maybe someday,” I muttered, mostly to myself, “I’ll be able to understand everything around here.”


  Vell chuckled and the Sword vibrated in its version of laughter. I rolled my eyes, moving on to the next fresh scar in the earth. I almost had the iron unearthed when a deep voice rumbled behind me, “So the pieces, they are marked by the blue cloth?”


  I felt a small prick of pride that I hadn’t jumped at Kavoryk’s comment. I looked over my shoulder at him and said dryly, “For a giant man you move very quietly, Kavoryk.”


  Kavoryk chuckled, his coal-black eyes glinting.


  “Size doesn’t always exclude grace,” Vell commented with a half-grin from where she knelt. She flicked a rock at Beryk with the tip of her dagger, and the black wolf caught it deftly in his jaws, golden eyes dancing.


  “I’d agree, except I tend to think that Beryk doesn’t stay one size, so that doesn’t really count.” Vell didn’t reply, merely raising one eyebrow. I turned my attention back to Kavoryk. “Yes, the Glasidhe marked the pieces with blue cloth. I’m collecting them all.” I made a face. “Though I don’t really know what I’ll do with it once we’re finished.”


  Kavoryk shrugged his massive shoulders. “Perhaps we shall think of something before we are finished.”


  I nodded. “Hopefully.” When Kavoryk stood silently, watching me, I cleared my throat. “Is there something else?” I dropped the piece of iron into my bundle and stood, wiping one hand on my trousers. Kavoryk stepped closer to me, his huge bulk blocking what little sunlight filtered through the green leaves of the trees. I looked up at him calmly, trying not to strain my neck.


  “It was a hard battle,” the giant man said finally. “It is never easy, even for those who have fought before.”


  I swallowed against the sudden tightness in my throat as I remembered sitting in the barracks with Moryn, a young guard who had been killed in the fight. “I hoped it would get easier,” I said thickly.


  “No,” Kavoryk said, shaking his head. “Do not hope for such a thing.”


  I blinked up at him.


  “If it gets easier,” Vell interjected, her voice grave, “it means you’ve lost a part of your soul. With the war we’re fighting now…it’s not the killing of the Shadow-creatures that’ll get to you, it’s watching your comrades die. Even if you don’t like them very much, you should still feel something when someone fighting back to back with you loses his life.” Vell’s gaze remained downcast as she dug through the earth, her pale fingers stained with dark loam.


  “It is never easy,” Kavoryk said again. He put one massive hand on my shoulder. “But that is why warriors must stand by one another.”


  I smiled bleakly. “I’m hardly a warrior.”


  “You think too little of yourself, young one,” the massive Northerner told me, his hand tightening on my shoulder. “But that is better than thinking too much of yourself.” He gave my shoulder another squeeze and then moved past me, searching the ground until he found the next blue marker.


  I stood silently, watching the play of shadows on the forest floor as a slight breeze swayed the boughs of the trees above our heads. I didn’t feel guilty about killing the Shadow-creatures, but I wanted to forget the feel of my sword sliding through living flesh, cracking through bone. I wanted to stifle the agonized shrieks of the creatures that still rang in the back of my mind. I didn’t feel guilt, but I felt haunted. I clenched my jaw and breathed deeply, willing myself to restrain the memories.


  Had Liam killed anyone, over in the mountains of Afghanistan? I wondered suddenly, the thought surprising me. Did he struggle with guilt over taking another life, or was he battle-hardened, viewing the death of his enemies as necessary to his own survival? I shivered, hoping that war hadn’t put out the joyful spark in his green eyes. Hoping that it wouldn’t put out the spark in my own, either, before I returned home. If I ever returned home. A shiver rippled through my body at the thought of remaining forever in Faeortalam.


  I shook myself slightly and went to find the next marker. As I knelt with the coolness of the earth seeping into my knees, the hairs on the back of my neck stood up, and my fingertips tingled. The Sword hummed a low note of warning. The part of myself that Walked jumped strangely. It felt like an electric current jolting through my body, and I looked up sharply, searching the shadows between the trees. I pivoted on my toes, still crouched warily, and then I saw him.


  


  Chapter 2


  The Walker stood between two trees, his russet hair glinting deep red in the shadows. He stood attentively but not warily, as if he was sure he couldn’t be seen, and he was here to observe rather than avoid detection. His eyes, a luminous green, were unlike any of the Sidhe I had met in my travels thus far. He turned slightly, his gaze shifting to Vell and Beryk, who both worked obliviously, though Beryk paused, his hackles rising as the Walker’s eyes rested on him. But the black wolf went back to digging when the Sidhe turned his attention elsewhere. I watched silently, waiting for him to look at me, anticipation tingling in my limbs. The Sword vibrated slightly in its sheath.


  I knew in my bones that the Sidhe Walker was from the Unseelie Court, and that Mab had sent him, no doubt to find out why Molly hadn’t returned with the Iron Sword, or why the Vaelanmavar had not sent word back to Darkhill. I slid my dagger from the dirt and stood, waiting, staring at the Walker. Vell glanced at me and paused in her digging. I shook my head slightly without taking my eyes from the Unseelie spy’s spectral form. Vell nodded and resumed her work, a new watchful tension in the lines of her lithe body.


  After what seemed an eternity, the Walker turned his green eyes to me. He studied me with blatant leisure, a trace of arrogance tinting his expression despite the fact that I was looking directly at him. I smiled slightly—he was so sure that I couldn’t see him, it was almost comical. I tossed my dagger from hand to hand with an idle air. “So,” I said, watching my flashing blade as it arced from my left hand toward my right, “did Mab send you, Walker?” I caught the dagger in my right hand and quick as thought threw it toward the Walker. It embedded itself hilt-deep in the nearest tree with a hollow thunk, and I couldn’t help but grin at the expression of utter surprise that washed over his face. He looked at the still-quivering dagger, then back at me. I walked toward him and stopped at the tree with my dagger, reaching up to grip the hilt. “Are you deaf as well as dumb?” I asked conversationally, pulling my dagger out of the tree with a fierce tug. The Sword gave a sharp command from its sheath, and the Walker flinched as if he’d been struck. He took a step back, but then stood resolutely and raised his chin.


  “No, my lady,” he said, his voice strong despite his half-substantial form.


  “No, you aren’t deaf, or no, Mab didn’t send you?” I watched him intently.


  A small smile turned up one side of his mouth. “No, I’m not deaf, nor dumb, if I may say so.”


  I shrugged. “You seemed to think you couldn’t be seen.”


  He frowned slightly. “When I do not wish to be seen, I am not. It is a particular talent of mine when Walking.” He paused. “And why the Queen sent me specifically, I think.”


  “Be careful with Mab,” I said, flicking a wood-shard from my dagger. “She’s hard to please.”


  The Walker didn’t reply, his luminous eyes settling on the hilt of the Sword. “My lady, if I may ask…is that…the Iron Sword?”


  The Sword answered for itself with a strident tone, driving the young Walker to his knees. When it finished, I murmured, “Was that really necessary?” It sent me a wave of righteous indignation, that such a young Sidhe would even question its identity…and, for that matter, think to keep himself hidden from me, its Bearer. “Don’t be so sensitive,” I told it. Something like a chuckle vibrated through my ribs. ““The Sword can be a little…testy, sometimes,” I told the Walker with a slight shrug.


  The Walker blinked, his vibrant eyes widening slightly. “So…”


  I sighed impatiently. “Yes, it’s true it’s the Iron Sword, and yes, it’s true that I’m the Bearer. Gwyneth—she was the last Bearer, in case you didn’t know—sealed it to me in blood.” I smiled a little. “I’m Gwyneth’s daughter, a few generations removed, of course.” Touching the iron pendant at my throat with two fingers, I watched the Walker as he absorbed my sudden explanation.


  “You know, Tess, it’s rude to have a whole conversation with someone that no one else can see,” Vell said, walking over to me with a casual air. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re talking to an imaginary friend.”


  I scrutinized the Walker. “Are you a figment of my imagination?” I asked him in a mock-serious tone.


  He smiled. “No, my lady.”


  “All right then. Do you have a name, and would it be so terrible if you let yourself be seen by my companions? I already know you’re here, so secrecy isn’t an issue anymore,” I pointed out reasonably, “and it is rather rude to be holding a one-sided conversation.”


  Beryk pricked his ears forward in interest as the Walker’s form shimmered slightly.


  “So there’s our would-be spy,” Vell said, her gaze focusing sharply on the Walker’s face.


  “My name is Murtagh,” he told us stiffly, “and I am not a spy.”


  “Well, Murtagh, at least you have some manners, but let’s call a spade a spade.” I spread my hands. “I’m a mortal,” I said, pointing to my own chest, “she’s a Northerner…an ulfdrengr, to be precise, with her herravaldyr,” I continued, gesturing to Vell and Beryk. The black wolf lifted his lips from his long white teeth. “And you, my dear Sidhe, are a spy for Queen Mab.”


  Murtagh appeared ready to reply to this accusation, but then Kavoryk appeared by my other side, and the Walker held his silence, gazing up at the huge Northman.


  “Oh,” I added, “and this is Kavoryk.”


  Kavoryk rumbled something that resembled words but also sounded suspiciously similar to a growl.


  “I had no choice,” Murtagh said finally, his voice slightly defensive.


  “I never said you did,” I replied, my words gentler now as I thought of Mab’s terrible power. “But you do have a choice now.”


  Vell laid a hand on Beryk’s dark head as the wolf began to growl low in his throat.


  “And what would that choice be, my lady?” Murtagh asked carefully. “Would you have me betray Queen Mab?” His form wavered slightly, and he looked slightly paler.


  I considered him. “I know that Mab’s power is terrible, and her anger is…impressive.” My jaw tingled with the remembered pain of the Unseelie Queen’s long slim fingers holding my face in a vise-like grip. “So I’m not asking you to betray her, no.” I glanced at Vell. “But I’d appreciate having a…friend…in the Unseelie Court. Another Walker that I can talk to, when I need to find out information.”


  “You want me to be a spy for you,” Murtagh said, his voice tinged with both amusement and suspicion.


  “I never said being a spy was a bad thing, or having spies wasn’t useful. I just don’t really like spies who are reporting on me back to someone who isn’t my particular ally at this moment.” I watched Murtagh with a cool, aloof gaze. “I am the Bearer. I am bound to the Sword. I don’t pretend to have any particular fondness for Mab, but I’m no traitor.” I drew back my shoulders and raised my chin. “As Bearer of the Sword, I intend to face Malravenar. But I have other plans first. And Mab doesn’t need to know of them.”


  “What do you ask of me?” Murtagh said.


  “Like I said, it would help me greatly if I had a friend in Darkhill. And you can make your report to Queen Mab. Tell her of what you’ve seen, and heard…except for our conversation right now.”


  Murtagh closed his eyes. “It is a dangerous omission.”


  “But you think you can do it.” My words were a statement, not a question.


  “I will.” He looked at me solemnly. “I don’t know what the Queen expected me to find, but I certainly don’t think she expected me to find you the Bearer. That alone shall be enough shock to satisfy her, since this is not how it was prophesied.”


  I shrugged. “What can I say? Things don’t always turn out the way you expect. Do you think I expected to become the Bearer?”


  Murtagh regarded me with surprise. “That had not occurred to me.”


  “Well, there you go,” I said.


  “Make him swear on it,” Vell interjected suddenly, her golden eyes narrowing in distrust. An equal amount of suspicion clouded Murtagh’s handsome young face as he looked at her. Then he turned back to me.


  “I will swear whatever oath you deem fit, my lady,” he said.


  “First of all, enough with the formality. My name is Tess.” I tilted my head slightly, considering. “Would you swear on the Sword?”


  He looked at me resolutely. “Yes.”


  I reached over my head and gripped the pommel of the Sword, drawing its power into me, feeling it fill the spaces between my ribs with emerald fire, the diamond-white well of my own taebramh burning brightly beneath the green sheen. Taking a breath, I pulled even more of its power into me until my chest ached with the fierce fire. Silently I asked the Sword to dampen what power still remained in its blade, and it obediently extinguished its aura. I drew it from its sheath with one long, smooth motion. Murtagh’s slow sigh of wonder mingled with the silver hiss of the blade sliding out of the sheath. “Swear on the Sword, then,” I said, my voice layered with power.


  Murtagh looked at my face and went down on one knee, bowing his head. After a moment, he raised his eyes enough to see the Sword. He extended one half-substantial hand slowly, laying it on the blade reverently. “I swear fealty to you, Bearer,” he whispered in a voice thick with pain and awe. The outline of his hand shone with a bright white light, and the Sword accepted his oath with a low, tight hum, the sound rising through the green of the forest, vibrating through Murtagh’s half-substantial form and caressing my skin like the touch of a long-lost love.


  I quickly sheathed the Sword, its power rushing out of me so suddenly that I staggered. Vell grabbed my arm and Beryk pressed against the back of my legs, steadying me. When my vision cleared, I looked down at Murtagh. He stared at his hand, a glowing spark embedded in his palm. It looked much like the markings that I had bestowed on all the Sidhe fighters during the battle, saving them from the wrath of the Sword’s power. After a moment, the spark faded, and Murtagh rubbed his palm in slow circles, still on his knees.


  “I’d like to see him wriggle out of that oath,” Vell murmured to me in satisfaction.


  “I can hear you,” Murtagh said in irritation.


  Vell smiled at him sweetly. “I know.”


  Murtagh looked at Vell with a mixture of suspicion and fascination on his face, an expression that I had a feeling he would be wearing much of the time in the future. I hid my smile behind my hand and cleared my throat. Kavoryk shook his head.


  “You civilized ones handle the rest of the talk,” he rumbled to me, his dark eyes glinting with amusement as he turned and made his way back to the ring of iron. I grinned at him and thought I saw an answering glimmer of white teeth in the depths of his unruly black beard, but I wasn’t entirely sure.


  Vell observed Murtagh with her honey-hued gaze, eyes hooded slightly, one hand resting on her hip. Beryk lounged by her side, feigning disinterest. He yawned, pink tongue rolling out over his sharp white teeth. Murtagh tilted his head slightly, his eyes focused not on Vell but on the black wolf. He stood slowly.


  “He is certainly a North-wolf prince,” he said to Vell after a moment of study. “Forgive me, I forget the name of it in your tongue.” He addressed his apology to Beryk, who observed him with steady, uncannily intelligent golden eyes.


  “Herravaldyr,” Vell said. “How is it that you know anything at all about North-wolves, Walker?”


  “My name is Murtagh,” the Sidhe said patiently, “and not all of us at Court are so ignorant or so painfully civilized as you might think.”


  Vell snorted. “I doubt it. Just because you took a guess on Beryk and were right doesn’t mean anything at all.”


  The handsome young Sidhe shrugged elegantly. “Think what you will, lady.”


  “I’m not a lady,” Vell retorted with indignation. “My name is Vell…Murtagh.”


  Murtagh bowed slightly. “Very well, Vell.”


  I cleared my throat. “Sorry to interrupt this…scintillating…conversation, but we really should get back to work. We have to finish taking all the iron out before we…before we leave,” I finished. Murtagh had taken an oath on the Sword, but I thought that perhaps erring on the side of caution for once might be better. The less Mab knew about our plans, the better. I motioned to camp. “You can slip through this hole, I think, and find Finn—the Vaelanbrigh,” I corrected myself hastily, “if you’d like to know all the details of the battle.”


  Murtagh bowed slightly to me, and as he straightened he touched two fingers to his forehead, saying, “To the True Bearer.”


  I still didn’t know how to respond to this gesture of respect, so I just nodded. Murtagh rubbed his palm and smiled brilliantly at me, his face suddenly seeming much younger. He gave a little nod to both Vell and Beryk. Vell folded her arms across her chest and watched him unflinchingly as he turned and walked toward the barracks.


  Brushing some of the dirt from my hands, I said, “Well, at least now we have a pair of eyes in Darkhill.”


  “If Mab doesn’t tear him apart for hiding something from her,” Vell muttered.


  I shrugged, picking my way through the undergrowth back toward the iron ring. “He seemed to think he could handle it.”


  “He also seemed to think he was very adept at being invisible,” the Northerner pointed out drily. Beryk gave a little yip of amusement. “That was nice, with the dagger,” she continued. “Good throw. I can tell you’ve been practicing.”


  I let myself smile a little. “That was pretty good,” I admitted. I twirled the dagger a few times in one hand, a move that I’d perfected only after many long hours of practice and a number of self-inflicted cuts. The last time I’d cut myself badly enough to need a bandage, I’d dripped blood on Gwyneth’s iron pendant, sending it into a forge-hot frenzy of revelation. It had been the pendant that had shown me the Sword in the river-tree, burning away the doubts in my own mind and confirming that, despite what the Prophecy read and despite Molly’s Fae lineage, I was the True Bearer of the Iron Sword. I shifted the sheath on my back, the Sword silent now but still connected to me. I felt the slow thrum of its power in my blood, like a second heartbeat.


  “Come on, then,” Vell said, interrupting my thoughts. “If we want to be away before noon, we’d best pick up the pace.”


  “And you accuse me of being a hard taskmaster,” I retorted as we picked our way between the shadows, looking for more markers. Vell chuckled, and then we were silent, applying ourselves with a hard focus to the task at hand. After another hour’s work, I had to tie off my bundle of shards. I slipped back into camp and found Allene, the healer who had nursed me back to health after my harrowing entry into Faortalam from the mortal world.


  “Do you have any spare cloths lying around? They don’t have to be clean or anything,” I asked her quickly.


  She nodded. “Yes. Let me go fetch them for you.” As she turned away, she wrinkled her nose slightly, and I glanced down at my earth-stained hands. Was Allene, so prim and proper back in Darkhill, truly not used to the rather dirty ways of living on the road? Or could she smell the iron on me, I wondered.


  “Here,” she said, offering me a few large and stained cloths. “They are clean, but I would prefer to see them as scraps in any case.”


  There it was, the slight wrinkle in her perfectly formed nose altering her aloof expression to a well-bred distaste. “Is something wrong, Allene?” I asked.


  She looked at me sharply with her luminous grey eyes and then smiled slightly. “Your ability to read Sidhe faces has much improved since your first day here, Lady Bearer.”


  I waved the title away in irritation. “It’s just Tess. For goodness’ sake, is everyone going to be pulling this ‘Lady Bearer’ nonsense on me now?”


  Tilting her head slightly to the side, Allene replied, “I fail to see how it is nonsense if it is the truth.”


  “Have it your way, then,” I said with half a sigh. “But you didn’t answer my earlier question.”


  Allene watched me intently. “I can smell the iron on you, and also the ghaunt-crows that handled it, and before them the fell-trolls.”


  I raised my eyebrows in surprise. “You make it sound like you can smell almost as well as a wolf, Allene.”


  The Sidhe healer shook her head. “No. It is not so much smell…that is the word we use to describe it, because there is really no word for it in your tongue.” She paused, considering. “Sense, I think, would be a better word. Some of us are very attuned to the feel of things.”


  “Does that help you when you’re healing?” I asked.


  “Yes. Most of the more skilled master healers have the same ability.”


  “Interesting,” I said.


  “I think it might be what you feel with the Sword’s power,” Allene added suddenly, her moon-shining eyes fixed on the sheath across my back. The Sword gave a soft thrum of warning, its voice caressing my mind as softly as it was able, the equivalent of a warning whisper. I realized that though the Sword’s power was like poison to the Sidhe, it could also call to them. They were not immune to the siren-song of its power. I took a step backward, and Allene took a step forward at the same time, matching my movement. Stop it, I told the Sword as sharply as I could, sending it more of a thought than words. But it gave me the equivalent of innocently raised hands—it wasn’t calling to Allene. And I felt the truth of its protest, because all its power curled like a sleeping cat beneath my ribs and in the closed eye of the emerald in the Sword’s pommel.


  “Allene,” I said slowly and clearly, “take a step back, please.”


  Instead, the Sidhe healer slid forward, gliding over the ground with eerie boneless grace, the lines of her tall body tensing. I knew that look and my hand went to my dagger even as my own blue-white taebramh flared beneath my collarbone. The Sword kept its power carefully away from mine, dutifully letting me handle the situation. I glanced around and my heart sank. There was no-one else in sight on this side of camp. I was on my own.


  “Allene.” I pronounced the healer’s name firmly, with as much authority as I could muster. “Step back.” I put a warning into the command.


  Allene leaned forward, a strange glazed look in her gray eyes as she reached toward me with one slender hand. I let loose my eagerly pulsing taebramh, and white fire filled my vision. I heard Allene gasp, and with a bit of difficulty I pulled my power back—it was like hauling on the leash of a huge, excited dog. But I gripped it firmly and drew it back into myself, panting with the effort. When had my own power become so difficult to control? I wondered dizzily as I clenched my jaw. Finally the haze of bright white receded from my eyes and I saw Allene, gazing up at me from the ground. Her expressive eyes held awe and a little fear, but her beautiful face was carefully composed as she slowly stood, exuding grace even with dirt clinging to the cloth of her dress. She lowered her eyes and bowed her head.


  “I apologize, Lady Bearer,” she said quietly.


  I felt the familiar frustration at the sudden stiff courtesy building in my chest, but I swallowed thickly and said, “Apology accepted. Sorry I knocked you down.” And clutching the extra cloths tightly, I turned on my heel and walked quickly back to the fringe of forest, immensely grateful that I didn’t encounter anyone else.


  “Here,” I said, tossing a cloth at Vell. She caught it deftly. “I still don’t know what we’ll do with all this iron when we’re done.”


  “We should figure that out soon,” the Northerner replied, her golden eyes scanning the ground of the forest. “We’re almost done. I’d say near three-quarters finished.”


  I found the next marker and silently plunged my dagger into the earth. I didn’t really feel like talking, after what had happened with Allene. Did all the Sidhe feel such a siren call from the Sword, a voice that tempted them to their doom like moths to the flame? I knew with a sudden chilling certainty that the Sword unleashed, unrestrained by my power and my guidance, would decimate the Sidhe world. It would be an Armageddon, no different than the havoc that Malravenar had unleashed on Titania’s kingdom already—but magnified, spread throughout their entire world.


  “Tess?” Vell said.


  “What?” I said asked shortly.


  The dark-haired Northerner sank down onto her haunches in front of me with the lithe grace of a hunter, peering at my face intently with her golden gaze. “Are you all right?” Beryk paused long enough to drop another piece of iron by Vell’s side. The wolf glanced at Vell, then at me, and seemed to decide that he didn’t want to be a part of this particular discussion. He trotted off to find the next marker.


  I scratched at the earth with my dagger unhappily.


  “Tess,” Vell said again, her voice firmer.


  “Of course I’m not all right,” I snapped. “I just had to knock out Allene because apparently the Sword calls to some of the Sidhe. She looked at it like it was crack and she was an addict who hadn’t had a hit in days.”


  “I assume crack is a substance from your world,” Vell replied.


  “It is. People die from it. Sometimes the very first time they use it—it stops their heart or they have a seizure and they die.” I met Vell’s eyes. “Sounds kind of similar to what the Sword would do to a Sidhe if I didn’t have it on a leash.”


  The blade in its sheath hummed softly. I couldn’t understand if it was reproaching me or agreeing with me.


  Vell rubbed a bit of dirt between her fingers thoughtfully. Then she looked at me and said, “Well, you just have to keep it under control, then, don’t you?”


  “That’s the problem. It called to Allene even when it didn’t mean to. I had it completely dampened, all wrapped up in my own taebramh, and she still went into this zombie trance.” I pulled the shard of iron out of the earth vengefully. “Am I just supposed to knock out any Sidhe that hears it?”


  “You might have to, if that’s what it takes,” Vell replied neutrally. She brushed off her hands. “I’m not going to patronize you and stroke your ego, if that’s what you’re looking for.”


  I blinked and raised one eyebrow slightly. “What?”


  “Well, at this point in the conversation, any one of the Court-breds would launch into a sermon on how you are our last and best hope to defeat Malravenar. But I’m not going to do that.” Her golden eyes boring into me, she continued, “I know what it’s like to be a leader when you don’t know the first thing about what you’re doing. When you don’t even really know yourself. So I’m going to keep your feet on the ground, Tess. No Lady Bearer bowing and scraping from me.” She grinned briefly, and I couldn’t help but grin back, despite all the sudden doubts and questions crowding the back of my head, spawned by my encounter with Allene.


  “Can I ask…does it call to you?” I said as we stood and moved to the final stretch of the iron circle.


  Vell tilted her head, considering the question. “I can feel it, I know it’s there and it’s powerful, but…” She shook her head. “I don’t want it, if that’s what you’re asking.”


  Beryk deposited another slimy piece of iron directly into my hand, his dirt-stained tongue lolling in satisfaction.


  “Ugh. Wolf slobber,” I said in disgust, wrapping the shard in the cloth and wiping my hand on the edge of my shirt. Beryk looked at me reproachfully and then, mischief dancing in his amber eyes, he dragged his pink tongue over my entire hand. I squeaked in surprise and he gave a yip of laughter, grinning for a second before leaping off into the trees. “That was deliberate!” I yelled after him indignantly, grimacing as I dried off my hand again.


  Vell chuckled. “You’re only encouraging him.”


  “And you say he’s so well behaved,” I retorted.


  “Tess-mortal!” piped Wisp from above us. “There are only three more pieces left! The trap is almost gone!”


  I glanced up through the green of the forest and made out Wisp’s neon trail as he turned loops of excitement.


  “I didn’t know you were still up there keeping track of us,” I said with a grin.


  “Always!” the Glasidhe replied. “I am always keeping track of you, Tess-mortal!”


  Vell raised her eyebrows at me. “Looks to me that you have more than one spy, Tess.”


  “Or more than one babysitter,” I muttered.


  Beryk barely paused in his industrious digging as we passed. Vell found the next marker past Beryk, and Kavoryk’s huge hulk was already crouched over the last marker. So I stood and watched, hefting the bundle of iron shards in my hand.


  “We can’t just bury it,” I said, partly to myself and partly to the forest at large.


  “It would poison the forest around it, and the water passing through this ground,” Vell said.


  “Bad for the living land,” Kavoryk added in his deep rumble.


  I frowned, thinking. I couldn’t bury the iron. I couldn’t put it anywhere else for safekeeping, for that matter, because the Sidhe couldn’t even stand to be within an arm’s length of it. After a moment, I sent out a thought to the Sword. I felt its power uncoil sleepily, stretching beneath my bones as it awoke to consider my question. I waited, still thinking about the iron shards weighing heavily in my hand, and then the Sword answered me, latching onto my mental image of the iron and sending me a very clear feeling of hunger.


  “The Sword,” I said out loud, surprised.


  “What?” Vell looked up from her hole.


  “I know what to do with the iron,” I told her.


  “Then why do you sound so confused?” She hissed in triumph as she pulled her shard out of the earth.


  I blinked and reached over my head with my free hand, touching the hilt of the Sword. It confirmed its earlier answer. My own stomach rumbled, too, after its hunger washed through me again. “Because I didn’t expect the Sword to…well, it wants to eat them. Or something. I don’t know.”


  “Let’s see it, then.” Vell retrieved Beryk’s piece and added her own to my hand as well. Kavoryk dropped the last shard into the open cloth.


  “Maybe you should both give me a little bit of space,” I told them. “Better to err on the side of caution.”


  Vell looked like she was about to protest, but Beryk took her shirt in his teeth and tugged. She crossed her arms but followed him a small distance away, Kevoryk joining them. They were still a little closer than I would’ve liked, but they knew the power of the Sword. They’d seen the charred corpses of the Shadow-creatures on the battlefield, after the wall of emerald fire had roared down on them. I laid the bundles of iron on the ground, untying the cloths. Some instinct prompted me to arrange the shards in a loose circle, a miniature model of the trap that had pinned the Sidhe into the clearing, convenient targets for the Shadow-creatures.


  After carefully checking the invisible restraints on the Sword’s power, I drew it from its sheath. The emerald set into the pommel flashed hungrily. I held the Sword in my right hand and touched Gwyneth’s pendant with my left, hoping it would help to anchor me if things spun out of control. Then again, if things spun out of control, the whole forest would probably be a smoking crater, with Vell and Kavoryk and I reduced to cinders at the bottom.


  “Encouraging thought,” I murmured to myself. The Sword thrummed, vibrations traveling through my wrist and up the bones of my arm. It wasn’t exactly an unpleasant sensation, but it was strange. I took a deep breath, holding tight to the Sword’s power and my own taebramh, feeling the curve of Gwyneth’s pendant beneath my fingers. I touched the point of the gleaming Sword to one of the iron shards.


  The force of the power surging through the Sword drove me to my knees and shook the ground, the trees groaning in protest. My grip on the Sword tightened convulsively and I clutched Gwyneth’s pendant so hard that the ancient smooth iron bit into my skin. Faintly, I heard Vell shout my name, but I couldn’t reply. It was all I could do to breathe. The iron shards flared with emerald fire, the circle an eerie echo of the Sword’s magnificent and grisly performance during the battle. The crackling fire streamed up the Sword, the emerald in its pommel blazing. I was frozen in place, unable to move as the fire enveloped my arm, hissing and sparking with power as it flowed over my skin. I heard myself gasping and felt myself trying to hold my head above the fire like a drowning swimmer trying to keep her head above the waves of the open ocean.


  The ground beneath the iron circle cracked, a plume of dust swirling into the air. The cloth beneath the shards caught fire—real fire, bright and snapping. Acrid smoke stung my throat. The emerald fire flowed over my shoulder, caressing my neck possessively. Then it touched the iron pendant, and it hesitated. In that small instant, I ripped the bindings off my own power for the second time that day, and my taebramh rose like a pack of wolves through my chest, pushing the emerald fire back down into the Sword. The Sword vibrated so hard that my hand ached. Suddenly I was free, my body under my control again, and the Sword thought to me of the earth, cool and dark. I plunged the blade into the crack in the forest floor, and a silent rolling shock wave pushed me back, away from the Sword. Taking in a shaking breath, I fell to my knees and checked that I still possessed all my limbs: both arms, both legs, all functioning, albeit wearily.


  Vell leapt past me, stamping out the remnants of the fire before it caught hold of any of the tinder on the forest floor. Beryk helped, following her footsteps and scattering the ashes with his paws, burying any still-glowing embers beneath a thin layer of earth. They both gave the Sword a wide berth.


  Kavoryk helped me stand, his huge hands lifting me from the ground as if I weighed no more than a doll. I tested my legs gingerly. They buckled once, but I set my teeth and forced myself to stand. The huge Northman kept his hand beneath my elbow. I tried to rub the tingling feeling from my right arm, frowning. Something didn’t feel right.


  “It marked you,” Kavoryk rumbled.


  “What?” I said, confused.


  Kavoryk gestured to my right arm. “Look at your skin, little one.”


  I pulled up my sleeve and couldn’t bite back my sound of surprise. It looked like a tattoo artist with a penchant for green ink and Celtic designs had been given free reign over my skin. The markings started literally at my fingertips, originating from where I’d gripped the Sword, wrapping my fingers in intricate and delicate patterns. On my palm, a knot with three points stood out prominently on a background of interlacing lines which were both terribly complicated and incredibly beautiful. Swirling spirals swept up over my forearm, covering the tender skin of my wrist, following the pulse of my veins. Past my elbow—I had to roll up my sleeve higher—the design became bolder, wrapping around my bicep with a fierce pattern that spoke to me of ancient warriors, battle cries and bloody swords on the moors beneath a full moon. I knew without checking that the markings stopped just short of my neck, where I had gripped Gwyneth’s pendant and the emerald fire had hesitated.


  I growled a curse beneath my breath. “As if I didn’t already stand out enough, I have to have green tattoos.”


  “I do not know your words well,” Kavoryk said, “but they are war-markings.”


  “War-markings?” I held up my arm and turned it in the light filtering down through the tree branches. The green markings glimmered faintly in the golden sunlight. I knew that whatever I’d just received from the Sword, it certainly wasn’t ordinary, and I hoped it wasn’t without reason.


  Kavoryk pulled up his own sleeve just as I realized I’d never seen his bare arms. Thick black markings covered his massive forearms and continued, I had no doubt, all the way onto his shoulders and chest. His designs were much different than mine, bolder and wilder: no delicate interlacing knots for Kavoryk. A stylized spear stretched from his wrist to his elbow. Above his elbow, just like mine, the design became bands stretching over his massive muscles, symbols that spoke of war and blood.


  “How…?” I touched Kavoryk’s markings tentatively with the fingertip of my left hand.


  “Holy hell, Tess, what did it do to you?” Vell marveled, seizing my wrist to better examine the markings.


  “Apparently the Sword likes its Bearers to be inked,” I muttered, glaring balefully over Vell’s shoulder at the Sword, now calm and benign-looking in its crack in the earth. The emerald winked at me. I narrowed my eyes at it.


  “Well,” Vell said, glancing over at Kavoryk’s thick markings, “at least you didn’t get a spear. Or I guess it would have given you a sword.”


  “Don’t give it any ideas,” I admonished her. The Sword’s equivalent of a chuckle vibrated across my skin. I asked Vell, “Don’t you have any? Is it a Northern thing?”


  She grinned wolfishly, a strange spark lighting her golden eyes. “We have our own markings. We have no need to make more on ourselves.”


  “Your own markings?”


  Vell pulled up one side of her shirt, showing me a set of claw-marks across her side. The scars weren’t new, that much I could tell, but I leaned closer in fascination. I couldn’t help it: the claw marks were tinted blue. Kavoryk grunted—in surprise or approval, I wasn’t sure.


  “Even a herravaldyr must fight for his place in the pack,” she said, letting me inspect her scars without any embarrassment.


  “And you had to fight as well?” I asked.


  “How could Beryk fight and I watch?” Vell answered simply, putting her hand on Beryk’s neck.


  I absorbed that information for a moment. “That’s why you’re such a good fighter.”


  Vell smiled a little again. “That depends who I’m fighting against. Ulfdrengr are another breed entirely.”


  “And how are they blue?” I wondered aloud.


  “A wolf-warrior’s first scars are their badge of honor. There is a tree in the North that grows on the highest ice-cliffs. We use the leaves of that tree to dye our scars, so that we bear them forever on our bodies.”


  I nodded. “That’s poetic, actually. I can understand that.”


  “You shall make a good Bearer, little one,” rumbled Kavoryk. “You do not only listen. You hear.”


  I frowned a little. “I’ll just pretend I know what that means.”


  Vell examined my arm again and grinned at Kavoryk. “And she has some pretty impressive war-markings now, too.”


  I yanked my arm away, feeling my cheeks heat. “They’re not impressive. They were involuntary.” I rubbed my arm as I strode toward the Sword, which glinted innocently at me. “If you do that again, I’m going to…” I let my words trail into silence as I blinked in confusion.


  The shards of iron were gone. In their place lay nine polished dark stones, arranged in a rough circle around the Sword. I knew there had been more pieces of iron than nine; I had collected more than nine just myself. But there were nine stones on the charred cloth, and something about their shape made me narrow my eyes. I carefully stepped forward, careful not to disturb the stones, and pulled the Sword from the ground, shaking the dust from the blade. A strange tingle ran through my right arm as I gripped the Sword, a little shock running across my skin, following the exact pattern of my new war-markings.


  I held the Sword out at eye-level. “All right,” I told it, “you got to put your signature on me, now leave it alone.”


  The emerald in the pommel flashed indignantly. A shiver ran through my ribs and the leaves on the forest trees trembled.


  If you are going to be disrespectful, at least call me by my name, not some name for all of my type.


  “What do you mean?” I said skeptically. I wasn’t even sure that it was the Sword that had just spoken, but a twinge of my war-markings and a sting through the palm of my hand convinced me otherwise. It wasn’t so much a voice that I heard, it was more like words vibrating through my bones and into my mind, appearing like foreign thoughts in my head.


  How would you like it if I simply called you the Mortal Girl?


  I considered. “Well, I’m sorry if you don’t like being called the Iron Sword, but that’s the name that I was told.”


  It does not mean it was the correct name, Mortal Girl.


  “Fine. Point taken. What should I call you, then?”


  Caedbranr.


  I opened my mouth to repeat the new name, but the Sword stopped me.


  It is a name only for you, my Bearer. I will not use words often, and I do not expect you to, either. But I appreciate courtesy, especially from one so young.


  I raised an eyebrow at the Caedbranr’s last comment. “Just because you’re ancient doesn’t mean you can give me sass, either. I’m still Bearer here.” And with that parting shot, I sheathed the Caedbranr. A chuckle skittered down my arm in electric-shock spirals. “Stop that,” I hissed.


  “Are you done having a conversation with your sword?” Vell asked drily. “You know, this is the second time today that you’ve had a one-sided conversation, Tess. Sure you didn’t get knocked in the head during the battle?”


  Beryk yipped his version of a laugh, pink tongue lolling as he grinned.


  “Thanks for the moral support,” I told the woman and the wolf. “It’s much appreciated.”


  The black wolf looked at me and up at Vell. She shrugged slightly, a smile tugging at her lips. As I gathered the last smooth dark stone into my belt-pouch, Beryk tackled me, pinning me down by the shoulders. He grinned his wolf-grin and proceeded to thoroughly lick my face. I spluttered and flailed in protest. Jumping off me, he shot like an arrow back toward camp.


  “You’d better run!” I called after him as I leapt up, cinching my belt-pouch vengefully and sprinting after him, Vell’s chuckle nipping at my heels.


  


  Chapter 3


  A surge of the closest thing I’d felt to happiness since the battle surged through me as I sprinted after Beryk, Vell running light-footed behind me. The Caedbranr thrummed in enjoyment, appreciative of my speed. It liked the fact that its Bearer was young and strong and fast, no matter what sarcasm-tinged thoughts it inserted into my head.


  Beryk slid to a stop in the middle of the clearing by the barracks, challenging me with a playful growl as he turned to face me, tail waving high like a banner. As I slowed, I pulled the straps of the Sword’s sheath over my head, laying it carefully but quickly to one side. Beryk yipped at me excitedly and slapped the ground with both forepaws, arching his back with his tail sweeping back and forth furiously above his head. I grinned and sank into a crouch.


  “How about I tackle you?” I asked the wolf rhetorically, and then I dove at him, only half-catching him as he tried to spring away. He rolled and we went to the ground in a tangle of black fur and pale skin. I managed to snake my arms around his neck, thinking vaguely of the choke-hold we’d learned in martial-arts class, but Beryk bucked me loose with little effort. My landing in the grass knocked the wind out of me, and I rolled to my hands and knees. Beryk swiped at me with one forepaw, hard enough to knock me off balance again, and I paused, not sure if he was still playing. When I glanced at him warily, he grinned and slapped the ground with his forepaws again, tail waving enthusiastically.


  I tried a different approach this time, staying in my crouch rather than diving. Beryk waited until I blitzed toward him and he leapt up, putting his front legs on my shoulders. I grimaced a little—he was heavy—but wrestled with him gamely until he finally knocked me over. I rolled to my back and squinted up at him, panting. He pranced over and put one paw on my chest, looking for all the world like he was a conqueror claiming a new land for his own. I chuckled. “You win,” I told him. He barked happily.


  “He was playing with you like he would play with a pup,” Vell told me as Beryk loped over to her and shoved his nose into her hand. “Although,” she added with a wry grin, “he acts like he’s still a pup most of the time anyway.” Beryk drew back and gave her an indignant look, narrowing his golden eyes. She laughed at him and roughed his neck fur, which seemed to mollify him.


  I retrieved the Sword from where I’d left it in the grass, sliding the sheath-straps over my shoulder. “All right,” I said, “I suppose we should go find Finnead and tell him that the iron’s gone.”


  “You can go find Finnead to tell him that the iron’s gone,” replied Vell, turning back toward the forest.


  “Where are you going now?” I called after her with a hint of exasperation.


  “To hunt,” she called back over her shoulder. “We should have a good, hot meal before starting out on the trails.”


  I couldn’t argue with her logic, so I shrugged and brushed the bits of grass and dirt from my pants as I walked toward the barracks.


  “There you are,” said Ramel, opening the door just as I reached for the handle. He grinned at me. “All dirty after playing in the forest?”


  “All dirty after wrestling with a wolf,” I corrected him.


  He raised his eyebrows in surprise. “And here I was, thinking you had standards, pretty one.”


  I punched his arm lightly in reproach, sliding past him into the barracks. “Be nice. Vell and Beryk are my friends.”


  “I’m your friend, too,” he pointed out.


  I frowned at him. “Just because I’m friends with Vell doesn’t mean I can’t be friends with you.”


  He shrugged expressively and spread his hands. “I mean no disrespect, Tess, but there are long-standing tensions between the North-folk and the Sidhe of the Courts.”


  “As if I didn’t already figure that out,” I replied dryly as we walked into the main room. A few of the Sidhe moving through the room paused and touched two fingers to their foreheads in obeisance as I entered. I nodded in what I hoped was a firm yet courteous manner, and to my relief they returned to their tasks without any more awkward displays of fealty. Awkward on my part, not on theirs, I corrected myself dourly. I sighed. “Someday you should explain it to me,” I told Ramel, scanning the room.


  “Finnead is in the healing room, if you’re looking for him. I believe he’s making certain that Allene and Eamon have the necessary provisions to care for the wounded on the journey back to Darkhill.”


  “Do they need any help? Is there any iron left? Oh, that’s what I came to tell you—the trap is gone. The Glasidhe marked the pieces, and we dug them up. Vell and Kavoryk helped, in case you care,” I finished with a touch of acidity.


  Ramel held his hands up. “Now, now, my fair Lady Bearer.” He grinned when I scowled at his use of the formal title. “I am sure that your wolf-charming friend is delightful, but there are certain, ah, cultural misconceptions, if you will, that prevent most of us from holding an unbiased opinion.”


  “Sounds appropriately pig-headed. And you didn’t answer my question.”


  “I believe the healers took care of all the wounded who were iron-touched,” Ramel replied smoothly, “but you may go and check yourself, if you please.”


  “Might as well.” I shifted the Sword a little on my back, settling it more comfortably between my shoulder blades, almost automatically checking that its power was safely caged beneath my ribs. I knew that soon I wouldn’t have to make a conscious effort to feel its energy; it was much like when I’d first discovered my own taebramh. It had taken a very conscious effort the first half-dozen times that I’d called upon it, or had to control it, but now I felt it like the pulse of my own heartbeat. The Sword’s power was a little different, because it belonged to the Sword and not me. I wielded it, as its Bearer, but the power did not come from me. It was a bit like reaching an understanding with a new dog: it obeyed me, but it had a mind of its own. And, of course, the Caedbranr was no puppy from a pet-store. We were coming to a mutual understanding, though.


  I wondered if it would be safer if I left the Sword in the common-room. It needled me with a hint of reproach: it would not hurt the wounded, those most defenseless against its power. I thought back that it wasn’t the wounded I was worried about, it was Allene. In response to that thought, the Caedbranr gave me the equivalent of a shrug. Apparently it couldn’t tell whether a Sidhe would be attracted to it just once, or forever, or not at all in the first place. But then I realized that Finnead and Eamon would both be there, so I squared my shoulders and walked into the room.


  The sharp scent of healing herbs and the fresh, sweet smell of blood mingled in the warm air of the healing room. The healers had stoked a fire, and there was a large pot steaming over it. I ran my eyes over the rows of low beds. Most of them, to my relief, were empty, or rumpled, as though their occupants were well enough to go for walks about the barracks.


  Allene sat at the table by the fire where Eamon had taught me rudimentary healing skills. It had been barely two days since I’d sat with the Sidhe healer and practiced my stitches on white cloth, but it felt like a lifetime had passed. The new weight of the Sword on my back was nothing compared with the gruesome scenes of the battle, the stench of death and the screams of the dying that stained my soul.


  Eamon stood by a bed close to the fire, holding a roll of bandages in one hand as he spoke to the occupant of the bed. Whoever it was, they were sitting on the edge of the bed rather than lying down, boots shifting restlessly every now and again. With a strange jolt in my stomach, I recognized the boots and started forward before my mind properly caught up with me. Allene looked up from the table, where she was rolling bandages with her long-fingered, deft hands. She paused, watching me as I strode toward Eamon. I glanced at her, and she looked back down at her work. But I didn’t have time to worry about Allene’s feelings.


  “Eamon,” I said as I neared him.


  The healer turned, his eyes lighting up when he saw me. “Ah, Lady Bearer! To think I was critiquing your stitches just the other day.” He smiled, still standing between me and the bed.


  “You wouldn’t be much of a teacher if you let me get away with sloppy work,” I replied with an answering smile, counterpoint to the knots tangling my stomach.


  “That’s very true,” he agreed.


  I stood awkwardly, wondering why Eamon was so reluctant to let me past. “Can I…?”


  Eamon’s face smoothed into that strange Fae look, devoid of visible emotion. I almost took a step back but forced myself to stand my ground.


  “It’s all right, Eamon. She knows.”


  Finnead’s voice sounded tired and his words were tinged with pain. Eamon stepped aside, and that was just as well because I was on the verge of pushing past him. I stopped short when I saw Finnead.


  “You look terrible,” I said to him. And he really did: his lip was still swollen, a jagged cut arcing down across his chin; an ugly black bruise curved beneath his eye, stark against the pallor of his skin. His eyes had lost a bit of their drowning-deep blue, making him look very tired—almost human, in fact.


  He arched one eyebrow slightly, a small smile pulling at one side of his ruined lips. “You seem to be telling me that a lot lately.”


  I smiled at him a little, swallowing past the sudden lump in my throat. “Did they…did they punish you, after I escaped?”


  Eamon set the roll of bandages on the bedside table and tactfully moved away, joining Allene at the table by the fire.


  Finnead shrugged. And with that small movement, I realized that he wasn’t wearing a shirt, a swathe of white bandages encircling his ribs. I’d been so focused on the damage to his face that I hadn’t even noticed. I tried to suppress my blush, not knowing if I succeeded. Finnead gave no sign that he noticed.


  “They made sure I would bruise,” he said, touching his eye lightly with two fingers. His wrists were bandaged, too. I remembered the blackened burns from the iron in the rope Carden’s men had used to bind him hand and foot.


  I had the feeling that it took awful force to make a Sidhe bruise, and I shuddered. “I’m sorry you were hurt because of me.”


  Finnead smiled, the blue of his eyes deepening. “It was worth it.”


  Worth it because I had gone free, because he cared for me? Or worth it because I had returned with the Iron Sword, smiting Malravenar’s Shadow-forces with a roaring wall of emerald fire? I decided not to ask. I wasn’t sure I wanted the answer anyway.


  “Vell just went out hunting. She says we should have a hot meal before we start on the road to the Seelie Court,” I said.


  He nodded. “She is a good hunter, and knows the ways of travel well.”


  “She helped remove the iron trap. That’s what I came to tell you, actually. It’s gone. Wisp and the other Glasidhe marked the shards, and we dug them up.”


  “Did you dispose of them?” Finnead asked. I wondered if I imagined the slight tension suddenly hardening his shoulders.


  “Yes.”


  “How?” He regarded me steadily.


  “The Sword. It took care of it.” I was suddenly very aware of the weight of the polished stones in my belt-pouch. I had no idea if they held power, like the stones Gwyneth had used to protect me in the forest; or if they were just ordinary stones. I caught Finnead’s gaze lingering on my right hand, where the whorls of my new green markings swirled down over my wrist and spilled onto my palm. Holding up my hand, I pulled up my sleeve and showed him with half a smile. “It marked me while I was doing it, too.” The war-markings shimmered faintly in the dimmer light of the healing-room. For a moment, I thought I was seeing things, but the intricate designs were definitely fading, still visible but not flashing emerald fire as they had been just after the Sword had laid them on my skin.


  “War-markings are a mostly Northern tradition,” Finnead said after a moment of studying my forearm. “But I doubt the Sword does anything without a purpose.” He paused. “And they are beautiful.”


  We gazed at each other for a long moment in silence, Finnead looking up at me from the bed steadily. I lowered my arm and pulled down my sleeve. His shoulders were broader than I had realized, hardened with muscle from long hours of sword-practice, archery and riding. His torso could have been carved by a Greek artist from marble. But then I glimpsed the white, knotted scars spilling over the tops of his shoulders, and my stomach tightened. So that had been why Eamon was standing in front of Finnead, blocking him from view. That was why Finnead was sitting with his back to the fire, no-one but the two healers able to see his scars.


  “Will you be well enough to leave this afternoon?” I asked.


  “Sidhe are quick healers. Especially the Named Knights.” One of his hands drifted to his side, touching the hilt of the Brighbranr, its long length settled against his leg.


  Despite his stoicism, he still looked awful. I’d talk to Eamon before we left, I decided, so that I could get an unvarnished version of his injuries. We’d need Finnead to be at full strength during the journey to the Seelie Court, especially when we arrived. I had no idea what kinds of creatures Malravenar would send out to dog our path, or what traps he had laid for us when we arrived at Titania’s court. “Are you sure that it’s all right for you to come? Mab won’t disown you for traveling with me?”


  His eyes flashed. “She cannot strip a Named Knight of their power until they are found guilty of treason, and executed by her own hand before the throne of Darkhill.”


  The sudden image of Mab, resplendent in her star-set diadem, holding a sword in her slender hand, standing before her throne and gazing down at a kneeling Knight, flashed into my mind. It had the precise clarity of a vision, or a very good memory. It was as if I had watched Mab execute one of her knights the day before. I reflexively gripped Gwyneth’s pendant. It was vibrating slightly, humming almost like the Sword did when it was sending me a thought or an image. I knew somehow, instinctively, that Gwyneth’s pendant was giving me one of the last Bearer’s memories. I gasped involuntarily as a thought struck me: if the pendant contained Gwyneth’s memories, did it hold the memories of all the Bearers? Could I stretch my mind back to the first Bearer, the first to grip the hilt of the new-forged Sword and wield it against the darkness? I shivered a little, and I wasn’t sure whether what I felt was excitement or fear. I watched, still gripped in the vision, as the doomed Knight bowed his head, and Mab stepped gracefully to his side, her face beautiful but terrifying in its emptiness. I clenched my jaw and felt my entire body tense as she raised the sword one-handed, with a strength and surety that was at odds with her slender frame. I didn’t want to watch the Knight die. I didn’t want to see Mab behead one of her subjects, but the vision wouldn’t release its hold on me. I reached out to the Sword blindly, grasping for its power as an anchor against the vision, but instead I found myself drifting farther away, the awareness of my body fading around the edges as I was pulled deeper into the memory. The pendant heated in my hand and I heard myself give a strangled little sound, my knees buckling.


  Then it was as if I was standing in the throne room, an invisible observer. I felt as though I was Walking, but I could only see a slight shimmering in the air where my incorporeal form should have glowed. It was a dizzying feeling, having no visible body at all, and I had to fight through a moment of disorientation. I felt my body as though it was there in the throne room, and finally I just decided to watch whatever the pendant wanted to show me, setting my worries about my invisibility aside for the moment.


  Two other Knights stood on either side of the kneeling Sidhe. I looked closely at their faces and vaguely recognized the Vaelanseld. He looked much younger, without as much weight in his eyes. He stared straight ahead, as if he, too, didn’t want to witness the execution. The other Knight I didn’t recognize, but I saw the sheath by his side, and I recognized the Brighbranr. The old Vaelanbrigh was shorter than Finnead, slimmer, but he possessed that same cat-like grace, a lithe strength apparent in his body even when he was standing still. I studied his face. He was handsome, but not in the beautiful, wild way of the Sidhe who would one day take his place as the Vaelanbrigh. His eyes, though, were a striking blue, bright as a robin’s egg, and he gazed without flinching at the condemned Knight.


  So if these were the two other Named Knights, Mab must be executing the old Vaelanmavar, I realized. I shivered. It was strangely fitting that Carden had received the Mavarbranr after its last master had been put to death. I couldn’t see the face of the old Vaelanmavar, but he, too, was smaller and slimmer than the Sidhe who would inherit his title. The old Vaelanbrigh and the Vaelanseld each put a hand on the shoulder of the Vaelanmavar, and then they took two smooth steps backward in unison, releasing their companion to his fate. The Unseelie Queen took one long stride forward, gliding across the distance between her and the doomed Knight. She pivoted so that she was facing his side—the appropriate position for the executioner.


  Mab raised the sword, the stars on her crown blazing. I didn’t want to see. The young Vaelanseld kept his eyes averted and I felt a strange sense of relief, that he wasn’t going to witness the ugly death. But the old Vaelanbrigh said softly, “Vaelanseld, tend to your duty.”


  The Vaelanseld clenched his jaw and raised his eyes, gazing at the raised sword and the waiting neck of the Vaelanmavar. The sword gleamed in Mab’s hand, and impossibly white fire streamed from the star on her diadem, sheathing the blade of the sword in blazing power. I tried to close my eyes, tried to wrench myself away from the vision, but the power of the ancient pendant held me captive.


  “By your treason to us, your Queen, your life is forfeit,” said Mab, her many-layered voice cutting through the bright blaze of the sword in her hand, sounding of hounds and bells and howling wind.


  The brightly burning sword swept down in an arc of white fire, and its light was extinguished with a sudden spurt of blue-black blood. I pressed my hands against my mouth to keep from screaming, though I doubt they could have heard me. Mab’s sword sliced easily into the exposed neck of the old Vaelanmavar, the pendant released me a heartbeat after, and I slammed back into my body with a shuddering gasp. My eyes flew open and I saw Finnead leaning over me, saw his mouth moving, forming my name, but I couldn’t hear him past the roaring in my ears.


  I had seen death on the battlefield, but the execution was even more terrible—so cold, so calculated and calm. My stomach twisted and I had to close my eyes for a moment, fighting the impulse to be sick.


  “Tess.” Finnead’s voice sounded as if it was coming from far, far away. I swallowed and took a deep breath, focusing on the feel of my fingers wrapped around the curve of Gwyneth’s pendant. My back hurt. I realized I was lying on Finnead’s bed, the Caedbranr digging into my spine. The pain brought me fully back, anchoring me to my body. I took a deep breath and swung my legs over the side of the bed, fighting against a rush of dizziness as I stood.


  Finnead watched me silently as I gripped the bedside table for balance.


  “You fainted,” he said quietly.


  “No.” I shook my head, swallowing thickly. “The pendant gave me a memory. The old Vaelanmavar’s execution.”


  Finnead stiffened slightly. As the black spots cleared from my vision, I saw the new stain of blood on the bandage wrapped around his ribs. He’d leapt up and caught me when I’d been pulled deeper into the vision.


  “Where’s Eamon?” I asked quickly.


  “They left, when your—vision—first started,” he said. A sudden, quick look of concern flashed across his face, so rapidly that I almost missed it. He took a step forward. “Are you injured?”


  I shook my head, testing my balance without the support of the table. “No, but you are.” I motioned to the fresh blood seeping through his bandage. He glanced down and cursed softly.


  “I’ll go get him,” I said, adjusting the Sword’s sheath.


  “No.” Finnead sat down again on the bed. “I’ll be fine.”


  “You aren’t fine, you’re bleeding,” I pointed out. “You should’ve just let me fall.”


  He looked at me silently, almost reproachfully.


  I sighed. I had such a way with words. “Thanks for making sure I didn’t knock myself out. But please let Eamon look at your side.”


  He was silent for a moment. I crossed my arms over my chest, taking his silence for refusal. I was readying my next argument when he said, “You should look at it.”


  “What?” I uncrossed my arms. “I’m not a healer.”


  “Eamon trained you. You should get some experience before we start traveling.”


  His unspoken reasoning was clear: You should get some experience before we start traveling, because both you and I know that we have no idea what we’re going to encounter on the road to the Seelie Court.


  I knew he was right. I had to put what I’d learned from Eamon into practice at some point, but I didn’t quite understand why he thought now, with him sitting shirtless on the bed and me trying not to blush when I looked at him, was the most opportune time. But I clenched my jaw and took a deep breath, hardening my resolve. I would look at his wound like a healer. I would not think about the feel of his skin upon mine, or the closeness of him, or the impossible drowning blue of his eyes as he watched me.


  Glancing about the healing room, and finding that the only other occupant was asleep (or drugged, I couldn’t particularly tell), I lifted the strap of the Sword over my head, leaning the sheath carefully against the bedside table. My hands were still stained with soil from digging up the iron shards, so I walked over to the pitcher and basin by the fire. The small sounds of the water soothed me as I scrubbed the grime from my skin. I turned my right hand over in the light of the fire. The war-markings were almost completely invisible now, glimmering only when the golden light danced over them. Maybe the Sword had decided to compromise with me, I thought in slight amusement. The designs were beautiful, but I’d been unprepared for such a permanent addition to my body. It seemed like the Sword had found a middle ground for me.


  Drying my hands as I returned to the bed, I studied Finnead’s ribs with a critical eye. Retrieving my slimmest dagger from my boot-top sheath, I carefully cut through the first layers of bandages, and then unwound the rest. There were probably scissors somewhere in Eamon’s kit, but I was almost as comfortable with my daggers now. I could probably, as Forsythe liked to say, take out the eye of a spider at two hundred paces. If there were spiders large enough to warrant killing with my dagger.


  I couldn’t help the small sound of sympathy that escaped me when I pulled the last of the darkly stained bandage away from Finnead’s side. Bruises blossomed across his ribs, a shocking color of blue in some places, mottled with a deep purple and violent crimson around the wound. It looked like he’d blocked a sword-stroke, or maybe a small axe, that the enemy had intended to cut down through his shoulder. He’d deflected his opponent’s blade, but not enough to escape a slash across his ribs. “This happened during the battle?”


  “The cut did,” he replied.


  A small row of neat stitches followed the curve of his side, stopping just short of his hip. I wiped away the blood. Sidhe blood, when it was all said and done, looked remarkably similar to human blood. It possessed that same dark viscosity, just with a slightly bluer undertone. I tried to ignore the sweet, metallic smell of it.


  “Well,” I said, my voice a bit thicker than usual, “you tore a few stitches.” I delicately removed the threads of the now-useless stitches. As I worked, the bleeding slowed. “Does it feel any different than before?”


  Finnead smiled slightly. “A bit more uncomfortable, but not significantly.”


  I narrowed my eyes at him, unsure if he was being serious. “I can put the stitches back in, but the bleeding’s almost stopped and I don’t think it’s absolutely necessary.”


  “Do as you see fit, then.” His voice was very smooth and cool, as though I wasn’t poking around a terrible wound on his side.


  I worked quickly, sorting through Eamon’s satchel to find the correct salve for the wound. Finnead gripped the blanket on the bed with white-knuckled hands as I gently applied the greenish salve to his wound. I wiped my hand on a rag and bandaged his ribs, proud of the steadiness of my hands and the detached glance of my eyes. But then I finished and sat back, and the air tightened between us again.


  “Serviceable, for a novice healer,” Finnead told me, looking down at himself to examine my handiwork.


  “Thanks,” I said dryly, smiling a little. I reached out to tuck in an errant edge. Finnead caught my hand in his own, and I froze, my heart suddenly jumping in my chest like a frightened bird.


  “I haven’t forgotten my promise,” he said softly, his unfathomable eyes gazing into mine.


  We hadn’t spoken of the conversation that had taken place just before the Vaelanmavar had arrived at the forest barracks, accusing both Finnead and me of treachery and arresting us. I somehow found my voice. “So you believe that I’m not in love with Ramel now?”


  He had the grace to look slightly embarrassed. “It was stupid of me to assume such a thing in the first place, when I hadn’t talked to either of you about it.”


  A knot loosened in my chest. “Ramel thinks of me as a friend,” I said in relief. I hadn’t known how to approach the subject with my sword-teacher and mentor, since I hadn’t even thought of it as an issue until Finnead had explained it all to me.


  “Ramel thinks of you as a younger sister,” Finnead corrected me, still holding my hand.


  “As long as we’re being honest, I guess I should tell you that he did kiss me, once.” My cheeks burned with a blush. “But only once. And he said he wouldn’t tell anyone.”


  “He was true to his word,” the dark-haired Knight replied with a small smile.


  “It doesn’t bother you?” I asked, barely daring to breathe.


  He remained silent for a long, torturous moment. And then that small, enigmatic smile turned up one corner of his perfect lips. I waited miserably, wishing that I could decipher his expression. He stood. I guessed he was about to walk away, and I sat kicking myself for telling him about my kiss with Ramel at such a delicate moment. Trust me to get my foot in the door and then blow it all to hell.


  Finnead gently pulled on my hand, and I stood. There was barely any distance between us, his bare chest brushing the cloth of my loose shirt. He leaned toward me, his other hand encircling my waist gently. He kissed me softly, almost tentatively, leaving me breathless with the thrill of electricity coursing through me. His lips were soft and warm, but he tasted of an icy power, something sharp and wild. There was also the coppery taste of his blood from the cut on his lip, but that was lost in the rush of fire wrapping around me. I pressed closer, melding my body to his, and his hand tightened around my waist. Too soon, he pulled away. I stared at him speechlessly, caught in the fathomless blue of his eyes.


  “Now it doesn’t bother me,” he said huskily, his smile very male and satisfied.


  I blinked, still trying to regain my ability to speak. Finally I said, “Fair enough.”


  Finnead’s small enigmatic smile disappeared. His face settled into the cool, aloof expression that he wore like a shield. He looked away from me and his mouth tightened into a hard line, so different than the full kissable lips pressed against mine just a moment ago. “Tess, just because this battle is over does not mean the war is over.”


  I swallowed and nodded. “I know. Trust me, I know.” The Sword thrummed in its sheath. The hairs on my arm stood up, and I looked down. My war-markings glowed emerald green. So the markings faded, but not permanently. I pulled my sleeve up and watched the shimmering green whorls on my arm pulse in time to the thrum of the Sword, like a second heartbeat against my skin.


  “War-markings,” murmured Finnead. He ran a hand through his hair and then turned away from me abruptly, gathering his shirt from the bed and pulling it over his head in one graceful movement.


  I watched the shimmering green slide through the graceful curves that the Sword had carved beneath my skin, wondering if the design was permanent or if the Sword could change it on a whim. Or maybe I could change it. I narrowed my eyes and concentrated, but the emerald glimmer flowed unperturbed. Maybe it was because my lips still tingled from Finnead’s kiss. I felt a blush heating my cheeks.


  Finnead went very still. “This should not happen again.”


  Lowering my arm, I glanced at him with a frown. “I can’t really control when the markings go all radioactive.” And then I realized with a sinking feeling that he wasn’t talking about my glowing skin art. “I…” I didn’t know what to say. My stomach tied itself in knots around my spine. I cleared my throat but didn’t trust my voice.


  He looked at me steadily, expression unreadable. “The war is not over, Tess. It may not be over for a long while yet. And I think it best if we do not allow ourselves to be involved in…distractions.”


  “Distractions,” I repeated flatly. He waited silently until a flicker of recognition surfaced on my face. I pushed down the raging storm erupting within me, letting him see only that glimmer of understanding. I would not let him see my weakness. I swallowed hard. I pressed my lips together and looked away from him. “You sure know how to confuse a girl,” I said tightly, a spark of anger suddenly blooming in my chest. “That’s an impressive turn-around, even for a Sidhe.”


  “It would be best if we do not allow ourselves to be involved in distractions,” he repeated again, voice emotionless.


  “Save it,” I told him, the green markings on my arm shining so brightly that they showed through my shirt. “I thought we were done playing games.” I shook my head. “But I guess not.” I looked at him flintily. “You don’t want any distractions. Fine. I understand. But just don’t expect me to waste away, pining after you like a lovesick little girl.” I grabbed the Sword, my movements abrupt as I slung the strap over my head. My braid tangled in the strap and I had to pause, gracelessly yanking at my hair until it came free. I settled the Sword on my back with what dignity I had left, anger and hurt mingling in my chest.


  My glare heating the space between us, I adjusted the Sword’s sheath, moving it into a more comfortable position. Anger I could show. Anger pushed him away, made him think that I was strong enough not to feel the sting of his cutting words. The Sword vibrated slightly against my back, a comforting hum against my spine. “We’re going to start out on the road this afternoon.”


  With those parting words, I turned on my heel and strode from the healing room, my lips still burning from the kiss of the Unseelie Knight standing silently behind me.


  


  Chapter 4


  I carefully closed the door of the healing room behind me, leaning against it for a moment and closing my eyes. I took a deep breath, pushing down the anger coursing through my veins. As I calmed myself, the pulsing emerald fire streaming down my war-markings slowed. I stared down at my hand, watching the swirls of green on my hand until they faded to glimmering traces.


  “Lady Tess!” said a vaguely familiar voice.


  I carefully composed myself before turning to the speaker, a slight young Sidhe with a shock of dark hair and silvery gray eyes.


  “It’s Merrick, my lady,” he said quickly, before I could even open my mouth. “You helped heal me, before the battle. You and the Vaelanbrigh.”


  “I remember,” I replied, smiling. If Merrick had been mortal, he probably would have only been about sixteen or seventeen. As it was, he had at least a hundred years on me. “I see you’re much better now.”


  He rubbed his chest with one hand unconsciously at my mention of his wound. “Yes, my lady, I am. I was well enough to fight in the battle.”


  “It looks as though you aren’t any worse for wear from that,” I said.


  “Only because I made it out after the battle had started, and it was only a few minutes until you appeared, my lady, and swept the battlefield with your power. We were all very impressed.” He smiled, his eyes dancing with a youthful impishness.


  “When you say you only made it out after the battle started,” I said, raising one eyebrow, “it sounds as though you’re saying you snuck out.”


  Merrick shifted uncomfortably. “When you say it like that, my lady, it makes me sound like a child who escaped his nursemaid.”


  “I meant it as a jest,” I said quickly, understanding immediately that Merrick’s young age was a sore point of contention for him. “I’m sure that the rest of the company was grateful for another blade in the battle.”


  Brushing his unruly dark hair from his forehead, Merrick looked at me earnestly. “I hope so, for what little good I did, my lady.”


  I smiled a little and shrugged. “When I first got to Darkhill, I was pretty fairly useless. I’m sure you’re far handier with a blade than I am even now, in any case.”


  Merrick smiled in response. He took a deep breath. “My lady, I have a question for you.”


  “Fire away.”


  He looked at me curiously.


  “Go ahead and ask it,” I rephrased, suppressing a chuckle.


  “May I accompany you and the Vaelanbrigh to the Seelie Court?” The question burst out of him in a rush of youthful enthusiasm, his gray eyes shining with hope. Then he stopped and visibly retrained himself, a cool aloofness settling over his features. I could still see the eagerness beneath the veneer. “My lady, I would greatly appreciate being given the opportunity to prove my worth as a member of the party traveling to the Seelie Court.”


  I considered. “Why is it that you want to accompany us?”


  “Tis a chance not often encountered, to go on such a grand quest,” he replied in a carefully measured voice.


  “If that’s your only reason, then I’m afraid I’m going to have to say no. We can’t afford to take everyone who wants to shine up their name with some glory.” I grimaced. “Besides, I have a feeling it isn’t going to be a particularly glorious quest.” I looked Merrick in the eyes. “It’s going to be a long, hard journey, and I don’t think all of us will survive.” I had to bear down hard to keep my voice from shaking when I admitted that the dangerous journey would probably claim lives.


  “I do not want glory,” Merrick replied, the youthfulness gone from his face as his eyes hardened.


  “Then why?” I asked quietly, watching him carefully.


  “My shield-brother was killed in the battle.” His voice was soft and deadly now, every trace of uncertainty and enthusiasm replaced with a coldly burning fire, lighting his eyes with the Fae-spark. “We grew up together, training to be knights under the same master. He was closer to me than blood.”


  My heart twisted sharply as his words reminded me of Molly. I had come to Faeortalam because of Molly, because we were as close as sisters. And then Mab had unbound the Fae half of Molly’s soul, obliterating her memories of her life in the mortal world. Even now, a familiar anger burned low in my chest at the very thought of Mab slipping her way through Molly’s mind, erasing every cherished memory of our friendship.


  “I must avenge his death,” Merrick continued with that soft, deadly anger running through his voice like a swift current. “And if I go back to Darkhill, I will be bound by the Queen’s word, waiting uselessly.” He stopped short, pressing his lips together before he could speak any words of true treason. I wondered, not for the first time, if Mab’s power truly extended over all her subjects, no matter where they were in her lands, and if she could hear any words of treason uttered against her.


  “Do you think you’ll be satisfied, after this journey? You think that the anger will just go away?” I asked him. I moved restlessly away from the door of the healing room. “Would you like to take a walk with me?”


  “If you wish it, my lady,” Merrick replied gracefully.


  “Call me Tess,” I told him as we walked toward the door of the barracks. “If you’re going to come, you need to get used to less formality.”


  Merrick paused as the implication of my words struck him. “Truly? My lady, I—I mean, Tess, I…”


  I turned and grinned at him. “Don’t get so excited, Merrick. You still have to meet the other members of our little group before you decide if you still want to come.”


  He looked puzzled. “Are there members of our group which would cause me to reconsider?”


  I merely shrugged, walking through the long grass toward the edge of the woods. “Depends on what would make you reconsider.” I spied the tip of a black tail in the long grass at the edge of the practice-field.


  “We’ve all seen the North-wolf, my lady,” Merrick said, catching on quickly.


  “If you keep calling me that, I’m going to say no just on principle,” I told him. “And it’s one thing to have seen Beryk.” I let myself grin a little. “It’s quite another to interact with him personally.”


  “Personally? I don’t—” Merrick’s words were muffled by a swath of black fur, a blur that sprang liquidly out of the grass and onto him with no warning at all. When the dust settled, I leaned in over Merrick, who looked up at me with slightly wide gray eyes. Beryk panted happily in Merrick’s face, showing just enough of his white teeth that I was certain it was intentional.


  “Well,” Vell said, appearing out of the shadowy forest like a wraith, a small deer slung over one shoulder, “looks like Beryk found a new friend.” She grinned and her own teeth glinted.


  “Merrick has requested to join our little expedition,” I told her. She stopped and considered the young Sidhe pinned under the black wolf.


  “Your wolf is…very heavy,” Merrick managed to say by way of greeting.


  Vell raised one eyebrow. “He’s not my wolf. But he is heavy.” She nudged Beryk with the butt of her bow. He merely looked at her, tongue lolling long and pink over his sharp teeth. “He has a mind of his own.”


  “I can…see that,” panted Merrick, trying to wriggle out from beneath Beryk. Beryk perked his ears and watched him for a moment, shifting his weight to foil the escape attempt. Then he grinned his wolf-grin, tugged at Merrick’s shirt with a flash of teeth and released him. Meryk sat up and rubbed his chest. I realized with a twinge of concern that the wolf might have been exacerbating Merrick’s just-healed wound, but Merrick looked at me and smiled. Beryk crouched down into his play-stance, tail waving enthusiastically. Merrick got to his knees, then tackled the wolf with a flash of speed. I watched them for a moment, appreciating Merrick’s lithe athleticism. Even with the Sword, I wasn’t as fast or as seamlessly smooth in my movements as the Sidhe.


  “Beryk’s in a playful mood today,” I commented to Vell.


  “He’s still a very young wolf,” she replied, “and he’s had to act twice his age over the past few days.”


  “Haven’t we all,” I agreed, sobering at the thought of the gruesome battle.


  Vell looked at me sharply. “Don’t you do that.”


  “Do what?”


  “Go all misty-eyed whenever anyone mentions the battle.” Vell glanced about the edge of the practice-field and decided that it was as good of a place as any to make our last meal before starting our journey. She slung the deer down from her shoulder with a practiced ease and a casual strength that made me a little jealous. “It was your first battle, yes, so you’ll always remember it,” she continued, kneeling by the deer and drawing a knife liquidly from its sheath. “But there will always be another battle.”


  She slit the dead deer’s throat in one quick motion, its dark blood spilling onto the green grass. Its glassy eye stared up at me accusingly as Vell skillfully cut the slits in its hide that would allow her to skin it. I stood over the deer, gazing down into its liquid brown eye, already glazed over with the cloudiness of death. Beryk growled at Merrick playfully, and I heard them scuffling again in the grass. I knelt in the cool grass and drew my dagger, breathing in the sweet coppery scent of the deer’s blood.


  “Show me,” I said to Vell, and her golden eyes met mine in a crystalline moment of understanding. She nodded slightly, just once, and then bent over the deer, her dark braid falling over her shoulder as she slid her knife beneath its skin.


  By the time we finished butchering the deer, blood coated my arms up to the elbow, and my fingernails were black with gore. But I looked with satisfaction at the pile of meat that we’d sliced from the carcass. Vell had made Beryk stay away until she’d finished skinning the deer and we’d taken our cuts of venison. Then she let the black wolf have the rest of the carcass. Beryk latched onto the hindquarters of the deer and dragged it away through the grass. I caught one last glimpse of that accusing stare, but I set my jaw defiantly, still holding my bloody dagger in one gore-slicked palm.


  Vell separated the meat into two piles, a large one and small one, and began to cut the largest portion of meat into long strips. “Normally drying and smoking takes days, but my people have learned how to do it much faster. It comes from having to move with the wolves.”


  She instructed me to build a fire. Merrick, recovered from his play-session with Beryk, helped me gather branches from the forest’s edge. I built a fire-ring of rocks and stacked the wood. With a furtive look at Vell, who was still busily carving away at the venison with her dagger, I called up a small spark of taebramh, my eyes half-lidded as I brought to mind fire and heat, flames leaping through grass and dancing on the skeletal remains of branches. My war-markings tingled as the taebramh flowed from my chest down my arm, and I heard Merrick murmur something under his breath. I pointed at the wood stacked in the fire-ring, breathing out slowly. When I had no more air in my lungs, a tiny flame jumped from my outstretched finger to the dry branches. The fledgling flame burned white for an instant, and then as it caught, it settled into the pale gold of normal fire.


  “That’s handy,” commented Merrick.


  I scowled at him. “Would you like me to blow it out and let you go at it with flint and tinder?”


  “Flint and tinder is easier than two sticks,” Merrick replied, suppressed laughter dimpling his cheeks and making him look impossibly young to be carrying a sword by his side.


  “Fair enough,” I told him, “but I’m not a particular fan of either. Never quite got the hang of it.”


  He shrugged. “Your way works very well, my la—Tess.”


  I grinned at him. “Good boy,” I told him, as if I was training a dog.


  His cheeks reddened very slightly, but just enough for me to tell that he was blushing. I chuckled and sat back on my hands.


  “Hey, pup, you can turn the spit,” Vell told Merrick, sliding a thick slice of venison onto the sturdy stick she had pared down to serve as the spit.


  Merrick glanced at her in confusion.


  Vell gave me an exasperated look. “Please tell me the tag-along knows something about road life.”


  “I spent half a decade with the Northern patrols,” Merrick replied, affronted.


  I had to hide my smile. “I think he’s taking issue with your nickname for him,” I told the North-woman.


  “Oh,” she said. “Well, there’s nothing offensive about it. It’s just what we call the newest member of any pack.”


  Merrick frowned. “I think we’re about the same age. Or I might even be a bit older—” He stopped abruptly as Vell shoved the pointed end of the spit in his direction.


  “Listen, pup, doesn’t matter what age you are,” she told him. “It’s just how it is.”


  Merrick looked at me. I shrugged. With a slightly incredulous expression, he took the spit carefully from Vell and settled it on the forked branches she had arranged on either side of the now-crackling fire.


  I cleared my throat. “Well, I think I’m going to go see if there’s anything else that needs my attention before we leave.”


  “Don’t think I didn’t see that with the fire,” Vell called out after me. I grinned at her over my shoulder and kept walking.


  The practice field around the barracks was still trampled down and muddied from the battle. The ashes and bone fragments—all that had been left of our enemies—had either been buried or swept into the forest, I wasn’t sure which; but I was certainly glad that the smoldering piles were gone. They had made the clearing truly look the part of a battleground.


  “My lady Tess,” called out a voice overhead. I shaded my eyes against the sun and made out Farin. I still had trouble telling the Glasidhe twins apart by sight alone when they flew silently side-by-side, but I could tell Farin apart by her lighter voice.


  “What news, Farin?” I asked. The Glasidhe descended until she hovered at eye-level.


  “I beg your leave to join your party,” Farin said. “Leave for my brother and I.”


  “Of course,” I said immediately. “You and your brother have served very well as scouts, and I’d be honored to have you along.”


  “The honor is ours, my lady,” Farin replied with a curt little bow. She showed her small, pointed teeth. “I thirst to kill Dark creatures, after seeing them in the flesh.”


  “I’m sure you’ll have more than your fair share of chances,” I told her seriously. “The journey won’t be easy, and I expect the Enemy has laid traps for us.”


  “Forin and I can scout out even the most carefully set trap,” Farin replied. Silver flashed as she drew one of her daggers. “And you may be sure that whomever lies in wait will taste the blades of the Glasidhe!”


  I smiled a little at Farin’s fierce fervor. “I have no doubts about that.”


  Then Farin sobered and sheathed her blade. “My cousin also bid me tell you that her brother is not well.”


  “Forsythe?” I asked, tamping down the sudden fear that clutched at my heart.


  “Yes, my lady.”


  “Bring me to him,” I said, not caring that my voice carried all the authority of a captain. Farin bowed to me and then zipped away, fast as a shooting star. I stretched my legs into a run, following her as closely as I could. She led me to the edge of the forest, pausing by a silver tree and calling out in the mellifluous Glasidhe tongue. I waited, forcing myself to take calm, deep breaths. I walked in a circle around the tree, and stopped suddenly.


  Molly sat against the trunk of the silver tree, legs folded gracefully beneath her, dark hair held back with a simple band of red cloth. The silver circlet and the magnificent flowing gown she had worn the last time I’d seen her were gone, replaced by a plain white shirt and dark trousers that she’d no doubt borrowed from one of the more slender Sidhe. She was absorbed in a small book written in the Sidhe tongue, and looked up only when my shadow fell across the page. A flash of uncertainty passed through her catlike eyes. She stood with the liquid grace of the Sidhe, holding the book in front of her like a shield.


  “Lady Bearer,” she said, bowing her head. Despite her lack of gown and circlet, her curtsey was still perfectly delicate and graceful.


  Something wrenched deep in my chest. Molly didn’t remember me. She didn’t remember her mortal life, and there was a good chance those memories would never return to her, no matter how hard I tried to remind her of our friendship. A quick stab of anger pierced my chest. “What are you doing here?”


  Molly kept her eyes lowered. “Standing guard, my lady, such as my skills allow.” She gestured with one hand to the two slender, short swords on her belt, one on either side of her waist, angled so that she could draw each blade with the opposite hand.


  “Standing guard?” I repeated through numb lips.


  “Yes,” Molly replied softly. “I thought it would be the least I could do, after my uncle mistreated the Glasidhe so spitefully.”


  I stared at her for a moment. “The former Vaelanmavar,” I said finally, forcing the words out, “was the only one who ever thought to do harm to the Glasidhe.” I felt my gaze sharpen into a glare. I knew it wasn’t fair, this anger toward Molly, but as I stood waiting to hear Forsythe’s fate, it was too much to suppress. I either had to embrace the anger, or let it choke me silently. “So I fail to see why they need a guard.”


  Molly stood very straight and still. “I am merely doing what seems right to me.” She paused. I waited, feeling the anger rolling off me like waves crashing onto the shore before a storm. “I hardly know what to think sometimes.” Raising her eyes to me, she said, “I know as little as a newborn babe, and yet I am a woman grown.” Frustration clouded her beautiful face. “I am not a dullard, Lady Bearer, whatever you may think of me. I know that I had a life before I was unbound by the Queen, but I cannot remember it, and so I must make my way as best I can.” Her eyes were fierce now, reminiscent of the Molly I had known in the mortal world. “From what I have heard, I know that you and I were once close as sisters.” Her mouth twisted. “And I wish it were so. Then I would have family other than my treacherous uncle, who slid poisonous words into my ear as soon as the Queen washed my mind clean of my mortal half.”


  My anger compressed into a cold, hard knot in my chest. I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry that you feel so lost,” I managed, my voice rough. “I wish I could bring back your memories for you.” I shook my head. “But I can’t. I’ve tried, and I can’t, and it’s too painful for me to keep wishing you were the best friend I knew. I’m sorry.”


  “You need not apologize, Lady Bearer,” Molly said quietly, her voice carefully controlled. “But perhaps we may yet become friends again, in this world.”


  “Perhaps,” I allowed, though it pained me to even admit that possibility. Any friendship that the Fae Molly and I developed would be a mockery of our bond in the mortal world. It would just be a constant reminder of what I had lost, like a ghost haunting my footsteps. “But we’re at war,” I said, the Iron Sword thrumming on my back, “and I must do my duty as Bearer.”


  “No one would expect any less of you, Lady Bearer,” Molly said firmly. She met my eyes with her own again, fiercely. “It may be too bold of me, Lady Bearer, but I count myself proud to have been your friend, even if I cannot remember.” She looked down again at the book in her hands. “And even if now you look upon me with distaste.”


  “I don’t…” I let my words trail into silence. Though she didn’t remember me, I still couldn’t lie to Molly. She’d detested lies, despite the fact that she had practically lived one in the mortal world for over twenty years, never mind that it wasn’t completely intentional, at least at first.


  “Tess.”


  I turned at Flora’s voice, both grateful and guilty for the rescue. “Flora.” I held out my hand, and the fierce little Glasidhe warrior alighted on my palm without a trace of hesitation. “How is Forsythe?”


  “My brother will live,” replied Flora, her incandescent wings trembling. “But it remains to be seen if he will ever lift a sword again.”


  “Oh, Flora,” I said. “Is there anything that I can do?”


  “Give us leave to travel back to Darkhill,” Flora said heavily, as if every word pained her. “Forsythe would be best healed by our Princess, if she is able. And if she is not, it is our sworn duty to protect her, in any case.”


  “Of course,” I murmured, though my throat was tight at the thought of losing two of my closest friends. Despite their size, Flora and Forsythe had been my sword-teachers after Ramel had left Darkhill, and they had accompanied me on my wild ride to the barracks. I blinked and swallowed, clearing my throat. “I could try to use my taebramh, if both you and Forsythe agreed, if he wished it.” But even as I said the words I balked, knowing that I hadn’t ever used my white fire for healing, though some small part of me knew I could. And for all their fierceness, the Glasidhe were small, more fragile just by merit of their size than the Sidhe.


  Flora shook her head. “I do not doubt your power, but I would have you save it for the journey to the Seelie Court. You will need all your strength.”


  “I know,” I said softly, “but I’d gladly give up a bit of strength to help Forsythe.”


  “I do not want to leave you,” Flora said miserably, burying her pretty face in her tiny hands. “But he is my brother!”


  “He is your brother, and should be your first concern,” I told her gently.


  “Forin and Farin are going with you, at least,” the Glasidhe continued, clearing her throat. “Forin has a level head on his shoulders. You might have to restrain Farin, once in a while. She loses her sense sometimes when the scent of blood is on the wind.”


  I nodded. “I’ll remember that.”


  “They’re both good scouts. They work best as a team, to balance each other out.”


  I smiled a little. “I’ll miss you, Flora.”


  “We’ll see each other again,” she replied fiercely. “Don’t you go acting like this is our last parting or some such nonsense.”


  I raised my eyebrows. “All right then.” I smiled at her. “You have an open invitation to join us, whenever you like, you know. If you can find us.”


  “If I can find you,” snorted Flora in a very unladylike manner.


  I shrugged. “I’ve heard it’s a rough road to the Seelie Court.”


  “It’s a rough road, all right, but that doesn’t mean I couldn’t track you to Brightvale and back if I had a mind,” said Flora with a note of finality in her voice, crossing her arms and looking at me balefully.


  I chuckled. “I know.”


  “Good.” Flora uncrossed her arms and fiddled with one of her knives. “I wish I could come with you, truly I do. And I will be there with all speed as soon as my brother mends.”


  I nodded. “I’ll be expecting you, then.”


  “I’ll probably turn up when you least expect it,” she corrected me with a grin. She shifted in my palm. “Forsythe would make his farewells, but I would rather he not strain himself right now.”


  “I understand. Wish him a safe journey and speedy recovery for me. Say hello to Lumina as well.”


  “I shall make your courtesies to our Princess,” Flora agreed. She looked up at me for a long moment. “May the stars watch over you, Tess.”


  “And you as well, Flora,” I replied.


  Flora leapt from my palm, light as a dragonfly, and disappeared into the trunk of the silver tree again. I sighed and turned from the silver tree when another glow appeared from among its branches, and a familiar slight weight settled on my shoulder, small hands gripping the curve of my ear for balance.


  “Wisp,” I said, but I wasn’t sure whether I was happy to see him.


  “Tess-mortal,” Wisp said, his lovely voice heavy.


  I sighed again. “You’re leaving me too?”


  “I am a better messenger than a warrior,” Wisp replied frankly. “I fear I’d only be a bother to you on the road.”


  “You’d never be a bother to me, Wisp,” I said, held-back tears curdling the edges of my voice. I’d known that Ramel was to escort the treacherous Vaelanmavar back to Darkhill, but now Flora and Forsythe and Wisp…it was almost too much.


  Wisp patted the curve of my ear consolingly. “I will come to you and give you reports. I’m a Walker too, you know.”


  I smiled a little. “Of course I know that.”


  “We are not abandoning you, Tess-mortal,” Wisp said softly into my ear. “It is you we hold highest in our allegiances.”


  “After Princess Lumina,” I corrected him softly.


  He was silent for a long moment. “Princess Lumina has released us from her service. She demands no fealty from us while we fight this War of Shadows. She knows that you are the Bearer, Tess-mortal, and we must help you.”


  I tried not to sound surprised. “I see.”


  Wisp tugged at my hair, gently, teasingly. “You are shocked yet you do not want to show it.”


  “Thanks for bringing that to light,” I said dryly.


  Wisp chuckled. “You are the Bearer, Tess, but that doesn’t mean you cannot be surprised.”


  “Good advice.” I smiled.


  “So I will be your eyes and ears in Darkhill,” Wisp continued quietly into my ear.


  “There’s a Sidhe Walker,” I told him, my voice barely more than a whisper. “Murtagh. He was sent by Mab to spy on us, here at the barracks. He agreed to help us, if he could.”


  “I shall keep an eye out for him,” Wisp told me solemnly. He jumped from my shoulder, borne aloft by a slight breeze like a wisp of dandelion fluff. Glancing furtively around at the shadows of the forest’s edge, he said, “You know my True Name, Tess. If ever you are in dire need, call it and I will come.”


  I nodded. “Thank you, Wisp.”


  He gave me a jaunty, half-mocking salute. “Until we meet again!”


  “Until we meet again,” I agreed with a grin, watching until the glow of his aura was lost among the shadows of the tree branches.


  


  Chapter 5


  My heart was undeniably heavy as I made my way back toward the smudge of smoke that I knew to be Vell’s fire. Forin and Farin were good and loyal scouts, but it had been Forsythe, Flora and Wisp who had accompanied me for the majority of my journey thus far. It stung a little to part ways with them.


  “I told you she’d come back just as the meat was ready,” Vell said triumphantly as I approached. A sizzling haunch of venison lay cooling by the fire’s edge. Kavoryk had dragged three huge logs to form a rough triangle around the fire, stripping the branches from them so they could serve as benches. He sat on one of the logs, whittling at one long, straight branch with a huge black-handled knife. I glimpsed the glimmer of white teeth from amidst his dark beard.


  Merrick sat on another log, sharpening his daggers on a whetting stone. I frowned. Something about that whetting stone was very familiar. I stepped closer.


  “Merrick,” I said quietly, “what was the name of your shield-brother?”


  He glanced up at me, his face smooth and expressionless. His silence was all the answer I needed.


  “It was Moryn.” I sat down on the log beside the young Sidhe. “He let me borrow that whetting-stone, one night in the common room before the battle.”


  Merrick paused as he drew the edge of his knife against the stone. He pressed his lips together. I laid my hand lightly on his shoulder for just a moment and cleared my throat.


  “So,” I said to anyone who cared to listen, “Forin and Farin will be joining us as scouts.”


  “The Small Folk are good scouts,” rumbled Kavoryk approvingly.


  “We’re certainly going to be an interesting group,” Vell said from across the fire, where she was wrapping the preserved meat into packets.


  “You’re already done smoking the meat?” I asked incredulously. “How did you do that?”


  “Never ask a Northerner’s secrets,” admonished Vell, stacking the packets neatly atop one another.


  I shrugged. “As long as it’s edible, you don’t have to tell me.”


  Kavoryk finished skinning the bark from the long sturdy branch he held between his knees. He held it up in one huge hand, inspecting it, and then, after flicking off one last strip of wood with the tip of his knife, he stacked it at his feet along a half-dozen other similarly stripped branches. “Arrows,” he grunted as he caught my curious glance.


  “Good,” was all I could think to reply.


  Merrick used his new-whetted blade to cut into the venison roast. He carved out three generous chunks. Kavoryk produced black bread from a pouch secreted somewhere on his giant person. I speared a chunk of meat on one of my daggers, the juices running down the blade and onto my hand. My stomach growled. I used a thick slice of black bread as a plate. The venison was wonderful, fresh and just rare enough. I told Vell as much, and she grinned at me, lips shiny with grease.


  We did make a motley group, sitting around the fire as we shared our meal: the North-woman and the black wolf; the giant with his unruly tangle of hair and coal-black eyes; the slender young Sidhe, who looked barely old enough to wield a sword; and the mortal girl with the battered black sheath slung across her back. Forin and Farin made appearances, long enough to assure me that the Glasidhe did indeed eat meat. They took their own chunks of venison from the haunch, pieces almost as big as they were.


  I wasn’t sure whether I was disappointed or relieved that Finnead didn’t join us by the fire.


  Vell finished the last of her meat and chewed reflectively, leaning back on her elbows against the log and glancing up at the sun. “Past noon. We should get on the road.”


  “Half an hour to gather any last supplies, and meet back here,” I said. I’d meant to frame it as a suggestion, but it came out as an order, and the members of my small group showed no surprise. They looked at me with their battle-hardened eyes and in that moment, I knew I was their captain, their leader, and they would follow me into the unknown wilds between our little camp and the Seelie Court. I tamped down a small twinge of uneasiness: who was I, to lead them into perilous lands? Who was I, to demand their allegiance and perhaps even their lives?


  A tendril of the Caedbranr’s power curled through my chest, warming me against the doubt and fear rising like a tide against my ribs. You are my Bearer. The words were little more than a suggestion breathed into my thoughts, barely tinted with the ancient feeling of the Sword. But even so, I heard it, and I clung to those words and the feeling of its power curled like a sleeping cat beneath my breastbone. You are my Bearer, the whisper came again across my mind, and you will lead them. It is your birthright.


  “If it’s my birthright, then why do I feel so uncertain?” I murmured, watching Vell slip off into the shadows of the forest and Merrick head back toward the barracks with a determined stride. Kavoryk, gathering up his arrows, looked up at me, but remained silent. He held the straight stripped arrow-shafts in one huge fist and gave me a grave nod before turning his attention to the glowing remnants of our cook-fire.


  Even the stars doubt their light from time to time, the Sword replied, the words shimmering through my thoughts.


  “You’re not being very helpful,” I muttered. “If all you’re going to give me is riddles, we may as well not speak.”


  The Caedbranr chuckled, sending goose-bumps skittering down my arms, and fell silent; but it left its reassuring power pulsing softly in my chest like a second heartbeat.


  When it became clear that the Sword had effectively taken my advice, I smiled wryly and turned back to the barracks. My plain sword had been sheared in two during the battle by the monstrous bone-crowned Shadow rider, and I would need a new blade before we set off on the trail to the Seelie Court. I touched its hilt idly—there was enough left of the sheared-off blade for me to slide the sword back into the sheath, so at a glance it looked as though I still bore a whole sword. I felt a twinge of guilt: I hadn’t even bothered to look for the charred remnants of my faithful plain blade. Though to be fair, I amended mentally, I’d had a lot on my mind in the chaotic moments after the battle, not least among them helping Ramel to save Emery’s life. Perhaps someone else had picked up the shard of my blade, I thought hopefully as I neared the barracks. I carefully shielded the Sword with my taebramh, layering my own white fire around the emerald-green of the Sword. Gwyneth’s blue fire had faded from my taebramh, though sometimes I saw a flash of pale silvery blue as though out of the corner of my eye.


  I stepped cautiously through the door to the barracks, watching the Sidhe moving through the room for any signs of the siren temptation of the Sword’s power. When they all continued working at their various tasks, I breathed a small sigh of relief and considered. Who should I ask for a sword? I spied Ramel across the room, standing by the table with Donovan at his side. They were both poring over a map, and as I watched Ramel traced a route with his finger, looking questioningly at Donovan. I strode over to them.


  “Planning the route back to Court?” I asked. I tried to sound cheerful but my voice sounded too high. I was going to miss Ramel and Donovan as much as the Glasidhe.


  Ramel looked up at me, his eyes flashing with mischief. “We’re trying to find the fastest trail, so that we may linger as long as you stay here, pretty one.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Don’t you ever tire of flirting?”


  “Not with beautiful mortals.”


  I scowled at him. “Don’t try to flatter me.”


  He raised one eyebrow. “Tisn’t flattery if it’s the truth.”


  “Are you going to tell me where you’re going or not?” I said, spreading my hands on the table.


  “Perhaps if you stop scowling so fiercely,” Ramel teased. “Wipe the worry from your pretty forehead and then I’ll tell you.”


  I glanced at Donovan in mute supplication, but he looked at me across the table and raised his eyebrows, as if to say, I can’t control him any more than you can.


  “I need a sword,” I said instead.


  “Ah, but you already have such a lovely, powerful ancient Sword,” Ramel replied.


  “You know, Ramel, you make me want to throttle you and hug you both at the same time.” I shook my head, allowing a smile to spill across my lips.


  He shrugged. “It’s a gift.”


  Donovan made a noise that sounded halfway between a cough and a laugh.


  “Only you would call that particular talent a gift,” I said, grinning. Then I sobered. “We’re leaving at noon. I need a sword.” I drew my plain blade from its sheath, its weight pitifully unbalanced in my hand, the jagged edge gleaming like a raw wound in the firelight.


  Ramel sighed. “And I believe that was my second-best sword.”


  “Be glad it was your second-best, and not your finest,” Donovan advised wryly.


  “Be glad that the Shadow-rider sheared the blade in two instead of shearing me in two,” I added.


  “Both very valid points,” Ramel agreed. He glanced down at the map, eyes pensive as he thought.


  I cleared my throat a little, loathe to voice the idea in my mind, but how would I know if I didn’t ask? “Ramel…the honored dead, would any of their weapons…?”


  “We do not plunder the dead like carrion crows,” Ramel replied with the Fae-spark blazing across his face. I stumbled back from the table, his words so fierce that I felt as though I’d been slapped. Donovan leapt up from his chair and gripped Ramel’s arm, speaking quickly into my sword-teacher’s ear, the words soft and soothing as the sound of rain. I understood none of it, so I stood stiffly and waited until the fierce blazing anger faded from Ramel’s face. He looked older, and wearier, when it was gone.


  “I’m sorry,” I said softly. “I didn’t know.”


  He nodded heavily. “You could not have known. I offer my apologies.” Ramel, usually so carefree and roguish, leaned over the map-table and lowered his head, the firelight glinting copper on his dark curls. I placed the hilt and sheared blade carefully on the table and closed the distance between us in one long stride.


  Touching his shoulder gently, I said, “How is your wound?”


  Donovan glanced at me and then glanced at the door, clearly inquiring if I wanted him to stay. A fist of frustration clenched in my chest. Did the whole goddamn barracks think that Ramel and I were more than good friends, more than sword-master and student? Ramel had kissed me once, true, but he had sworn to tell no-one and as far as I knew he had been true to his word. Finnead had made the same pig-headed assumption, but clarifying the bounds of my friendship with Ramel with Finnead had obviously not spilled over into the rest of the camp. I straightened my shoulders. Let them think what they may, I thought fiercely. Ramel was one of my truest, most loyal friends among the Sidhe. He didn’t play games with me—other than his harmless flirtations—and he’d been fierce as a lion when the Vaelanmavar had threatened me. He’d taught me the basics of swordsmanship, a skill that had served me the best of all my newly acquired talents. So let them think what they may, I told myself resolutely, my hand still resting on Ramel’s shoulder. Donovan, for his part, slipped quietly past the table and out the door, closing it behind him.


  Ramel stood silently, staring blankly at the map.


  “Ramel,” I tried again, “are you all right?”


  He gave a slight start. “Oh. Yes, of course. Of course I am.”


  I watched him silently, waiting. Finally he sighed. I motioned to the two chairs sitting by the fire, and he nodded wearily. We sat and stared into the flickering flames. I moved my chair to face Ramel, balancing my elbows on my knees and my chin in my hands, waiting silently. Ramel sat back in his chair, rotating his right shoulder carefully and grimacing.


  “May I take a look?” I asked softly.


  He shrugged nonchalantly but then couldn’t hide his slight wince at the movement.


  “Come on, then. To the healing room.” I stood and waited, making sure he was following. In the back of my mind, I knew I was wasting precious time, and I should have been seeking a new blade for the journey, but there was something about the greyness of Ramel’s face that concerned me.


  The healing room was empty of any conscious occupants. I recognized Emery, asleep on one of the low beds that lined the walls, a white strip of bandages around his chest visible above the blanket.


  “How is Emery healing?” I asked quietly, motioning Ramel to sit down on one of the beds. I pulled up a stool and helped him shrug his right arm out of his shirt.


  “As well as can be expected, I suppose,” Ramel replied, his voice tight with pain.


  “I’ve been spending more time in here with my hands bloody than I ever want to again,” I murmured, more to myself than to him, but he made a small sound of commiseration. The cut on the side of my cheek itched vaguely and I had to remind myself not to touch it as my hand went to my face out of reflex. “Where have Eamon and Allene gotten to, anyway?”


  “Probably gathering silverwood bark or hogsfoot, or something of the like. There are some plants that grow in this forest that don’t grow in the forests nearer to Darkhill.”


  I nodded, leaning in close to examine the line of stitches meandering across Ramel’s pale skin. The wound was deepest at the shoulder, and trailed off to a shallower angle all the way down to his wrist. “You managed to get a lovely one, here.” The edges of the wound, especially near the top, had been jagged, as if the weapon that had inflicted it had had barbed edges or something of that sort. I shuddered at the thought.


  “Just a scratch,” Ramel replied, trying for his usual roguish tone and almost succeeding, but I looked up at him and saw the fine sheen of sweat on his brow. And where Finnead’s wound had been knitting together quite nicely, Ramel’s wound still looked as though it had been stitched an hour ago, red and angry and bloody.


  “Something isn’t right,” I muttered, using a small glowing ball of taebramh like a flashlight, positioning it just over Ramel’s shoulder. I ran light fingers down the skin on each side of the wound. It was hot to the touch, and Ramel shivered. “Did they check you for iron?”


  Ramel nodded. “Of course. They knew to do that. Eamon removed one of the barbs from the axe.”


  “Did he keep it?”


  “Probably over there.” Ramel motioned with his uninjured hand to a small chest against the farthest wall of the room. When I opened it, I gave a little gasp at the gore-encrusted iron shards within it. Merely standing next to a shard of iron as big as my little finger made most Sidhe sick; I couldn’t imagine the feeling of such a potent poison being shoved inside a wound. I carefully looked over the jumble of iron until I saw a shard that looked like it could have been a wickedly curved barb. I carefully fished it out, forcing myself not to think too hard about the sticky blood coating my fingers as I rifled through the iron to get to it.


  “Was this it?” I asked, holding it up so Ramel could see it across the room. He nodded, looking a bit paler even just from the sight of it.


  I looked down at the shard in my hand. Iron couldn’t hurt me any more than another sharp edge, but if the Enemy had devised another way to hurt the Sidhe…As I turned the barb speculatively in my hand, I pricked the pad of my thumb with the tip of the barb, a bright little pinpoint of pain. I watched as a drop of blood welled from my skin, balancing on the curve of my thumb before sliding down to nestle in the crease of my palm. “Damn,” I muttered. Apparently being the Bearer of an ancient, powerful sword had not exonerated me from my habitual clumsiness. A burning sensation suddenly stabbed into my finger. My other fingers, where I had touched the barb, started to go numb, and I hurriedly snatched a bit of cloth from inside the chest, wrapped the barb in it and shut it.


  “Poison,” I said to Ramel, and as I walked back across the room a sharp pain flared from my thumb all the way up to my shoulder, and the floor flexed beneath my feet. I stumbled and went to one knee. Vaguely, I heard Ramel call my name. How many times was I going to faint in one day? I thought disgustedly, groping blindly for Gwyneth’s pendant. The hand I had pricked was dead weight. A worm of panic wriggled up my throat. Then I caught Gwyneth’s pendant with one finger of my good hand, and I grasped it clumsily, gasping. The Sword vibrated in its sheath so violently that my jaw clattered—or was that because I was shivering? I felt Ramel’s hands on my shoulders and I forced myself to look up at him—I had somehow gone from one knee to my side without realizing it, trying to both cradle my useless arm and hang on to Gwyneth’s pendant at the same time.


  “Tess,” Ramel was saying, real fear in his eyes, “stay awake, stay with me.”


  I’m not going anywhere, I tried to say, but my jaws locked as a spasm of pain shot through my body. The Sword’s power thrashed within its cage, my taebramh still shielding it. I tried to rip away the layer of power holding it within me, but my taebramh was as locked as my jaws. I heard a small sound of pain and realized it was from me as my legs kicked of their own accord.


  “Eamon!” Ramel bellowed in the loudest voice I’d ever heard him use. “Allene!”


  Conscious thought was fast abandoning me. Agony flared again from my dead hand. My back arched and a scream spilled out from between my clenched teeth. The Sword beat at my taebramh like a battering ram, the impact jarring my chest with physical force. Ramel took me into his arms and the movement sent a thousand knives stabbing into my chest, my spine, my stomach. I wanted to beg him not to move me, not to lift me, but he stood with me in his arms and all I could do was whimper, unable to even lift my head as he carried me to one of the beds along the wall.


  My vision began graying at the edges. My breath came faster with panic, and every breath I drew in a little less air than the last, iron bands constricting my chest beneath the thousand stabbing knives, squeezing relentlessly. Able only to stare up at the ceiling, I heard running footsteps, urgent voices. A warm hand covered mine—Ramel. I tried to close my fingers around his desperate grip but I couldn’t even twitch my pinky. Cool hands gently probed my jaw, and I heard Eamon speaking above me in a quick clipped voice.


  I wanted to laugh, despite the agony twisting my body like a puppet. I had survived the Vaelanmavar’s accusation of treachery, escaping into the enemy-infested woods at night. I’d evaded the vicious, single-minded attack of a cadengriff. I’d communed with the spirit—ghost?—of my ancestress, summoning the Iron Sword from where it had slumbered in the trunk of the river-tree for centuries. Gwyneth had bound me to it in blood, and I’d brought it to the battlefield. I had even locked blades with the great bone-crowned rider who had been the leader of the enemy forces, and I had lived to see the dawn. Now I lay dying hours later, the Bearer of the Sword, wielder of such ancient power—killed by a prick to the finger. I struggled against the closing darkness, feeling my body jerk and writhe on the bed. I felt hands trying to be gentle, holding my wrists to still my thrashing. My breath came in short gasps. Soon the iron fist around my chest would close, and I would die.


  The whirl of voices around me faded away slowly. All I could hear was my own slowing heartbeat, and the furious battering of the Sword’s power against the cage I had made for it. Stupid, I thought weakly. That was stupid, to put it under lock and key.


  As the tremors wracking my body slowed, Eamon increased his pace with the grim determination of a healer who knows death is near. I wanted to tell them all that I was sorry, that I hadn’t fulfilled my duty as Bearer, that I hadn’t been able to help save them from the great Shadow stretching over their lands. All at once, my body went slack. I fought to hold on. Ramel held my head while Eamon trickled a draught of some medicine into my mouth. I tried to swallow, but I couldn’t, and I felt his hand stroking my throat with a practiced motion, coaxing my body to accept it.


  The limpness was better than the agony, but it was harder to hold on. I still couldn’t move, I still couldn’t remove the taebramh from around the Sword’s power. There was no pain to anchor myself to my body. Something rattled in my throat. I began to drift.


  “Move, all of you!”


  The harsh command came from a familiar voice, but I couldn’t place it. I felt my eyes rolling back into my head. When my eyes closed, I saw a figure wreathed in drowning-blue fire, a bright sword against his hip. He leaned over me, pressed a hand to my chest and unsheathed his sword, the white blade streaming sapphire-blue fire.


  Yes, end it, I wanted to tell the burning-blue stranger. A strange sense of calm settled over me, a stillness that I had never felt. I couldn’t hear their words anymore. I felt the hand of the stranger on my chest. In the blackness overtaking me, he burned with such brightness, such sapphire glory. As if awakening from a dream, I opened my eyes. I stood in the greyness on the edge of an abyss. I stood at the edge, looking down into the dark depths below, and somehow was not afraid anymore. The blackness of the poison twined around my legs, caressing my arms, swirling like a living fog about me. There was no wind, no sun, no stars in the grayness. Nothing but the blue-burning stranger, and me, and the edge before my feet.


  “Tess,” said the flame-wreathed stranger. His voice tugged at a memory. I half-turned against the tug of the twining darkness, looking at him over my shoulder.


  He didn’t belong on the edge of the abyss. The blue flames outlined him brightly against the dimness all around us. He held out his hand. I stared at it. My mind worked slowly, thoughts moving only with effort. I couldn’t remember why he was important. I couldn’t remember why I was important. Something from deep within the abyss whispered to me: You are not. You are not important, and even if you were, lay your burdens down and sleep. Rest. Be weary no more.


  “Be weary no more,” I murmured. The idea of sweet sleep, a respite from the terrible memories, the pain and the suffering and the feeling of hopelessness creeping into the soul like a deadly vine—to lay it all down and step into the comforting arms of the darkness tempted me.


  “Tess,” said the handsome pale man with the sapphire flames wreathing his form, “remember the Sword.”


  I frowned. The urgency in his voice touched some chord deep within my memory. The Sword. I blinked slowly. A tingle in my right palm traced a half-familiar pattern up my arm, a trail of memory over my skin. And the battle…those terrible memories…I had been fighting for something, hadn’t I? I had been fighting for something important.


  “Tess, take my hand,” the sapphire stranger said steadily, his eyes bright as jewels, twin flames in his handsome face, sparks playing through his dark hair like lightning jumping between storm-clouds.


  Come and rest, the darkness whispered invitingly, the black threads of poison fawning over my skin. Sweet sleep awaits you, mortal child.


  I looked down past the edge of the cliff. I tested the edge with one toe, tracing my boot along the lip of the abyss as though I was running one finger, softly, over the mouth of the man I loved. I blinked slowly, feeling the pull of the darkness. The Sword slowly became just a weight upon my back, its power barely stirring through my veins. I flexed the fingers of one hand, one by one, feeling the numbness spreading throughout my body at the touch of the poison.


  Sweet sleep is all mortals’ end, it murmured, and then it had the voice of my father, as though he was standing right behind me, speaking into my ear.


  “Come on, Tessie, there’s nothing to be afraid of,” my father said, cajoling, as he had told me when I was five and learning to sleep without a nightlight. “Everything is the same in the dark as it is during the daytime.”


  I turned, quicker than I had moved since the blackness invited me into its depths.


  “Dad?” I asked desperately, but I spoke to empty air. A keen bolt of sorrow pierced my heart. It was the first time I had heard his voice since I had worn out the answering-machine tape with his last message on it. I had played it, in the days after the funeral, until the tapes melted and my mother had thrown it away, prying it from my grasping fingers wordlessly and ignoring my fervent child-pitched entreaties. I had wanted to keep it, even though it didn’t play anymore, because I knew he had touched it. I knew it had contained his voice and in my child’s mind, somehow I thought maybe someday, I would be able to fix it, pull out the thin thread of sound, seasoned with static as it always was when he called from his office phone. I clung desperately to the tape, the smell of burning plastic hot in my nose, until Liam came into the kitchen. He watched the struggle for a moment, the air thick with my tears and my mother’s hard silence, and then he walked over to me and folded me into his arms, holding me quietly as my grip on the tape loosened and I cried into his shoulder.


  I held onto the sharp pain of grief, the rawness of the reopened wound. The darkness twining about my legs renewed its efforts, sensing my resistance.


  “Come on, Tessie,” said my father’s voice again. But now I heard the wrongness, the slight difference in the tone—it was heartless, uncolored with the affection always apparent in my father’s voice whenever he spoke to me, even on that tape sprinkled with static, even in my memories. I gripped my grief tighter, and felt it ignite into something like anger, that the darkness in this alien world would dare to try and lure me into the abyss with such a false imitation of something I loved so dearly. I felt the Sword stir on my back, like a wolf rousing from slumber.


  “Tess,” said another voice, quiet but strong. It was a voice that carried power. The Sword thrummed softly in response, and something down within the darkness snarled. I looked back over my shoulder.


  Finnead stood behind me, the sapphire flames in his eyes slowly burning down to embers, the blazing glow around his figure fading. “You must go back.”


  He held out his hand again to me, something indecipherable written across his face. A breath hitched in my chest. It hurt, as though breathing was painfully unfamiliar. I still ached from the sound of my father’s voice as I reached out and placed my hand in his. The poison writhed on my skin, trying to push me back toward the edge of the cliff. Finnead grasped my hand tightly. “It will hurt,” he warned me.


  I nodded. “Get me away from this place.”


  Something screamed, long and terrible, down in the abyss. The poison clung to me, scrabbling against my skin like the claws of a cat. Finnead drew the Brighbranr, and the blue fire roared around me. The raging flames tore my hand from his, swallowing my scream as they consumed me. I felt myself slam back down into my body—it was like returning from Walking, but returning to a body sculpted from molten metal. My lungs were on fire and my limbs trembled in agony. Then the sapphire flames burrowed down into my chest, and burned away the blackness, its brightness chasing away the shadows from my body. It surged through me, and when it touched my taebramh, there was a feeling like ribs breaking, like torn skin and ripped flesh; and then my inner fire was like a great white tide rushing through my veins again. The blue fire retreated, satisfied. I gasped and coughed, opening my eyes. Finnead stared down at me for an instant, blue flames surging through his eyes; and then he straightened, taking a step back from the bed and watching me with an inscrutable expression on his handsome face. I sat up, head swimming. Water beaded my skin, making me shiver. I brushed at it feebly, wondering how I had gotten wet.


  “I’m fine,” I rasped at Eamon. I stared down at the dried blood on my finger, the droplet from the pinprick.


  “It still might be best if you lay still for a moment,” Eamon told me, his gray healer’s eyes brooking no argument despite his gentle tone.


  I sighed and leaned down. “At least let me take off my boots,” I muttered at him when he gave me a warning look, interpreting my movement as disobedience.


  Ramel sat in the chair by the bed and raked his fingers through his coppery curls, leaving his hair sticking up wildly in all directions. I didn’t have the energy to smile.


  “Why didn’t this happen to you, if that was the blade that cut you?” I asked Ramel. “Did I touch the wrong one?”


  “It didn’t happen to me because it’s not the same poison,” Ramel told me.


  I sat back in the bed as the implication struck me, holding one of my boots in my hand as I thought. If it hadn’t been the same poison, then that meant that there was a traitor in the camp. A traitor with access to the healing room, and with knowledge of Ramel’s wound. “We don’t have time for a witch-hunt right now,” I said, shaking my head as I put my boot down by the bed.


  Suddenly my stomach clenched and roiled sickeningly. Eamon was by my side quicker than thought, holding a basin. I pressed one hand to my stomach and grimaced as I leaned over the basin, a black tar-like liquid spilling over my lips. It tasted like the smell of the smoke above the battlefield, like burning flesh and blood. I felt someone gather my hair back. I’d have to thank them later—from the looks of it, the poison would be nasty stuff to clean from my braid. It hurt at first, burning up my throat and across my tongue, stinging my lips; but after a long moment it was over and I was left gasping, spitting black into the basin. Eamon handed the basin to Ramel, and helped me sit back. I gratefully accepted a waterskin, rinsing my mouth out several times before swallowing. Then Eamon switched the water for wine, and I was even more grateful. I took a mouthful and let the sweetness linger on my tongue, closing my eyes for just a moment as the scorched, acrid taste of burnt earth faded. As I opened my eyes, I saw Ramel pouring the black poison carefully into a thick glass vial. I pulled another drought from the wineskin and then handed it back to Eamon.


  Ramel swore softly and suddenly, stoppering the vial with that cat-like Sidhe quickness, his movement so fast that I wasn’t sure whether I really saw him move. A crackling sound emanated from the vial, and the poison convulsed like a living thing, sending questing tentacles up the side of the glass, prodding at the stopper. I sat up straighter and called a small spark of taebramh to my fingertips, ignoring the sore protest of my muscles as I moved. The spark whirled down the vine-like path of my war-markings, which I supposed was now the channel for my power, in a sense. It did feel easier—I just nudged the spark from the well behind my breastbone to my shoulder, and as soon as it touched one of the graceful curves of the Sword’s marking, it slid down my arm like a marble in a chute.


  “Here.” I held out two softly glowing fingertips. I touched the smooth rim of the vial, circling it with a thin line of opal fire. My power slid into the slight space between the stopper and the vial, seeping down like melted wax. The little black tar-creature inside squalled and hissed when one of its questing tentacles touched the seal.


  Ramel held the vial of poison up to the light. “There’s a traitor in our midst, someone closer to you than we would like. They know you well enough to understand your weaknesses.”


  “My weaknesses? How did they know I would prick my finger?”


  “They didn’t know for a certainty, but they knew enough of you to assume your concern for me. You would work out that there was a poison on the blade that wounded me—which there was, but I doubt it’s deadly,” Ramel continued, “and after the battle, they put this poison onto the barb.”


  My head was beginning to hurt. I blew out a breath. “Who?” I asked, sitting lightly on the edge of the bed. Finnead stood by the door, his back half-turned, one hand resting lightly on the hilt of the Brighbranr.


  “I don’t know,” Ramel said grimly, “but I will find out.”


  Raised voices suddenly burst from the other side of the healing room door. Ramel placed the poison-jar carefully on the table. I picked up the Sword and slid its strap over my head, watching tensely as Ramel moved toward the door, joining Finnead.


  Ramel opened the door only a crack, just enough to see into the room beyond.


  “Let me in,” I heard an angry voice demand, just as two bright orbs shot into the room. Beryk, the size of a small horse, shouldered aside the door. Vell slipped past the two Sidhe men without so much as a second glance, dagger glimmering in her hand.


  “You were poisoned,” she said to me, golden eyes bright and hard as coins flashing in the sun.


  I stood. Eamon glanced at me but said nothing, his own hand on his dagger-hilt. “How did you know that?”


  “Because we caught the poisoner,” Vell replied grimly, motioning with her dagger.


  Kavoryk dragged a slim Sidhe into the room, her wrists bound before her like a prisoner. She fell to her knees, her intricately braided dark hair falling over one slender shoulder. I carefully wiped all expression from my face. Stone, I thought, your heart must be stone.


  “Allene,” said Ramel in a harsh voice that I had never before heard him use.


  Allene raised her beautiful face to the light. She slowly stood, though Kavoryk kept one giant hand wrapped around her wrists. A low growl rumbled in Beryk’s chest, and Vell drew back her lips from her teeth in a silent snarl. The two Glasidhe quivered, bright orbs illuminating the room with sharp light from above our heads.


  “You are supposed to be dead,” Allene said to me in a quiet, calm voice. Her luminous silver eyes traveled over me and then flicked to Finnead. Though to me he looked no different than before he had brought me back from the edge of the gray cliff, Allene somehow knew. Her eyes narrowed to snake-like slits. “Ah. Our noble Vaelanbrigh.” She tilted her head slightly and a cool, detached smile slid across her lips.


  “Let’s move this conversation to the common room,” I said, proud of the steadiness of my voice.


  Kavoryk said, black eyes glinting, “But my steel-wife thirsts for this one’s blood, here in this room.” He touched the huge battle-axe slung across his back with his free hand.


  “This is the healing room,” I replied. “We shall not profane it with blood spilled in anger.”


  Eamon caught my eyes and gave a small nod of approval.


  Ramel took hold of one of Allene’s arms, and Vell the other, with Beryk prowling behind them, his growl rippling like water about me.


  I stood in front of the huge empty fireplace, the dying embers warming my back as I faced Allene, the Sword thrumming gently against my spine. Forin and Farin positioned themselves above me, one hovering over each of my shoulders, their bright angry glow sharpening my shadow to a knife-edge. Finnead, hand tightening on the hilt of the Brighbranr, placed himself between Allene and me, standing on my left side, every line of his body taut with readiness. Vell tossed her dagger restlessly end-over-end at my right side, throwing the blade in a silver blur and catching the hilt deftly each time. She stared at Allene, her mouth pressed into a hard line. Beryk fell silent, black lips covering his long white teeth, his golden eyes fixed on Allene. Eamon stood against the wall, still and silent, his eyes glimmering. Merrick guarded the door, light sliding in a silver wash down the blade of his unsheathed sword.


  “Allene,” I said, my voice smooth and flat and cold as ice. “When I first came into Faeortalam, it was you who healed me.”


  Allene raised her head, her luminous grey eyes meeting my own with nothing but indifference, a small cold smile upon her lips. “Yes.”


  I let her answer drop into the silence like a coin into a still pool of water. The Sword thrummed against my bones. Beryk’s growl rolled over the floor like thunder.


  “My companions tell me that you were the one who tried to poison me,” I continued after a long moment, ignoring the cold clenching of my stomach and the goose-bumps raising the hairs on my arms. The Sword thrummed warningly.


  A low, sinuous chuckle slithered from Allene. Kavoryk and Ramel tightened their grips on her arms. “Yes,” she hissed, drawing out the word into a long and sibilant arc.


  “Why?” I asked, tensing my shoulders involuntarily as the Sword’s power uncoiled suddenly like a whip: something was wrong, a coldness was seeping in at the seams of the room, infiltrating my consciousness like a half-remembered dream.


  “Because,” Allene said, her voice barely louder than a whisper, “you are a mortal. You are a mortal and you do not deserve the power bestowed upon you.” Allene smiled that small cold smile again and slowly turned her head, fixing her eerie gaze on Ramel.


  “Ramel,” I said warningly, taking half a step forward.


  A strangled gasp escaped Ramel and the color drained from his face as invisible hands wrapped around his throat. I could see the imprints of the fingers on his skin, and my hands moved to the hilt of the Sword of their own volition.


  “What dark sorcery is this?” Eamon shouted at Allene, racing to Ramel’s side as Ramel fell to his knees.


  “Let him go, bitch,” snarled Vell, her dagger pressed against the creamy skin of Allene’s throat, fast as thought. Beryk crouched beside her, teeth bared and golden eyes blazing.


  Allene smiled, and made a shooing motion with her free hand. An unseen force slammed into Beryk, lifting him off his paws. Vell gasped and in the next moment, Allene flicked her fingers and there was blood pouring from Vell’s nose.


  “Enough!” I shouted, my voice somehow cutting through all the layers of darkness and blood and shadow gathering in the room. Allene was taller, and thinner, and whiter, her face long and spectral, her grey eyes sliding into dark fire. I drew the Sword in an emerald blaze, its silver hiss long and vengeful. I saw the Brighbranr flashing, unsheathed, to my left. It was hard to breathe, shadows pressing in from the corners of the room. The thing that had once been Allene hissed again, no words in the sound, only a promise of pain and suffering and death. The creature’s smile widened until the flesh peeled off its face, revealing a skeletal grin, perfect white teeth and a small cat-like pink tongue licking at the air, tasting it like a snake.


  “Stupid mortal,” it hissed, grinning that deathly grin. “Now you will die, and I will bring the Sword to the King in the Darkness.”


  I hit it with a wall of green fire. The creature crashed into the table and the fire licked over it hungrily, but after a moment of stillness it stirred and stood, its skin blackened by the emerald flames. The stench of burning flesh filled the room. I struggled not to gag. Wisps of raven hair still clung to the creature’s skull, and the last vestiges of tattered garments draped its charred form.


  The Sword sang in my hands. I met the advance of the creature, dodging its grasping, clawed hands. Forin and Farin dove at the living-dead thing, their auras blazing like miniature comets, bright with battle-fury. It paid them no attention, even when Forin stabbed his dagger into its skull and Farin swept at its eye with her small flashing blade. I gripped the Sword with both hands, making the shining gray blade sing as it sliced through the air. The creature blocked the blade with its forearm. My eyes widened in shock: the Sword bit into the creature’s flesh, but a great vibration shuddered up the blade, as though I had hit solid rock. The creature hissed and a clacking, death-rattle laugh emanated from its ruined lipless mouth.


  “Used to easier prey?” it said, cocking its grotesque skull to one side, eerie intelligence burning in its blackened eye-sockets.


  I still felt the lingering effects of the poison, slowing my limbs slightly and dampening my senses. The creature swept at me with one clawed hand. I leapt to the side, wrenching the Sword free. Tell me what to do, I entreated the Sword silently, dodging another slice of the inhuman clawed hands. It sent me a burning heart, searing the image into my minds’ eye with such intensity that I gasped and almost stumbled.


  “Didn’t know it still had a heart,” I told the Sword from between gritted teeth as the thing lunged at me, skeletal grin opening as though it wanted to tear its teeth into me. Finnead leapt in front of it, Brighbranr blazing. He gave me enough time to shake the stars from my eyes and adjust my grip on the Sword.


  “Aim for its heart,” I called out above the snarl of the creature and the sound of steel screeching on rock. Finnead feinted, dodged and slid his sword into the creature’s chest. It laughed its clacking laugh and snatched at Finnead with a clawed hand, catching his shoulder and jerking him toward its gleaming white teeth, driving the Brighbranr into its chest up to the hilt. Finnead held onto the Brighbranr with an iron grip. As the creature flicked its pink tongue and bent toward his neck like a lover seeking a kiss, he calmly said a single word, and sapphire fire blasted down the Brighbranr. The creature shrieked in anger and hit him, jerking the Brighbranr free and sending Finnead crashing into the wall, mercifully missing the fireplace.


  Emerald fire streamed down the Sword as I raised it in challenge and quickly parried the first swipe of inhuman claws. The thing was impossibly fast and preternaturally strong. I swallowed hard and watched for an opening, sweat sliding down my back, the line of stitches on my left cheek becoming a blaze of stinging pain. Then, suddenly, the point of a dagger erupted from the creature’s throat. It paused, as if in annoyance or puzzlement, and turned to face Vell, who had another dagger held high in her hand, dark blood smeared down her face, one eye already blackening.


  “Think I’m that easy to keep down?” she taunted it, crouching into a fighting stance, her golden eyes challenging and wild.


  The creature snarled, air rattling through its ruined throat. It started for Vell, moving fast as thought, arms extended and claws ready to tear into her flesh.


  Somehow, I was faster. I leapt forward and lunged, aiming the tip of the Sword at the creature’s left shoulder blade, hoping, not for the first time, that Sidhe hearts were placed the same as mortals. I drove the Sword home with all my strength, putting all my weight behind the thrust, and in an instant that seemed as long as a day, I watched the blade slide into the creature’s rock-hard dead flesh with agonizing slowness. For another instant that could have lasted no more than a blink of an eye but felt like an hour, I thought I had missed. I thought wildly that perhaps its heart was on the other side, or in the center, or not in the chest at all—and then the Sword blazed, a pulse of pure light shooting down its length and into the creature.


  The creature that had been Allene shrieked, writhing on the blade as its heart burned. I held on with desperate strength, my arms screaming in pain as the creature jerked in its death throes. The green fire ate a hole in its chest, and I watched in horrified fascination as the immolated heart appeared, twisting like a separate living creature in the flames. I wrenched the Sword free and the heart fell to the floor, squirming and writhing. The creature’s shriek continued until the heart disintegrated into a pile of ash. The sound stopped as if cut by scissors. The charred blackened creature toppled to the floor, and it became less tall, and less thin, and less white, until it was Allene’s corpse, burnt and blackened and charred but unmistakably Allene, a dagger through her throat and a gaping hole torn from her chest.


  I stared at the corpse, all the fire fading from the Sword. I sheathed it numbly, more out of habit than conscious thought. The smell of burnt flesh became overpowering. My stomach heaved, and I lunged past Merrick, who was staring at Allene. I ran from the room, desperate for cooler air and another sight other than the corpse of a Sidhe who had once been my healer and perhaps my friend.


  


  Chapter 6


  I stumbled into the afternoon sunlight, blinded by the brightness and the bold green of the grass, the brazen blue of the sky, taking huge heaving breaths of the forest-scented air. Leaning against one of the few trees in the clearing, pressing my palm hard against its rough bark, I fought against the image of Allene’s mutilated body, pushing down the roiling nausea in my stomach. Finally I gave up and retched, the Sword sliding awkwardly across my back as I put my hands on my knees, trembling. The sunlight passed through the green panes of the leaves above me, dappling my skin with green-gold. I felt hollow when the nausea finally subsided, leaving a bleak sick feeling in my chest. Spitting to one side, I cleaned myself up as best I could and stood shakily, stitches still tracing fire down the left side of my face as I turned back toward the barracks.


  Merrick stood by the door, staring up into the sky, his eyes distant yet haunted. Pain etched age into his youthful face. For the first time since I had met him, he did not look like a youth thrust into the responsibilities of maturity. I wondered if I looked older, after all I had seen, if my eyes were that haunted. He blinked and focused his gaze on me as I approached. I stopped.


  “The runes on the walls didn’t stop it,” he said to me hoarsely. “It used her to get inside and then…” His voice trailed off as he let both our minds finish his sentence silently. His eyes bored into mine. “It could have been any one of us on the battlefield.”


  I suddenly wondered sickeningly whether my marks of blue fire had reached inside the barracks. The realization shoved itself into my mind with cold clarity. What if I was, in part, to blame for the creature taking hold of Allene? What if I could have protected her with my taebramh, as I had marked all the warriors on the battlefield? I swallowed and composed myself. “It’s no use now, thinking about what could have been,” I said to Merrick, and I wasn’t entirely sure whether the gentleness in my voice was for him or me.


  Someone, probably Eamon, had tucked a blanket around Allene’s body. There was a brazier of sweet herbs smoldering above the now-blazing fire, but the smell of charred flesh still lurked in the air. The smell of it brought bile back into my throat. I straightened my shoulders. I couldn’t afford to balk at every grisly sight.


  Ramel stood by the long covered form, sword in hand and eyes wary. He massaged his throat with his free hand for a moment, and then stopped as he saw me. I strode over and inspected his neck, touching the livid bruised flesh lightly. “Invisible hands can do a lot of damage,” I remarked softly.


  “Dark sorcery,” Ramel replied hoarsely.


  We stood together and contemplated the form beneath the gray blanket, its shape so familiar and yet so alien because of its absolute stillness.


  “Finnead and Vell are in the other room with Eamon,” Ramel told me quietly. I nodded, and left him staring down at the covered corpse, blade gleaming in the firelight through the haze of smoke.


  “Stay still,” Vell said gently as I entered the healing room. She had Beryk stretched out on the floor, running her pale long-fingered hands over his gleaming black sides and down his legs, carefully feeling for any damage. Beryk looked up at me with molten golden eyes, raising his head slightly. Vell spared a quick glance over her shoulder, nodded to me and went back to her examination.


  “Is he hurt?” I asked quietly.


  “That’s what I’m trying to find out,” she replied briskly, her voice taut. She bent over the wolf, strands of dark hair escaping her braid and sticking to the blood still smeared across her cheek. A trickle gleamed wetly as it slid down over her upper lip. I couldn’t tell whether her blood was blue or red. Vell wiped it away roughly with the back of her hand.


  I reached out to touch Vell’s shoulder, but paused. Instead, I said softly, “Let me know if I can help.”


  She saw my hand, still outstretched but motionless; and she nodded. I dropped to one knee and smoothed back Beryk’s ears with one gentle hand. He grinned at me, tongue lolling over his sharp white teeth. Vell murmured something to him in the Northern tongue as she carefully flexed his foreleg, and he whined low in his throat. I stood and turned to the rest of the room.


  “That was quite a fight I missed, from the sound of it,” said a familiar voice from a bed to my left. Emery smiled wryly at me. “And from the look of it.”


  I shook my head. “It wasn’t something you wanted to see.”


  The spark of humor faded from Emery’s eyes. “I know.”


  “How are you?” I asked.


  He shrugged with his good shoulder and motioned to the swathe of white bandages about his chest. “As well as can be expected, for someone who ought to be dead.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Emery pushed himself up to a sitting position, a slight grimace passing over his face, really no more than a darkening of his eyes and a hardening of his mouth. He looked at me silently. I held his gaze calmly. Finally he said, “There is a fine line, Tess, between healing and necromancy.”


  A cold slither of shock slid down my spine, but I refused to look away from him.


  “You called me,” he continued, his voice low and intense, “and I came, I came because I did not want to die. I wanted to live.” His eyes took on a different cast. For a moment I thought it was the play of the firelight upon his face, but he looked at me in silence and I realized that there were ghosts hovering behind his eyes, something unworldly—not even of Faeortalam—in the darkness of his pupils. It was like watching moonlight on dark water: for a moment it surfaced, and then it was gone, like a ripple.


  “I wanted to live, so I came,” Emery told me. His eyes rippled again. My hand twitched for the hilt of the Sword, but I willed myself to stand calmly. “But even if I had not wanted to live, I would have had to come.” His mouth hardened. “I had no choice.”


  I blinked. “Are you…are you reprimanding me for saving your life, Emery?” I asked softly, unable to hide the note of incredulity in my voice.


  He shifted. “You make it sound as though I am ungrateful.” His words were hollow. There was the flash of ghosts again, in his eyes, spreading in whorls across his pale face. When he raised his gaze to me again, he was just Emery. His eyes were tired, and haunted, but not filled with otherworldly spirits for which I had no name. And which, I understood in a flash of clarity, terrified me. “I thank you, Lady Bearer, for saving my life,” he said, his words stiffly formal. His shoulders slumped forward a fraction of an inch, one of those minute Sidhe movements that I would not have noticed when I first came to Faortalam. “But I hope, for your sake, that you brought all of me back.”


  I reached out and covered his hand with my own, half expecting it to be icy cold, like the flesh of a corpse. But his skin was warm, and living, flexing under my palm. I paused and then pressed his hand with mine. “Was it…a gray cliff, for you?”


  Emery drew in his breath sharply, his fingers tightening on my hand reflexively. Then the Fae-spark surfaced in his eyes and he drew himself up against the headboard of the bed. Expression fled from his pale face, leaving him with all the emotion of a beautiful marble statue; and he slid his hand out from beneath mine. It felt as though a door had been shut in my face. “Take care, Bearer,” Emery said, in a voice that was not wholly his own, “lest your powers draw you to the Dark. There is Dark and Light in every being. Steal too many from his domain, and Death might take you as his consort in payment.” An alien smile curved Emery’s lips. The Sword sent a seeking tendril out to him, but there was no black writhing poison, nor any lurking skeletal creature within him. It was Emery, but it was not the Emery who had ridden from Darkhill with the Vaelanbrigh’s company. That Emery, I realized, had died on the battlefield. I had brought him back, but he was changed. He was a different Emery. Then again, I reflected as I moved away from his bed, weren’t we all different, after the screams and smoke of the battle? The blood, our own and that of our enemy, baptized us all as new and changed beings, warriors versed in the worship of the blade and the chance of battle, the ring of steel upon steel our baptismal hymns, the watchful stars in the night sky our witnesses. I felt the change down to my bones, bones that no longer were completely my own but thrummed with the power of the great ancient weapon I bore. I was more than a whole person, yet my soul felt raw.


  I pushed away my thoughts. Finnead stood by the fireplace at the end of the healing room, facing the fire. Eamon peeled away torn cloth from Finnead’s shoulder, where the skeletal creature had dug its claw-like fingers into his flesh. At Eamon’s direction, Finnead bared his shoulder, the firelight carving his strong arms and back from the shadows. He left his shirt loose about his neck, his other arm still in its sleeve; and it was such a casual gesture that I watched with fascination despite myself. The pearly white edges of scars laced the skin of his shoulder, rippling with his movements. Four puncture wounds stood out starkly near his shoulder blade. The fifth wound, I knew, would be near his collarbone, from the creature’s thumb.


  “They will need to be cleansed by fire and sigil,” I heard Finnead say, his voice barely loud enough for me to hear over the soft crackling of the fire.


  “And sooner rather than later,” agreed Eamon. “I’ll ready the blade.”


  “And I shall ready the sigil,” said Finnead.


  “The tree outside is oak?”


  “It will serve,” replied Finnead, pulling his arm through his sleeve again. He turned and strode toward the door with his great loping gait, but paused when he saw me. I stood stupidly with my hands empty at my sides. My jaw seemed to lock of its own accord, even as my lips burned with the phantom feel of Finnead’s kiss. He reached out as if to take my arm but then let his hand drop. “Did that creature harm you in any way?” he asked, his blue eyes stormy enough to sink a ship in their tumultuous seas.


  I shook my head and finally managed to croak, “No.” I tried for a jaunty smile and failed miserably. “At least, nothing but my pride.”


  I saw the shadow of a grim smile touch his lips as he strode past me, close enough that the loose sleeve of his shirt brushed against my arm. The Sword pricked me on my right arm, right at the genesis of my war-marking. It brought me sharply out of the memory of Finnead’s lips upon mine. I rubbed the spot but muttered a grudging thanks to the Caedbranr. After all, he had no interest in me as anything more than a weapon against the Enemy in his all-consuming war. I walked to the fire and held out my hands, relishing the warmth of the flames on my skin. “Eamon,” I said, “what does it mean to cleanse by fire and sigil?”


  “The wound was inflicted at the hands of a Dark creature,” Eamon said, bringing a polished wood box to the table by the fire. “Their flesh is poison to ours.” He flipped the latch on the box. I stepped closer. Runes flared into life on the box as Eamon opened it gently, shimmering silver across the gleaming wood. A long, thin blade lay inside, swaddled in black cloth, only its hilt visible. I felt a breath of its power along my skin, raising goose-bumps. “A blade blessed by the blood of a Queen,” Eamon said, “and inscribed with runes. The same runes,” he added darkly, “carved into the walls of the barracks that should have kept the creature from entering.”


  His unspoken thought echoed in my head: If the runes had not stopped the creature from entering the barracks, who was to say the rune-inscribed blade would purge the creature’s poison from Finnead’s flesh? I shuddered a little. I had expended too much power in one day already, I knew; I could not help any more or I’d risk sending myself back to that gray cliff, with no-one to coax me back from the edge this time.


  “The blood of a Queen?” I said. “That seems a bit dark in itself.”


  “Blood-magic is a double-edged blade,” Eamon agreed, closing the box just as gently as he had opened it and carefully securing the latch. He gave me a considering look. “As with most power, intention is everything. If the blood is given willingly, with pure intention—like this blade, intended for healing—then it is a powerful force for good.”


  “And if the blood isn’t given willingly?” I asked, already knowing the answer.


  “Dark blood-magic is much more complicated than the ancient healing rites. But it is also much more powerful. Just as blood gives life, it can also bring death.”


  A chill slipped down my back. Emery’s words echoed in my head: There is a fine line, Tess, between healing and necromancy. “There are many double-edged blades,” I murmured, mostly to myself. Eamon paused as he picked up the rune-inscribed box. He glanced at me but then wordlessly slipped the strap of his satchel over his shoulder and strode toward the door to the main room. I followed. As I passed Emery’s bed, he lifted a hand at me.


  “Wait,” he said. I stopped. Emery leaned to the side and grasped his sword-belt, drawing it onto the bed. He held it across his lap, unsheathing the blade a little so that it gleamed in the firelight. “I’ve always favored a lighter blade,” he said quietly. “And since I’m in no shape to do any fighting for a while…I thought it might be of use to you.”


  I drew back half a step in surprise. Was this the same Emery who had all but accused me of necromancy with echoes of ghosts in his eyes? “I don’t understand.”


  The barest hint of a smile passed over his lips. “I must confess that I don’t entirely understand either.” His old acerbic tone laced his words, enough that I knew it was really Emery talking. He slid a hand down the blade fondly. “But I do understand that you, my Lady Bearer, need a blade that you can draw without worrying about unleashing a tide of ancient power.” He raised his eyebrows slightly, daring me to contradict him. I looked at him silently and then unbuckled my sword-belt, sliding off the scabbard of my still-sheathed broken blade. I laid my well-worn belt on the bed and drew the shard of my sword, the edge gleaming jaggedly in the firelight.


  “It was Ramel’s second-best blade,” I said ruefully.


  “It served you well,” Emery replied. “I will take it back to Darkhill with me, and mayhap I can find a smith with enough skill to reforge the blade.”


  “Thank you,” I said. “Or I suppose Ramel will thank you.”


  Emery chuckled dryly. “Oh, this sword ceased belonging to Ramel the moment you picked it up, I’m sure.”


  I mockingly punched his good shoulder, my touch as gentle as if I were handling a child. He stiffened slightly but then took the teasing gracefully. After a moment, he pushed his sword toward me. I slid my hands beneath it and carefully picked it up. Even the scabbard was lovely, dark grey leather with silver clasps and a graceful design worked into the leather down the center. I stood, holding the scabbard in my left hand. I drew Emery’s sword in a glimmering sheen of silver. The grip felt different than Ramel’s sword. It had been made for a smaller hand, crafted for a wielder with speed rather than strength. I hefted the blade and smiled. “It has lovely balance,” I said to Emery.


  “Of course it does,” he replied. “And it has a lovely edge too, so I’d appreciate it if it came back to me without any notches or missing half the blade.”


  I glanced at the bed and the shard of Ramel’s sword. “Given my history, I don’t think that’s a promise I can make.” Laying down the scabbard on the bed, I stepped away and then leapt into a series of drills, arcs and feints and jabs at an imaginary foe that made the blade sing through the air. The line of stitches in my cheek pulled painfully as I grinned, but I didn’t suppress my smile as I turned back to Emery. “This is the best sword I’ve laid my hands on.” The Caedbranr gave a sharp vibrating tone in protest. I chuckled. “The best plain blade that I’ve laid hands on,” I amended. The Sword subsided with a sort of mutter, mollified. I sheathed Emery’s blade. “Are you sure?” I asked him. He looked at me with steely gray eyes, no trace of the wandering ghost-like light.


  “What Guard would let his Lady Bearer embark on a dangerous journey without a good plain blade?” he replied.


  I slid the scabbard onto my sword-belt and buckled it about my waist. The sword laid against my left hip at precisely the right spot, not too long that it got tangled in my legs and not too short that it knocked my knees. “Thank you,” I said earnestly. “I’ll bring it back to you, when I return to Darkhill.”


  Half a smile touched Emery’s mouth. “I’ll hold you to your word, Lady Bearer.”


  “Stop that nonsense.” I smiled back at him and shook my head.


  “You should learn to stop blushing when you are called by your proper title,” he said, gray eyes glimmering in amusement.


  I shrugged. “I can’t really help it.”


  “But you must. You must have a face for the world to see, and a face that is your true self. Don’t let the world have your true face, Tess. It won’t go well for you, I don’t think.”


  “I’ll keep it in mind.” I straightened my shirt beneath the new weight of Emery’s sword. “Thank you again.”


  “Be careful, Tess,” he said quietly, giving me a slight nod as I turned to go. I nodded back and walked over to Vell.


  “So?” I asked, folding my legs beneath me and sliding Emery’s sword to the side as I sat down next to her. “What’s the verdict?”


  Vell ran her fingers through Beryk’s sable fur. “Nothing save bruises that a good night’s rest will remedy.” Beryk gazed at me with tranquil golden eyes.


  “And what about you?”


  “I’ve had my nose broken before,” she replied unconcernedly. “It’s a clean break and it’s not crooked, so it’s nothing to fuss over.”


  I grimaced. “Does it hurt?”


  “A little.” She shrugged. “’Twill pass. Like most things.” Raising her eyes from Beryk, she looked at me calmly. “Sorry for getting upset. It wasn’t your fault.” She took a breath. “It—unsettled—Beryk and I, that thing. That syivhalla.”


  “Syivhalla?” I repeated.


  Vell waved a hand. “Evil spirit.” Then she caught my chin in her hand and tilted my face to the light. I began to draw back in surprise. She tightened her grip. “Hold still. Let me see these stitches.” She leaned closer, and I could smell the pine and snow of the North. “It’s almost healed,” she murmured in fascination. “Seems as though the legends are true, then.”


  “What legends?” I asked, rubbing my chin as she let me go.


  “Old legends that I heard when I was young, and forgot, mostly, until now. Until I retrieved a half-drowned mortal from under the river-tree.” Her golden eyes flashed teasingly.


  “It was raining,” I said in half-hearted defense. My cheek itched, and my hands twitched of their own accord before I placed them firmly in my lap. “Can you take the stitches out soon, then?”


  “Right now, if you like,” Vell replied, springing to her feet with uncanny grace. I clambered to my feet and followed her to the table by the fire. She rummaged through Eamon’s supplies and found a sharp, slim little dagger whose blade was barely thicker than a needle. “Sit down, then. It’ll only take a minute.”


  I sat down in the chair. Beryk settled himself by my side, sitting with his tail wrapped neatly about his paws. His tongue lolled out over his white teeth in pleasure as I twined my fingers through his ruff.


  “Close your eyes. I can’t have you all nervous, not with the blade this close to your eye.”


  “I’m not—nervous,” I protested as I closed my eyes, but I jumped a little at the first tug of a stitch being cut by the delicate blade. Vell made a tsk-ing noise in the back of her throat, Beryk adding his wolfish admonishment as well. “Fine,” I grumbled.


  “And stop talking. When you move your lips, your cheek moves too.”


  I would have rolled my eyes had they been open, but as it was I stayed carefully still, shadows playing on my closed eyes as Vell leaned over me. My skin stung as she cut each stitch and pulled the threads from the wound; but it was also a strangely satisfying feeling, like scratching an itch I hadn’t been able to reach for a long time.


  “This would have taken even a Sidhe a few days to heal,” Vell murmured as she tugged another thread from my skin. “And all the stories say that mortals are supposed to be much slower than Sidhe to heal.” I heard the grin in her voice as she amended, “Well, I know you’re not an ordinary mortal, but still, this is impressive. There, finished.”


  I opened my eyes and touched my cheek lightly with two fingers. The tips of my fingers came away smeared with the faintest trace of blood, but the bone-deep cut across my cheek had healed to a tender, smooth scar, with a pattern of tiny pricks on either side from the stitches. “Thanks,” I said.


  Vell shrugged with one shoulder. “It’s nothing. Any backwoods bumbling idiot can take out stitches.” Her teeth glimmered as she grinned. “It’s putting them in, piecing a person together again, that takes the skill.”


  “And you did a fine job of it,” I replied, running my fingers over the smooth scar again, remembering the taste of fear in the back of my throat as I climbed down the tree in the forest, running for my life from the cadengriff; and the sudden flare of pain, then frightening numbness, as a shard of wood laid open my cheek to the bone. I straightened my shoulders and shook free of the memory.


  “Have you ever heard of cleansing a wound by fire and sigil?” I asked Vell.


  She looked up from cleaning the slender blade. “I haven’t ever seen it done, but I’ve heard it’s a powerful rite.”


  “Is it…painful?”


  “I’ve heard tell of some who have died from it,” she replied.


  Before I could think, before I had time to question myself, I threw back my chair and was halfway to the door of the healing room, my long strides purposeful.


  “They’re doing it?” I heard Vell ask from behind me.


  “The Vaelanbrigh,” I answered tightly.


  Vell caught up to me, her soft boots silent on the floor. “He’s strong,” she said quietly, matching my pace as we passed through the outer room, past the long still body covered in a blanket. Ramel no longer stood guard over it; instead a Sidhe whose name I did not know stood by the corpse, blade drawn.


  “He was wounded in the battle,” I said, “and then he brought me back from the gray cliffs. That must have taken some strength.”


  Vell stopped suddenly. I turned to look at her. We stood by the door of the barracks.


  “Do you understand what the gray cliffs mean?” she asked me quietly, golden eyes searching my face.


  I raised my chin slightly. “I was dying.”


  Her golden eyes sharpened. “No. You died. There’s a difference.”


  “Just because someone stops breathing, and their heart stops…that doesn’t mean they’re dead,” I told her. “Technically, yes…but in my world, you can bring someone back from that, sometimes.”


  “You were in the grip of a powerful poison. There was no coming back from that, not without more powerful help.”


  I thought of the sapphire blaze of Finnead’s eyes, burning through the gray mists. “He came for me, by the cliffs.”


  Vell folded her arms and looked into the distance. “We thought we had lost both of you. He stopped breathing, when he went after you. And you…there was frost on your face, on your arms.” She glanced at me. “He brought you back, and he came back with you. We thought it had to have been one or the other, him or you. We knew he would send you back.” Her mouth twisted slightly.


  “How…how long was I…gone?” I asked softly.


  “The better part of an hour, maybe more.” Vell shrugged, her beautiful fierce face carefully smooth.


  I scrubbed my face with one palm. “It felt like minutes to me.” I held my hand in front of my face and flexed the fingers, remembering the dreamy feel of my own flesh in that gray-shrouded world.


  “Let’s speak no more of it,” the Northerner said sternly. “What’s passed is over and done.” She glanced at the long still form of Allene’s body under the sheet. “All we can do is move forward.”


  “All we can do is move forward,” I repeated softly in agreement, following her out into the golden afternoon light.


  


  Chapter 7


  A small group of men stood near the great spreading oak tree that lifted its branches to the sky by the side of the barracks. Finnead stood a distance apart from the group. I recognized Ramel and Eamon immediately, Ramel by the glint of copper in his hair and Eamon by the healing-satchel slung across his shoulder, and the lacquered wooden box held carefully in his hands. One of the other Sidhe turned to look at us as we approached.


  “Donovan!” I called out with a grin. He strode over, an answering smile on his lips, his vibrantly green eyes flashing like emeralds in the sun. He clasped my forearm, the greeting of one warrior to another. I grinned up at him, and then he winked at me and drew me into a brotherly hug. “It’s good to see you,” I told him honestly. The small group of friends that I’d made at Court had been scattered throughout the camp since the battle. I hadn’t seen Donovan since I’d arrived at the camp, rain-drenched and weary, led by Vell and Beryk.


  Donovan held me at arms’ length and inspected me. “’Tis well to see you too, and not looking too much the worse for wear. Bren would have my skin if I let the only mortal she’s ever met run into too much trouble.”


  “Too much trouble? Never,” I said dryly, eliciting a chuckle from him.


  Then he sobered as he looked over my shoulder at Vell. “And how are you, lady?”


  “First of all, I’m not a lady,” Vell said, a hint of a growl in her voice. She paced forward, her lithe body moving with the supple grace of the wolf keeping pace beside her. Then she raised her chin slightly, golden eyes considering Donovan. “But thank you for asking. We are fine.” She twined her fingers in Beryk’s gleaming black fur.


  “Tess,” said Ramel, “this is not going to be pleasant.”


  I gestured back to the barracks. “That wasn’t very pleasant, either.” I caught the gaze of my sword-teacher, my one-time childhood friend, the Sidhe who perhaps understood me best of all in this world that was not my own, but to which I was now bound by blood and fire and ancient iron. “I can’t shy away from pain, or blood.” I held his gaze, hoping he would understand. “I’m going to see much more of it, and I have to be able to stand it when I do.”


  Ramel nodded imperceptibly. “I understand, Tess, but this might be different.” He looked over to where Finnead stood apart from the group, still wearing his blood-stained shirt, shredded at the shoulder where the creature had caught him in her claws.


  I clenched my jaw and forced myself to meet Ramel’s eyes again. “No matter what my personal feelings, I have to do my duty. I need to learn as much as I can before we set out for the Seelie Court. What if another creature attacks us on the road? I need to know how to cure a Dark wound, just the same as I need to know how to set a broken bone or stitch someone back together.” My voice was calm, unwavering, sensible. I felt a small twinge of pride at its steadiness, because my mind was anything but calm when I looked over at Finnead.


  “Tess has a point,” Vell said in her logical way, stepping up to stand close behind my shoulder. Beryk pushed his nose between us and squeezed the rest of his body through until he was wedged between our legs. He panted happily, tongue lolling. I wanted to give Vell a look of gratitude but instead I rubbed Beryk’s soft ears. He gave an appreciative, wolfish sigh.


  “Stand outside the circle, and make sure you keep a rein on the Sword’s power,” Ramel cautioned. “I don’t know what would happen if the two mixed.”


  I nodded and felt my eyes go unfocused for a moment as I drew the Caedbranr’s power into myself, caging it with my ribs, with my skin and the delicate pulsing threads of my veins. It knew what I asked and dampened the rest of its aura, the little I could not draw into myself. We were becoming very good at sensing one another, the Sword and I; and aside from the fact that it had given me emerald-green war-markings from my right fingertips to my right shoulder, it seemed to accept my authority. I still knew, though, that it would stand me in good stead to remain polite, asking rather than ordering unless in dire circumstance.


  “You’re getting very good at that,” Ramel commented.


  “You can feel a difference?”


  “Yes.”


  “What does it feel like when I don’t have it completely dampened?” I asked in curiosity.


  “It feels like the air before a storm around you,” Ramel said thoughtfully. “A feeling of heaviness, something that could lash out like lightning.”


  “Interesting,” I said quietly.


  Ramel showed us where to stand. There was a circle drawn in the earth around the oak tree, the line smooth and unwavering. We stood on the edge, Beryk still wedged happily between Vell and I, both of us twining our fingers in his black fur. Vell glanced at me once, her gaze unreadable; and then we watched as Donovan unfolded a square of black cloth, placing it on the grass. Eamon knelt and gently placed the lacquered box on the cloth, opening it reverently. While he unbound the blood-blessed blade, Donovan and Ramel walked over to Finnead. Ramel helped him ease his shirt over his head. Finnead stood bare-chested before the ancient oak, the still-healing wound to his side pink against the gleaming paleness of his skin. As he handed his tattered shirt to Donovan, he glimpsed us standing at the edge of the circle. We were close enough that I saw his blue eyes darken. Ramel leaned close to him and said something in a low voice in his ear. An inscrutable expression passed fleetingly across the Vaelanbrigh’s face, and then he nodded slightly.


  I wondered if Finnead ever felt fear. I wondered if he had been at all afraid, journeying into the gray mists to bring me back. An intense yearning to ask him that question burned through me, but I clenched my jaw and forced myself to stand straight and tall and unmoving at the edge of the circle.


  The afternoon light slanted golden over the green grass. Lacy shadows and chains of sun-dapple flowed across Ramel and Donovan as they took up positions on either side of Finnead. The sunlight played in Finnead’s raven-dark hair, coaxing out the shades of deep purple and blue and green that had so mesmerized me on our first meeting.


  Eamon took the dagger, murmuring in the Sidhe tongue as he cut a piece of bark from the oak tree’s trunk. The tree shone starkly white as he pulled the bark away, echoing the whiteness of Finnead’s bare skin. Eamon dipped his fingers into the gleaming sap of the oak and walked over to Donovan and Ramel, marking their foreheads with the lifeblood of the tree. He marked himself on his head and his palms, but did not mark Finnead. I felt a strange prickle of power, power not my own, as Eamon took a flat silver dish and placed the bark upon it, still murmuring in the mellifluous words of the ancient Sidhe language. He placed a sprig of a bright green herb on the bark, and then a strange blood-red flower. Then there was a spiky-leafed purple plant, and finally a beautiful white flower. The stem of the white flower had wickedly long thorns.


  Eamon struck flint against the beautiful silver blade. I winced, but the blade was unscathed as a spark fell down like a tear onto the bark and the flowers. A small flame flickered on the bark of the oak. The beautiful white flower began to char, its pristine petals curling into ash at the edges. But the blood-red flower seemed to feed on the flame, its color growing deeper and more vibrant, red as mortal blood.


  The silver dish must have been hot, but Eamon placed the silver blade over the flames and lifted the dish in his hands, the dagger balanced precisely, bathed in fire up to its hilt. He took three long steps and stopped before Finnead. The smoke from the small fire was pungent, even at our distance. When I inhaled its first curling tendrils, a wave of dizziness came over me. The sap-markings, I thought disjointedly, must protect Donovan and Ramel and Eamon.


  “Blood-flower and maiden’s-skin, purple moonbane and green knightsfoil,” Vell murmured beside me. I swayed at the smoke, and Beryk pressed against my knee, suddenly large enough to support me with little trouble. I smiled dizzily down at him.


  Eamon was indeed unaffected by the smoke, the sap on his forehead gleaming. He held the silver dish close to Finnead, so that the gray-blue smoke rising over the heating dagger washed over the Vaelanbrigh. At first I thought that the Knight was unaffected as well, and a swell of hope rose in my chest—perhaps this would not be so terrible a rite after all. Then he swayed slightly, pale skin gleaming like moonlight through the smoke. The smoke wreathed his face and twined around his neck and pressed against his shoulder, where I could see the one vivid wound by his collarbone.


  The smoke pressed thickly around Finnead’s face. I saw Donovan and Ramel’s grim expressions as they watched, protected by the lifeblood of the oak. Eamon held the silver dish steadily, but his eyes betrayed his worry.


  “It’s smothering him,” I whispered, still light-headed from my one draught of the blue smoke.


  “He cannot fall,” Vell said quietly. “The cleansing will not work if he falls. He has to prove himself worthy of the blood of the Queen.” Her voice twisted in soft sarcasm at her last words.


  “He’s a Named Knight,” I said, hearing the tinge of bitterness in my own voice. “Hasn’t he already proven himself worthy, if she’s chosen him?”


  “I cannot speak for them,” Vell replied, her voice flat.


  The flames flickered on the silver dish, seeming to dance suspended on the blade of the silver dagger. The smoke was a living thing. I saw Finnead’s head start to fall forward as he took a staggering step. I felt my own knees trembling as I watched. He half-turned, but Eamon kept the smoke before his face. The four claw marks on his shoulder burned a dangerous red against his flesh.


  “How long must he stand on his own?” I asked, not caring that my voice was hoarse or that my fingers buried in Beryk’s fur were white-knuckled.


  “Until the fire goes out,” Vell replied quietly.


  A cold stone settled into the pit of my stomach as I realized that the smoldering fire on the silver dish, though small, could very well burn for hours.


  “And then?” I whispered.


  “We must watch,” Vell replied simply.


  So I stood and watched, unable to cross the circle scratched in the earth, its power prickling across my skin in occasional gusts, like goose-bumps from a spectral wind. I stood and watched for what felt like hours, but was only minutes, as Finnead’s skin turned ashen, his black hair still gleaming like a raven’s wing through the haze of smoke. I watched Donovan and Ramel, the grimness on their faces and the pain they strove to hide in their eyes—but I could see it, because I felt it as well.


  There was no sound under the oak save Eamon’s murmured incantation and Finnead’s harsh breathing. He swayed again, clenched his fists, caught himself. I felt myself clenching my fists with him, as if that would give him some of my strength. A cloud passed over the sun, the golden afternoon light dimming, giving over the ground beneath the oak tree’s spreading branches to shadows. The flame shone brighter in the darkness, twisting and dancing like a living creature. I wanted nothing more in that moment than to quench that fire, but I could not cross the circle without breaking the rite, shattering all that had already been done into unusable pieces. My hand went to Gwyneth’s pendant of its own accord. The slight cool weight of it pressed familiarly into my palm, calming, like the soothing touch of a mother.


  “First a circle to keep us in, and now a circle to keep us out,” I murmured.


  Vell said something softly under her breath in her Northern language, her golden eyes fixed on the four Sidhe beneath the oak. Beryk whined low in his throat, looking up at Vell. He shifted from paw to paw restlessly, his uncannily intelligent gaze lingering on Vell, then on Finnead. He turned his head to look at me and then whined again.


  “What exactly does the rule say, about the wounded standing on their own?” I asked Vell quietly.


  “No man or woman may help them,” Vell replied. She glanced at me. “There’s no loophole for us, if that’s what you were asking…” Her words trailed into silence as Beryk whined again, pulling slightly against our fingers in his fur.


  Vell and I looked at each other for a long moment. I broke the gaze and looked back at Finnead. The puncture wounds from the creature’s claws split open, bubbling dark blood. His face was ashen, his lips tinged with blue—whether it was the blue of the smoke coloring his skin, I couldn’t tell.


  “He brought me back from the gray cliffs,” I said quietly, urgently. “If he hadn’t spent all that energy on me, he would be strong enough to do it on his own.”


  “He still has that gash in his side from the battle, too,” Vell replied, her face taking on the appraising expression of a healer evaluating a wound. She looked down at Beryk. “We don’t know whether this will ruin the whole thing.”


  “If he falls, it’s ruined anyway,” I said, watching tensely as the Vaelanbrigh clenched and unclenched his fists, still fighting the smoke. A tremor shook his entire body. The claw marks bubbled and hissed. “If he dies,” I continued, the words bitter in my mouth, “then that’s a blow to Mab’s power. We can’t afford for the Unseelie Court to fall as well. We need him to come with us to the Seelie Court.”


  Vell gave a slight smile. “I’m not arguing with any of that, Tess. I just needed a moment to make sure I was remembering the lore right.” She stroked Beryk’s head. “For both our sakes, let’s hope I’m right.”


  She released her hold on Beryk, sending him off with a sharp Northern word. He bounded forward the instant he was free from our grasps—and not a moment too soon. Finnead’s knees began to buckle, but suddenly there was a black wolf the size of a small horse standing next to him, leaning against him slightly to help him regain his balance. Donovan’s eyes widened slightly in surprise, but I caught the slight smile that passed over Ramel’s mouth, and Eamon continued his low murmured incantation without any hesitation. Finnead drew back his shoulders, blue-tinged lips set in a determined line. Vell watched, golden eyes inscrutable.


  Finally, after what seemed hours, the flames on the silver dish began to flicker and dim. The last of the blue smoke gathered itself into a thick cloud, coalescing in the space between Eamon and Finnead. A low growl trickled from Beryk as an outline emerged in the smoke, taller than Finnead, long-limbed and menacing. Ramel and Donovan tensed as the figure of the syivhalla—I found myself using Vell’s word in my head—emerged from the smoke, insubstantial yet still threatening, still terrifying with its too-long face and dark, inhuman pits where eyes should have been. In one swift movement it lashed out, claws plunging into Finnead’s shoulder as the wounds sizzled and smoked. His entire body arched backward. The smoke-syivhalla hissed, wrenching its claws deeper into the Vaelanbrigh’s flesh. Beryk snarled at it, pressing against Finnead’s legs. Finnead reached for Beryk with his good hand, clutching at the wolf’s black fur.


  Then the flames flickered low in the silver dish, and died. Eamon took hold of the hilt of the silver dagger and plunged the blade through the spectral form of the syivhalla—right into Finnead’s shoulder. The smoke-specter vanished with a hiss at the touch of the silver blade. Finnead’s flesh smoked, and his knees buckled; but when the last of the smoke dissipated in a blue curl beneath the leaves of the oak, Donovan and Ramel leapt forward as one, Donovan seizing Finnead’s good arm and Ramel steadying him with a careful arm about his back. Beryk kept his station, leaning slightly against the front of Finnead’s legs.


  Eamon watched Finnead’s shoulder intently. Wisps of black smoke crawled from the wound. When only deep blue blood trickled down Finnead’s chest, Eamon drew the dagger from his flesh in one quick, sure movement. He laid the blade across the silver dish and dipped his thumb in the still-smoldering ashes. I closed my eyes and swallowed, and when I opened them Eamon’s hand was stained with blue blood, and ashes covered the wound in Finnead’s shoulder.


  “He has to do that with all four marks?” I whispered to Vell, not trusting my voice.


  She nodded grimly.


  “I understand why they didn’t want us to watch,” I said with a shiver. But I took a deep breath and watched as Eamon used the white-hot silver blade on the four marks on Finnead’s back, and then covered each in turn with ash. And then, with a note of finality, Eamon pressed the silver dagger into Finnead’s hand. Ramel and Donovan carefully released their hold on him. Beryk remained by his side, within reach of his free hand. He took three swift steps, amazingly sure on his feet after the ordeal he had endured; he paused, took a deep breath, and took another three strides, and he stood before the pale gleaming skin of the oak where its bark had been stripped away. He raised the dagger, its blade thick with his blood, and carved the sigil into the wood of the tree. When he finished, a ring of wind swept outward from the tree, breaking the earthen circle and whirling away the prickling feeling of power, combing sudden fingers through my hair and bringing with it the scent of fire and ash.


  Eamon carefully took the silver dagger from Finnead. He knelt before the lacquered box and gently cleaned the blade with the black cloth, and then swaddled the dagger once again in its black robes before placing it back in its box. Finnead raised his hand, pressed it to the sigil, stood for a moment with his head down. Ramel moved close and spoke to him in a low voice.


  Beryk watched the Vaelanbrigh for a moment, and then shook himself thoroughly from nose to tail, a very dog-like gesture. I felt a small smile tugging at my lips despite the grave mood. The black wolf trotted back over to us. He sat in front of Vell, gazing up at her solemnly. Was looking into each other’s eyes like looking into their own eyes? I wondered suddenly, watching the wolf and the woman. Vell went to one knee in the long grass and pressed her forehead against Beryk’s, her hands sliding behind his ears. If he had been human, she would have laid her palms against the side of his face. I heard her murmur something to him in the language of the North. Then her air of solemnity dissipated and she hugged the wolf fiercely. Beryk squirmed slightly in her arms but his tongue lolled pink over his white teeth. He looked at me over Vell’s shoulder. I quirked an eyebrow at him. When Vell released him, he leapt over to me. I roughed his neck fur and then tugged playfully on one ear. “You did good, fur-face,” I told him. He grinned wolfishly.


  “Fur-face is hardly a dignified name to call a herravaldyr,” Vell commented as she took a cursory inventory of her weapons, checking to make sure all her sundry blades were intact, as though the ritual could have somehow displaced them. I touched the hilt of the Sword out of habit.


  I glanced at Vell, and then back to Beryk. The black wolf was fully absorbed in scratching industriously at his ear with his hind paw. “Well,” I said dryly, “does that look very dignified to you?”


  Vell crossed her arms. Beryk looked between the two of us and promptly stopped scratching his ear, gathering himself into his best statue-still pose, eyes fixed straight ahead and paws neatly arranged, like a soldier standing at attention. I chuckled, then sobered, looking back to the oak tree. “So what happens now?”


  The North-woman shrugged. “I do not know. It is not a Northern ritual.”


  The Sidhe had disappeared to the other side of the oak. I curbed my desire to stride over to the tree and was rewarded for my self-restraint when Donovan appeared and strode toward us.


  “What’s the verdict?” I asked.


  “The cleansing looks to have been effective,” Donovan replied.


  I waited for him to elaborate, but the Sidhe wasn’t forthcoming.


  “I’m going to go saddle up,” Vell said.


  “Hold on a minute,” I told her. “Do you think it’s smart to start out right after the Vaelanbrigh went through the ritual? Beryk had to help him—”


  “And that I will not forget,” Finnead interrupted me smoothly, striding with cat-like grace from behind the trunk of the oak tree. He wore a clean white shirt, and I glimpsed the edge of a bandage near his neck. Eamon and Ramel followed him, Eamon carrying the lacquered box as carefully as a newborn child.


  A smudge of ash highlighted the paleness of Finnead’s face. “I agree with the Northerner,” Finnead said with a slight nod to Vell.


  “I have a name,” she replied with the barest hint of a growl in the back of her voice.


  “We all have many names,” Ramel said, “some that we like more than others.” He looked at me as he said it.


  “Don’t you start with that nonsense too,” I told him wearily. I sighed and rubbed at the scar on my nose. Glancing up at the sun, which balanced on the grasping hands of the tallest trees of the forest, I looked back at Vell. “We have enough time to make a good start?”


  “Our mounts are sure and fleet-footed,” she replied.


  “The Dark creatures will have sensed the ritual,” Ramel added. “They are drawn to power, and blood-magic will call them.”


  “Will you start for Darkhill then?” I asked him.


  “With the Vaelanmavar,” he agreed.


  I nodded, thinking. “It would be best if he were taken back to Darkhill as fast as possible.” I looked at Ramel for a long moment, searching his eyes. “Do you think that Queen Mab will recognize his treason?”


  It was Finnead who answered. “Whether the Queen likes you or not, you are the Bearer of the Iron Sword, bound in blood to the only weapon that can bring victory to us in this War of Shadows. She will have to recognize you as an equal.”


  I snorted. “That doesn’t seem likely. She sent a spy to look in on us this morning.”


  “I never said she would trust you,” Finnead pointed out in his calm, cool way.


  “Right,” I said. “So, the Vaelanmavar tried to kill both me and Molly. That’ll be enough?”


  “I cannot predict the Queen’s judgment,” Finnead said.


  “You’re a Named Knight. Don’t you have some sort of link with her?”


  “Only as much as she allows.”


  I waited, but that seemed to be the only information that Finnead was willing to offer, so I turned back to Ramel. “Eamon will be with the wounded?”


  “Yes,” he said, “most likely in a second group, if they can’t keep the pace.”


  I didn’t like the idea of splitting the already small number of Sidhe into two groups, but I held my tongue. Ramel had hundreds of years more experience than me in the matter of traveling and fighting on the road. So instead I said, “Be careful.”


  “As you command, my beautiful Bearer,” Ramel replied with a grin. Donovan rolled his eyes and Vell made a noise somewhere between a chuckle and a snort.


  “Come on then,” Vell said. “We can be on the road in less than an hour.”


  I nodded and turned to follow her to the stables.


  “Tess?” Ramel said.


  I paused and looked at him over my shoulder. He closed the distance between us in two long strides and enveloped me in a bear hug before I could protest.


  “You be careful, too, little sister,” he said as he held me at arm’s length.


  I chuckled, ignoring the tight feeling in my throat. “You sound like Liam.”


  “Well, someone has to look after you,” Ramel replied reasonably.


  “I’m sure he’d appreciate it,” I said. I gave him another quick hug, he ruffled my hair despite my noise of protest, and then I turned away quickly, clenching my jaw and swallowing hard. I strode quickly after Vell, trying to ignore the feeling of dread uncoiling slowly in my stomach as I walked away from Ramel.


  The warm air of the stable flowed around me as I stepped inside. Beryk sat calmly by one of the stalls as Vell selected tack from pegs on the wall.


  “Doesn’t he spook them?” I asked, walking over to find my own saddle and bridle—or the Sidhe version of them.


  “They’re used to him,” Vell replied. “And Fae mounts don’t spook nearly as easily as your mortal horses. Or at least that’s what I’ve heard.”


  “It makes sense. A normal horse would have gone mad with some of the creatures that I’ve seen in Faeortalam.” I turned back toward the stalls, saddle and bridle in my hands. Kaleth whinnied at me in greeting, stretching his neck over the stall door. “Seems like you’re ready to get going too,” I told him as I flicked the latch of the door and slid inside the stall. He blew out a breath of air and bobbed his magnificent head in agreement, pawing at the dirt floor with one forefoot. I patted his smooth, cool neck—Fae mounts were decidedly less warm-blooded than mortal horses, something having to with a legend about dragon-blood in their heritage.


  The stable door opened again, and Merrick slipped inside. The three of us worked in silence. I checked and double-checked every strap on my gear, tugging on the leather to test its strength. The last thing I needed on the hazardous journey to Brightvale was a snapped strap on my gear. It would most likely leave me with a snapped limb, an injury I couldn’t very well afford when I was supposed to be fighting the greatest evil Faeortalam had ever known.


  Kaleth shifted restlessly, muscles rippling beneath his blue-gray coat.


  “We’ll be on our way soon enough,” I murmured to him. He turned his head and watched me checking my straps for the third time. Then I took Emery’s sword—my sword, now—and fastened the scabbard to the side of the saddle, allowing me to ride without having the blade hitting against my leg at every step while still giving me access to the weapon.


  “I think your straps will hold,” Vell commented as she led her small black mount toward the door. Merrick, following her, hid a smile.


  “See how you like it when one of your straps break,” I called after them both. After one more check, I led Kaleth out of his stall and toward the door, though with Fae mounts it was always more like a suggestion rather than a command. His ears swiveled forward and he tossed his head as we emerged into the clearing.


  Finnead was already there somehow, riding a steel-gray mount. He, too, had a plain blade strapped to his saddle, and now he wore the Brighbranr on his back. His scabbard, though, was much more ornate, with silver tooling and sapphires near the hilt of the blade. Anyone looking at the scabbard would know that it sheathed an important weapon. If robbers chose between the Brighbranr and the Caedbranr, just based on the look of the scabbard and the sword, they would most likely choose the Brighbranr.


  Suddenly I realized that our small travelling party was not alone in the clearing. The remaining Sidhe stood silently before me in loose ranks, Eamon, Donovan and Ramel in the front row.


  “You have more need of these than us,” Donovan said, and they handed each of us a neatly wrapped bundle.


  “Arrows and a bow for those that didn’t have them,” said Eamon. “A kit of basic healing supplies in each, and a good blanket for during the night.”


  Vell industriously strapped the bundle behind her saddle. She took mine from me and did the same.


  “And,” said Ramel, “these.”


  Four of the Sidhe brought forward cloaks. I still had my old cloak from Darkhill, and the extra shirt and trousers. But these cloaks were finer by far than any I’d seen in Faeortalam. The fabric was thickly woven yet still soft, and as I took the cloak I noticed a silvery sheen as light moved over it. The hood was lined with some sort of incredibly soft gray fur.


  “They’ll stand up to the worst rain-storm,” Ramel explained, “and they’ll keep you warm or cool, whichever you need.”


  My cloak was a deep emerald green. I glanced over and saw that Finnead’s cloak was sapphire blue, and Vell’s was black as Beryk’s fur. Merrick’s cloak was a deep red.


  “How did you even get these?” I wondered out loud.


  Ramel raised his eyebrows. “You seem to be forgetting, my dear, that we are Sidhe. We accomplish many inexplicable feats.”


  I smiled as I fastened the silver clasp of the cloak around my cloak and settled it about my shoulders. “Right. How could I forget?”


  “I have absolutely no idea,” Ramel replied seriously, only the glimmer in his eyes betraying his amusement. Then he shifted his gaze to Merrick. “You have the maps?”


  “I know the route,” Merrick replied with a firm nod.


  “Then let’s not stand around palavering all day,” Vell said, hooking her toe into a stirrup and mounting with fluid grace.


  I slid the toe of my boot into the stirrup and grabbed a handful of Kaleth’s mane as I heaved myself into the saddle. I would never be as graceful as the Sidhe or Vell, but at least I didn’t need a stepping-stool to get into the saddle. Merrick and Finnead fairly leapt onto their mounts.


  Two bright glows dove from the sky, stopping inches short of my nose. To my credit, I didn’t flinch. “Forin, Farin,” I greeted them calmly.


  “We are ready,” Forin said. Farin drew a dagger from her boot and brandished it as proof.


  “Good. Merrick knows the route. Talk to him and then scout ahead, please,” I told the two Glasidhe. Farin saluted me with her dagger and Forin bowed slightly before they zipped over to Merrick.


  Kavoryk appeared, riding a huge, shaggy beast that looked more like an ox than any kind of horse. The battle-scarred edge of his axe gleamed from behind his shoulder. He had a quiver of black-fletched arrows bound to one side of his massive beast, and he carried a spear as thick as my arm. His black eyes glittered as he took in the gathered Sidhe.


  “May your arrows fly true and your sword-edge stay sharp,” Donovan said.


  I nodded. “Safe travels,” I said, because those were the only words that came to mind.


  “To the True Bearer,” Ramel said, pride in his voice as he touched two fingers to his forehead.


  “To the True Bearer!” roared the gathered Sidhe in one voice.


  The Sword thrummed at the Sidhe’s fierce shout, and my hand found its hilt. I drew it from its scabbard in one smooth motion, holding it aloft for all to see. “To victory!” I shouted. The Sidhe roared again, wordlessly, unsheathing their own blades or raising fists into the air. A stream of emerald fire flowed down the Sword as I put my heels to Kaleth’s sides. He wheeled and surged forward, emerald fire streaming from the edge of the Sword like a banner. The thunder of Kaleth’s hooves drowned out the shouts of the Sidhe as we departed, Merrick and Vell and Finnead and Kavoryk behind me, the black Northern wolf beside us, running swift as passing shadows through the darkness of the forest.


  


  Chapter 8


  After a few moments, the Sword extinguished its emerald banner of fire. I pulled back on the reins slightly, and Kaleth tossed his head but slowed to a canter, smoothing his gait so that I could sheath the Sword without impaling myself. Then Kaleth slowed to a trot, and Merrick pulled his mount up beside us. “You can take the lead,” I told him. “You’ve studied the maps?”


  He nodded. “That’s my specialty—what I studied the most during training, besides swordsmanship and riding and the like. Each patrol usually has a designated navigator. They’re responsible for knowing the maps and the different trails.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me that when you asked to come with us?” I asked.


  Merrick shrugged slightly. “I didn’t want you to take me along just to be some sort of guide dog.” He looked at me with his luminous gray eyes. “I wanted you to choose me because you saw me as a fighter.”


  I thought of my first impression, that he had looked too young to have a sword at his side. “You shouldn’t hide your skills. Why can’t you be a navigator and a fighter both?”


  “Most simply don’t see it that way. Scouts sometimes aren’t even allowed to join the main force during a skirmish.”


  I glanced behind us, at Vell and Kavoryk, and Finnead at rear-guard. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t really see any ‘main force’ here, Merrick. I couldn’t relegate you to the sidelines even if I wanted to do that. Which I don’t,” I added, just for clarity.


  Merrick grinned and I smiled back. Then he glanced up through the canopy of leaves overhead.


  “We could travel past sunset tonight,” he said. “There’s a full moon.”


  I thought of Finnead and the ritual, resisting the urge to glance back at him. “Would it be better to travel farther today?”


  “Until we reach the Borderlands, near the River Darinwel, the going should be fairly easy,” the young Sidhe replied. “Nothing our faehal can’t handle by moonlight.” He patted his mount’s neck.


  “Faehal,” I repeated, testing out the word. Kaleth tossed his head. I chuckled. “I guess Kaleth approves of my Sidhe.”


  “You pronounce it very well for…” Merrick stopped suddenly, blushing.


  “For a mortal?” I finished for him, grinning wickedly.


  “Well, I don’t know if you’re quite mortal anymore,” he amended.


  I frowned. “What?”


  “Don’t go scaring her with bedtime stories,” Vell said, riding up on my other side as the path widened enough for three of us to ride abreast.


  “You reference legends all the time,” I protested.


  “Legends, not bedtime stories,” she replied. “There’s a difference.”


  Merrick opened his mouth, Vell glared at him, and he shut it quickly, suddenly finding the canopy of leaves above our heads unbearably fascinating.


  “He’s our navigator,” I said to Vell, “so you’re going to have to let him talk sometime. And besides,” I added, “I’m not very easily scared.”


  Vell looked at me. “There are two kinds that don’t get scared at some point or another, Tess.”


  “Enlighten me.”


  “The stupid,” she replied, golden eyes suddenly serious, “and the dead.”


  “Right.” I straightened in the saddle. “That very well may be, but I think I can handle some bedtime stories, or whatever it was that Merrick was about to tell me.”


  “It’s nothing you need worry about,” Merrick said a bit too quickly for my liking. “Just a silly scrap of an old tale.”


  I watched the young Sidhe for a few long moments with narrowed eyes. He didn’t meet my gaze. I tucked the thought into the back of my head to pore over later, turning my attention to the forest. Tall, straight trees stood like sentinels on either side of our path, their branches arching regally overhead. The late afternoon sunlight, deepening from gold to bronze, lit the veins of the green leaves and created a latticework of light and shadow on the ground, rippling over the dead leaves and moss as a slight breeze shifted the branches of the trees. I let Kaleth have his head—he knew our path just as well as me. Beside Vell’s mount, Beryk caught the sound of some unfortunate small animal and bounded into the trees liquidly, dark fur gleaming in the sun.


  We rode in silence for a long while, Vell and Merrick and I riding together, then Kavoryk on his huge mount, and Finnead bringing up the rear. I thought about Ramel and Donovan, hoping that they would be able to reach Darkhill with the Vaelanmavar without incident. The Vaelanmavar was a cruel Sidhe, one who preferred using his power for his own personal gain. I suppressed a shudder at the memory of his insistent attempt at seduction. No, seduction was the wrong word…he had wanted to possess me, to own the only mortal who had come to the Unseelie Court in over five centuries. It was as if I was a pretty bauble up for auction, to be sold to the highest bidder, and in his estimation he was the wealthiest buyer. He hadn’t taken no for an answer, but he walked away with a gash across his eye and a torn lip—not the cleanest methods of deterring him, granted, but I reasoned that I didn’t have to fight fair in a game that I’d never agreed to play.


  The forest still stretched along our path as far as I could see as the sun sank lower toward the horizon. The Sword hummed a little in its sheath across my back—satisfied, I understood in a brief flash of clarity, to be on its way to its ultimate use. It saw the Seelie Court as a stepping stone to the darkness it felt seeping into the land of Faeortalam. I shifted in my saddle, attempting to work some feeling back into my thighs. Two dimmed lights flitted overhead, so quickly that I almost missed them.


  “Lady Bearer!” piped Farin as she alighted between Kaleth’s ears, gripping a wisp of his mane for balance. He flicked one ear and then seemed to ignore the indignity of serving as a perch for the Glasidhe. Forin chose to hover, keeping pace with Kaleth.


  “Forin, Farin,” I said with a small smile to my scouts. “What’s the news?”


  “At least another two days’ ride of forest ahead, if not three,” Forin reported, drifting on an eddy of air like a dandelion seed.


  “We encountered no Dark creatures,” Farin added, now sitting cross-legged between Kaleth’s ears, one small hand buried in his black mane for balance. “But the forest is thick, and we cannot see everything.”


  “I understand,” I said. “Merrick, does three days sound about right to you?”


  “More or less,” he replied. “If we travel through the night, we can make it two rather than three.”


  “I’d rather be out in the open,” said Vell. “They can see us, but we can see them too. All these shadows and rustling branches can make a person jumpy if they’re looking for a garrelnost or some-such behind every tree.”


  I twisted in my saddle, looking back at Finnead and Kavoryk. “What do you think?”


  “In the forest or out in the open, it makes no difference to me,” said Kavoryk in his rolling Northern accent. His shaggy mount shook its head in what seemed like agreement. “Dead is dead and I will kill any who tries to harm you, Bearer.”


  Smiling a little at that, I told the huge man, “You can call me just Tess, if you’d like. That goes for everyone here, while it’s just us and we’re traveling.”


  Finnead eyed me coolly, his sapphire gaze inscrutable.


  “Finnead?” I asked. “What are your thoughts?”


  His handsome face remained smooth and aloof. He rode his pitch-black faehal with unconscious, cat-like grace. “You are the Bearer. You must do what you think is best.”


  Straightening in my saddle, I returned his frosty gaze. “And as Bearer, I’m asking for your opinion, Vaelanbrigh.” I felt Merrick and Vell’s eyes on me. Kavoryk remained silent, his huge mount moving with incredible grace for such huge bulk.


  “Dark creatures tend to move at night,” Finnead said after a long moment, little inflection in his voice. “It would most likely be to our advantage to be moving as well.”


  I gave a short nod acknowledging his words and then turned around, keeping my face carefully blank. If he wanted to be cold, that was fine. I would match him freezing look for freezing look. I would do cold. Hell, I thought, tightening my grip on the reins, I would do sub-Arctic, North Pole in the middle of the Ice Age cold. He would have frostbite just thinking about me.


  “Tess?” Vell murmured, just loud enough for me to hear.


  I realized my knuckles showed white through the skin of my hands, and I relaxed my grip on the reins. “I’m fine,” I muttered.


  Vell tilted her head as she looked at me, then shrugged. Beryk slid out of the shadows, muzzle shining wetly as he passed through a puddle of fading sunlight.


  “Well, at least Beryk won’t want for game while we’re still in the forest,” I commented, trying to steer my mind in a more productive direction.


  “He won’t want for game on the plains, either,” retorted Vell. “He can find game when there’s knee-high snow on the ground and the ground has been frozen for months.”


  “I wasn’t questioning his skills as a hunter.” I put up one hand in a pacifying gesture. “Just…trying to make conversation.” I cleared my throat. The Sword gave another long, low thrum, vibrating through my ribs. I sat up straighter in the saddle, my right hand drifting toward the hilt of my plain blade. Beryk paused, black ears swiveling as he scented the air. He gave a short growl and slipped into the shadows again. Vell unslung her bow and nocked an arrow, guiding her mount with her knees as she scanned the forest warily.


  “There’s something out there,” she said quietly.


  Merrick drew his sword on my other side, and I slid my plain blade out of its sheath, marveling again at the way my hand fit its hilt as if it had been made for me and not loaned to me in place of my broken blade. Farin leapt from between Kaleth’s ears, a dagger gleaming in each hand. Forin remained by my side, his weapon undrawn but his stance alert.


  “Forin,” I said softly, “fly above the canopy, please, and tell me if you can see anything.”


  “Aye,” the Glasidhe scout said. He moved swiftly, disappearing before the sound of his voice faded.


  The wind whispered through the trees. I held my sword in one hand and tucked the ends of the reins beneath my left leg. I wanted both hands free. “Would they attack so close to the clearing?” I murmured to Vell.


  “They’re unpredictable. For the most part because they’re incredibly dull-witted,” replied Vell without taking her eyes from the deepening shadows.


  “We’ve traveled much farther than you might think,” Merrick said quietly, watching the other side of the path. “The forest looks much the same throughout, so it’s deceiving. Our mounts are swift.”


  “How far?” I asked, trying to estimate in my head. We’d been traveling for hours, yes, but it couldn’t possibly be that far.


  “Far enough that no one in the clearing would be able to hear us if we called for help,” Merrick replied with a touch of grimness in his voice.


  I let out my breath slowly. The Sword vibrated in its sheath. I reached back and touched its hilt with my left hand. It quieted a bit.


  “It might be best if you don’t use the Sword,” Vell said, shifting her grip on her bow.


  “If they’re going to attack us now, I’m going to use whatever I need to kill them.”


  “That’s all well and good, Tess, but listen.” An urgency entered Vell’s words. “They might not know who you are. It would be best if they didn’t find out.”


  “So you’re saying…hide the Sword and its power until we reach the Seelie Court.”


  “That’s exactly what I’m saying,” she replied.


  “Is a good idea,” rumbled Kavoryk, shifting his huge axe from hand to hand restlessly.


  “I second that,” Merrick murmured from my left, voice taut with concentration.


  “We all agree then.” Vell nodded in satisfaction.


  “Don’t I get a vote?” I asked.


  “No,” said Merrick and Vell together. Vell glanced across me at the young Sidhe in consideration, a small smile appearing for a fleeting moment on her lips.


  “Fine,” I said. What else could I do? I gave the mental equivalent of a shrug and widespread hands to the Sword. Its power turned restlessly over and over, looping between the Sword and my chest like a pacing tiger.


  Forin dove down through the leaves like a stricken bird set aflame. For a heartbeat I thought he had been hurt, he fell so fast, but he halted his plummet with precision just above our heads. “Scouts,” he said urgently. “Three of them.”


  “From which direction?” demanded Vell.


  Forin pointed ahead and slightly to the right of the path.


  “Beasts or man-like?”


  “Man-like,” replied Forin. Something about his voice made a shiver slip down my spine.


  “Are we talking Shadow-walkers, Skin-wraiths, what?”


  Forin hesitated.


  “Forin,” I prompted. I sat back in the saddle and Kaleth came to a halt. The rest of our little band followed suit. I didn’t want us blundering headlong into a trap.


  “I do not know.”


  “You’re one of the best Glasidhe scouts,” said Merrick. “How is it you don’t know?”


  “They move like Skin-wraiths, but they have no master with them,” the Glasidhe replied.


  “Are you sure?” Vell asked sharply.


  “They are alone. I am sure of it.”


  I looked from Vell to Forin and then over at Merrick. “What does that mean?”


  “Skin-wraiths are essentially corpses, reanimated by Dark sorcery,” explained Merrick quickly in a low voice. “But they always have to remain close to their master, or the ties that bind the corpse to the mage’s power are broken.”


  “Magical zombies,” I commented dryly. “Great.”


  “If we were dealing with Skin-wraiths, we would find the master and kill him.”


  “Because the corpses are only animated with his power,” I said, understanding. “Right. Cut the puppet strings and they go back to being dead.” The Sword hummed through my ribs. Its circling became more purposeful, as if it anticipated a fight. “The Sword’s getting restless.”


  “Well, tell it to settle down because you won’t be using it,” Vell told me. The Sword’s emerald flashed indignantly. She glanced at it. “With all due respect.”


  “So these scouts look like Skin-wraiths?” I asked Forin.


  “Yes. They’re corpses, I can tell.” A hint of disgust entered the Glasidhe’s voice.


  “But they don’t have a master?”


  “Not within any close distance of them.”


  I looked at Vell. “What does that mean?”


  She didn’t answer.


  “It means,” Finnead said in his smooth, cool voice, “that we are either dealing with a mage the likes of which we have never seen, or that these are not Skin-wraiths.”


  I was almost afraid to ask the question, but I steeled myself. “If they’re not Skin-wraiths, what would they be?”


  “The Dead.”


  Merrick drew in his breath at Finnead’s words. “That’s not possible.” He glanced at Vell, then at Kavoryk. “Is it?”


  “These are dark times,” Vell murmured. Beryk lifted his head, every line of his body tightening as his golden eyes fixed on something deep in the shadows, a low growl spilling out from between his bared teeth. “He smells them.”


  “We must destroy all three,” Finnead said.


  “Whoever they’re scouting for might be able to see through their eyes anyway,” Vell pointed out grimly, “so it might not matter if we dispatch all three.”


  “We destroy all three, to send a message to their master,” the Vaelanbrigh amended coldly.


  Beryk looked at Vell. She nodded at the wolf and he sank into the shadows noiselessly.


  “Merrick, stay with the Bearer,” said Finnead as he slid from his saddle. Vell landed light-footed on the ground without releasing her hold on her bow.


  “They’ll know I’m someone important if you leave me here with a guard,” I pointed out, my stomach tightening.


  “Only if they get to the path,” the Vaelanbrigh replied.


  “We make sure they do not,” Kavoryk rumbled, patting the neck of his great beast as he dismounted, the leather of his saddle groaning in protest.


  I tried again. “Five against three is better odds than three against three,” I said, striving for a reasonable tone.


  “You forget, Tess-mortal, that though we are small we still count as one each,” Farin chided me. Her daggers flashed as she twirled one in each hand. “I shall go.”


  “I shall stay,” Forin said. His twin saluted him with one of her daggers.


  “And Kavoryk there counts as two, I think, plus Beryk,” said Vell.


  “Fine!” I threw up my hands. “Leave me here with a babysitter.”


  Merrick looked affronted. I crossed my arms—or crossed one of them, anyway, the other being occupied with a sword—and glared at anyone who met my eyes.


  “We’re wasting time,” Finnead said, drawing the Brighbranr. Vell adjusted her arrow, holding the bow pointed at the ground, and gave a nod of assent. The two of them and the giant Northman strode purposefully into the trees, silent as shadows. Farin dimmed her glow and disappeared into the foliage.


  “So what do we do now?” I asked.


  “We wait,” replied Merrick.


  “Shouldn’t we grab their reins?” I motioned to the three untethered mounts. Vell’s sleek little mount gazed into the forest attentively, plainly waiting for the return of his rider. Kavoryk’s shaggy beast stood as still as a statue. Finnead’s war-horse pawed at the forest floor with a forefoot.


  “They are as much a part of this journey as all of us,” said Merrick. “They will not stray.”


  I shifted restlessly on Kaleth’s back. Merrick turned his mount, circling so that he put himself on my right side. He looked at me with luminous gray eyes. “Now you know what it feels like to be kept from the fight,” he said softly, without rancor or sarcasm.


  “I don’t like it.” I clenched my jaw, staring hard into the shadowy forest as though I could pierce the darkness and the trees with my gaze, somehow watching Vell and Kavoryk and Finnead as they hunted these creatures.


  “Neither do I,” said Merrick. “But…at least I am doing something worthwhile.”


  “What?”


  “Protecting you,” he replied simply, as if his answer were the most logical one in the world.


  I didn’t know what to say to that, so I didn’t say anything. I realized the natural sounds of the forest had faded to an eerie silence. No birds chirped, no small animals rustled through the underbrush—not even the wind disturbed the leaves on the trees. It was as if the whole forest was holding its breath.


  A shriek pierced the silence like a blade slicing through flesh. Kaleth shied slightly, sidestepping to the left before he gathered himself. I raised my sword. Merrick faced his mount toward the sound, his handsome young face calm and resolute. “If more than one comes at us,” he said quietly, “turn and run as fast as you can. Get her away from them, whatever it takes.”


  I opened my mouth to protest but then realized that Merrick was talking to Kaleth, not me. Kaleth watched Merrick as if for a signal, his muscles coiled like springs beneath me. I clenched my teeth again in frustration but held my tongue. There would be time enough for talking later.


  Another shriek rose through the trees, different than the first.


  “They’ve found at least two of them,” I murmured, my heart beating fast.


  There were shouts, Vell’s voice rising over the others, and a heavy crashing noise, as if some huge wounded beast was thrashing blindly through the trees. Merrick steadied his mount with a calm Sidhe word. The other three mounts shifted restlessly but remained in their places. The crashing and snapping of branches grew louder. Farin rocketed from the trees above our heads, pirouetting in midair to face the forest. “The Northwitch and her wolf got one, and the giant the other,” she shouted to us, brandishing a gory blade. “The third is headed our way!”


  “It’s only one,” I told Kaleth, “so don’t you dare run.” He tossed his head. Whether he was agreeing or disagreeing with me, I couldn’t tell. Forin joined his twin above Merrick’s head, his own small sword flashing in the fading light.


  “Here it comes!” shouted Farin with maniacal glee.


  The creature burst out of the forest, tearing branches out of its way with frightening strength. Kaleth tensed. I held the reins and raised my sword. It looked like a man but its skin was gray and drowned blue, its eyes mottled white. It roared at Merrick and I caught a glimpse of glistening pointed teeth behind its blackened, cracked lips. Tendon and bone gleamed from its shredded left arm and a green-fletched arrow protruded from its back.


  The Glasidhe twins harried the creature. One of them—I couldn’t tell which in the blur of their sun-bright auras—shredded the skin below the creature’s left eye, and the other sliced off one of its ears. It paid the loss of its ear no mind, its milky white eyes turned toward Merrick…and then beyond him, to me. It bared its sharpened teeth in parody of a smile, and then it sprang at me.


  Time seemed to slow. I saw the Skin-wraith’s arms extended, its gory hands grasping for me, nothing but air between the creature and I. I grabbed Kaleth’s mane and pointed my sword, aiming for the thing’s gaping mouth.


  Merrick heaved on his mount’s reins. His faehal reared. And suddenly the young Sidhe was between the creature and I. His sword punched through its chest, the sound of splitting bone echoing in my ears. Kaleth leapt forward as the Skin-wraith tore Merrick from his mount, hitting the ground with a resounding thud. I hauled on Kaleth’s reins, turning him in a tight circle. “Merrick!” I shouted. All I could see of him was his dark hair and his sword glinting through the back of the creature. Forin and Farin hammered at the creature furiously, distracting it for a bare moment. It raised its head, snarling at the Glasidhe, keeping Merrick pinned down with one gore-encrusted hand and swiping at the twins with the other. And then Beryk barreled into the Skin-wraith, all gleaming black fur and white teeth. The Skin-wraith shrieked in anger as it was denied its prize.


  Before Kaleth moved, I slid down from his back, running to where Merrick lay pale and unmoving. I stood over him and raised my sword. The Caedbranr’s power roared through my veins, flooding my body and speeding my heartbeat as surely as any rush of adrenaline. I watched as Beryk tore savagely at the Skin-wraith’s throat. The creature swiped at him with single-minded ferocity and dealt him a powerful blow with one of its arms. Beryk faltered for a bare second, stunned. The Skin-wraith snarled in triumph. I raised my sword but I couldn’t bring it down on the creature without also wounding Beryk. Then the fading light gleamed from the hilt of Merrick’s blade, still lodged in the creature’s chest.


  I touched Gwyneth’s pendant. “Please don’t let me miss,” I murmured, and then I tossed my plain blade aside. In the same movement, I lunged forward. My fingers closed around the hilt of Merrick’s sword at the same time that the Skin-wraith’s fingers closed around my ankle. I drove Merrick’s sword through it and into the ground, pinning the creature in place. Its hand tightened on my ankle, fingers like bands of iron. I fell heavily, a scream bubbling up through my throat as the creature dragged me toward its terrible pointed teeth, my hands scrambling desperately for one of my daggers. The Sword blazed up but I clamped down on its power as I heard Beryk’s snarl. Twisting, I plunged the dagger into the creature’s wrist once, twice, three times, the crunch and pop of severed tendons and broken bone vibrating through the hilt of the weapon. The Skin-wraith’s hand separated from its arm, its vise-like grip loosening as the hand became a limp, dead thing. I kicked it away disgustedly, panting as I scrambled to my feet. My ankle throbbed, phantom fingers gripping it, but it bore my weight.


  The Skin-wraith’s last shriek turned into a terrible gargling wheeze as Beryk tore out its throat in a spray of black gore. The wolf leapt agilely aside as another swift figure emerged from the trees. Vell beheaded the Skin-wraith with one swift stroke of her slim blade. She kicked the head vengefully away from the creature, and then began separating each of its remaining limbs from its body. “Have to dismember them else they’ll put themselves back together,” she growled, seizing Merrick’s blade with her left hand and heaving it from the creature with a wet crunching sound. Beryk picked up the Skin-wraith’s arm in his teeth like an obscene bone, the fingers flopping. He carried it into the brush and began digging industriously. I swallowed against the bile rising in my throat, turning instead to Merrick.


  He had fallen on his left side, managing to drive his sword through the creature with his right arm as it took him down to the ground. He was pale, but I couldn’t see any blood. “Merrick,” I said into his ear. He stirred slightly. Relief washed through me as he opened his gray eyes, blinking hazily. “Are you hurt?”


  He rolled onto his back, winced slightly and pushed himself into a sitting position using his right arm. Blue-black blood trickled from a shallow cut above his eye where a rock had gouged his skin as he fell. “Shoulder,” he gritted out. Then he seemed to remember the creature, and his gaze sharpened. “Is it destroyed?” he asked quickly.


  “Almost,” replied Vell.


  Finnead strode from the forest, the Brighbranr stained with dark congealing gore. “I’ll finish it,” he told Vell, who moved away from the body wordlessly. She wiped her blade on a patch of grass by the side of the path, leaving black smears through the vibrant green. Tugging a kerchief from one of her belt-pouches, she finished cleaning the blade before sheathing it.


  I ran light fingers over Merrick’s shoulder. “It’s out of the socket, I think. I didn’t know Sidhe could dislocate joints.”


  “Physiologically speaking,” Merrick said in a tight voice, “we are very similar to you mortals, though it takes much more force to break us.” He smiled at me thinly. “You probably would have had a shattered shoulder and collarbone, maybe some broken ribs.” His smile faltered as Vell pressed firmer fingers to his shoulder. “Or…you would have…if you were mortal.”


  “There you go again, telling me I’m not mortal anymore,” I said teasingly. But I turned the thought over in my mind again. It made sense, actually; the Sword was the most powerful weapon in Faeortalam, and one had to be a mortal to be bound to it as its Bearer. But no one had ever really told me what the Bearer became after the binding. I certainly wasn’t Fae, or the Sword’s power would destroy me…but that didn’t mean I was mortal. I certainly wasn’t the same as before I had been bound to the blade.


  Merrick’s sharp breathing drew me out of my thoughts. He fought to keep his face expressionless, but I saw the pain in his eyes. I slid to his other side and knelt behind him. “Lean back against me.”


  He shook his head. “I’m fine.”


  I shrugged. “If you say so.”


  Vell’s examination drew a ragged exclamation from Merrick’s lips, laced with what I thought were Sidhe swear-words. He clenched his jaw and stubbornly kept himself upright with his good arm.


  Kavoryk emerged from the forest, holding two severed heads by their gory, matted hair. He walked unconcernedly over to the third corpse and collected its head as well. When he saw my horrified gaze, he said, “If we take heads with us, they cannot find them.” He thrust them into a sack. “Ever.”


  “If you didn’t do that,” I said, “they would be able to…put themselves back together?”


  “Them, or their master,” affirmed Kavoryk.


  “If they have a master,” said Vell under her breath. Beryk padded over to stand by her shoulder, muzzle glistening darkly. She glanced at him and said, “Go on, then, if you like.” He whirled, kicking up a plume of leaves behind him as he bounded into the forest. “His blood’s up from the hunt and the kill. He needs to take down a deer or something big to settle himself.”


  “Would burning them work?” I asked.


  “Smoke would give away our position,” Vell replied. “Though we can try that on our next set of kills.” She grinned, white teeth gleaming in the half-light.


  Finnead finished cleaning the gore from the Brighbranr and sheathed the blade. He walked to his mount and checked the straps on his saddle cursorily.


  “Does he even care that Merrick’s hurt?” I muttered to Vell. She pulled at Merrick’s shirt, exposing the pale skin of his neck and then his shoulder. I winced at the sight of the harsh blue and black mottling his skin.


  “I’m…not that hurt,” protested Merrick, breath catching as Vell delicately probed the vivid bruise.


  Kavoryk tied the sack to the back of his saddle. I tried not to notice the dark liquid seeping through the bottom. Forin and Farin hovered over us, their bright auras providing light in the darkening dusk. I squinted up at them. “Thank you for warning us that the third one was coming.”


  Farin straightened her shoulders proudly. “It is my duty, Tess-mortal.”


  I smiled a little at the nickname. They had picked it up from Wisp, no doubt. “Well, you did your duty very well.”


  Farin twirled her dagger with a flourish and Forin gave a slight bow.


  “If you would, make sure that we don’t get any other nasty surprises while we deal with this?” I asked.


  The twins saluted me, nodded to each other and without a word flew up through the canopy, Forin going left and Farin right, their auras fading from sight in the midst of the darkening shadows.


  “It’ll be dark inside an hour,” Vell said. “We’ve got to get this shoulder set and move before full dark falls. Scavengers will smell the kills.”


  I wrinkled my nose. “What scavenger would want to feed on Skin-wraiths?”


  Vell shook her head. “I don’t know, but I wouldn’t want to meet them.” She sat back on her heels, brushing her hands against her trousers. “It seems to me that there’s no break. It should slide cleanly back in. Kavoryk?”


  The giant man nodded at Vell, his great beard concealing his expression. “I have mended many limbs.” There was the flash of teeth as he smiled. “Though not nearly as many as I have broken.”


  Merrick chuckled a little. “Reassuring.” His smile turned to a wince.


  “The longer we wait, the more it’s going to swell,” Vell said warningly. “Do you want him to lay back?”


  Kavoryk shook his head. “Fine the way he is. He can stand if he likes.”


  “Don’t think I can,” Merrick admitted. “Do it.”


  “Hold him,” Kavoryk said, his huge hands surprisingly gentle as he felt Merrick’s shoulder. Vell moved to Merrick’s back and braced him with her shoulder, her arm encircling his chest. The fingers of his good hand gripped a fistful of leaves. I laid my hand over his, and he glanced at me, gray eyes darker than usual in his pale face. His hand relaxed and I laced my fingers through his, bracing his good shoulder with with my other hand. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes and then looked at Kavoryk.


  “You should not watch,” rumbled Kavoryk.


  “Merrick,” I said. He shifted his gaze from the giant to me. “Tell me about Moryn.”


  A different kind of pain flashed over his face. “We were…shield-brothers. Raised from childhood by a knight at Court. He was always better with a blade…than me.” His eyes started to wander from me back over to Kavoryk, who was adjusting his grip on Merrick’s arm.


  “Well, you must have been better at something than him,” I said quickly, squeezing Merrick’s hand.


  “Archery,” he said, panting. “And…navigation. Maps, of course.”


  I smiled. “So you did the finding, he did the fighting?”


  “Something…like that,” he replied.


  Finnead strode in front of us. “Enough coddling,” he said in a cold, tight voice. “Do it and be done. We are wasting time.”


  “You’re not the one on the ground with a dislocated shoulder,” I snapped at him. Merrick tensed beside me.


  “It is not a grave wound. He should not need to be soothed like a child,” the Vaelanbrigh said cuttingly.


  I glared at him. Vell muttered something under her breath in her own tongue, glancing up at Finnead darkly. I saw Kavoryk give a nod to Vell, and I tightened my grip on Merrick’s shoulder. I couldn’t see exactly what Kavoryk did, but Merrick made a small, strangled noise and there was a sharp crack and pop from his shoulder. His head lolled forward and if it hadn’t been for Vell and I holding him up, he would have slid to the ground. Then he took a huge, shuddering breath and glanced over at Kavoryk.


  Kavoryk ran his huge hands over Merrick’s shoulder. “Feels in place. Going to move it, lad, slowly.” Merrick kept taking deep breaths as Kavoryk gently rotated his arm, testing its range of motion. He grunted and nodded. “Good as new.”


  “We must be on our way,” Finnead said, already mounting his faehal.


  Kavoryk helped Merrick stand. The young Sidhe swayed but then regained his balance.


  “We can afford to give him a minute,” I told Finnead, daring him to disagree with me. He met my gaze coolly and then looked away, as if it didn’t matter one way or the other to him.


  Vell produced a length of cloth from one of her saddlebags. She fashioned it into a rough sling, fastening the knot behind Merrick’s neck. “Wear it until at least this time tomorrow,” she said, cutting off his protest. She glanced at me, and then gave a black look to Finnead. “There’s no harm in taking care of yourself.”


  Finnead said nothing. I caught Kaleth’s reins and slid my toe into the stirrup. Vell mounted her sleek little faehal. Merrick leapt into the saddle with no less grace than he had earlier in the afternoon, though it took him a moment to gain his seat.


  “Ready to go, then?” I asked.


  Vell gave a sharp little whistle that sounded almost like the cry of a hawk. Forin and Farin appeared from the shadows, and Beryk bounded out from the underbrush, loping down the path ahead of us.


  “Now we are,” said Vell, and she nudged her mount into a trot. Kaleth cantered until he drew even with her, and then he settled into his swift trot. Merrick guided his mount up to my other side, his face still a bit pale for my liking, but he caught my concerned gaze and gave me a hint of a smile. Kavoryk rode behind us, the sack fastened to his saddle swinging sickeningly with its gory weight; and then Finnead rode last again, face unreadable, sitting straight and still as a statue in the saddle. I turned back to the path ahead and rubbed a hand over my face. If our first day of travel was an indication, the road to the Seelie Court was going to be a very hard, very long journey.


  


  Chapter 9


  Full darkness fell over the forest, swathing the trees in shadows. We rode swiftly beneath the pale full moon. Silver light rippled across our path in bars and dappled the undergrowth in small pools, as if the moonlight was river-water and the trail through the forest its river-bed. I glanced up more than once trying to see the stars through the forest overhead, but all I could see were glimpses of black-velvet sky and the overlapping outstretched arms of the trees. Forin and Farin served as our scouts overhead, reporting back to me every half hour or so. Beryk slid into the shadows now and again, investigating a rustling in the brush or a strange scent on the breeze.


  Our mounts pressed on tirelessly, and we rode silently, each left alone with our thoughts in the dark of the night. I thought about the Skin-wraiths for a while, remembering a conversation that I’d had on the night of the feast to celebrate Finnead’s return from the mortal world with Molly, the half-Fae child foretold in a prophecy. It was the night when Ramel had introduced me to Donovan, Emery, Bren, Guinna and Ronan, the group of young Sidhe in Mab’s court who accepted the strange doendhine into their midst with only a little curiosity.


  Malravenar, it is said, has been breeding creatures of shadow in the Deadlands. Some even say he is raising an army of the Dead.


  Ramel’s words echoed in my head forebodingly. Had the creatures that attacked us been Skin-Wraiths, or something worse? If they had no master, as Vell said…then Malravenar might truly be raising an army of the Dead. I tried to imagine battling legions of Dead, creatures that could put themselves together again if they weren’t torn limb from limb and the pieces scattered. I shuddered and pulled my cloak tighter about me to ward off the night’s chill. Now I understood the trepidation in Ramel’s voice when he spoke of the Dead that night so long ago. And if Malravenar’s arm was long enough to reach us here, in the forest close to Darkhill, what creatures were roaming the expanse between Queen Mab’s domain and Brightvale? I’d seen the destruction of the Saemhradall, a sanctuary for the Seelie. Dark creatures ripped the jewel of the Seelie lands from its foundations, leaving a bloodied, ash-strewn wasteland. My stomach clenched at the thought of encountering another scene like the Saemhradall at Brightvale, and I hoped we were not too late for the Seelie.


  Sometime after midnight, after the moon passed overhead and began its descent to the horizon, I started to feel the effects of the long day. My legs ached and it took all my concentration not to fall asleep in the saddle. I glanced over at Merrick. If his arm pained him, he was hiding it exceedingly well. Vell seemed to be in a light trance, her golden eyes slightly hooded and fixed on the path ahead. I scowled. If I wasn’t mortal anymore, it wasn’t helping me that I could tell. I shifted painfully in the saddle and stretched my shoulders.


  “Stiff?” Merrick questioned softly.


  “Apparently endurance is not one of the perks of being the Bearer,” I replied dryly.


  Merrick smiled. “Most would say that it is something that should be earned.”


  “Yes, well, most aren’t thrown into the middle of a deadly war with a weapon that could devastate the entire world.” I raised an eyebrow at him.


  “Valid point,” he conceded.


  “Consider the fact,” said Vell from my other side, “that all of us are seasoned travelers…except for you.” Her smile gleamed wickedly in the darkness.


  “Rub salt in it, why don’t you,” I muttered at her.


  “Don’t worry,” she continued. “The soreness only lasts for a few days. It’s the chafing you have to worry about.”


  “Chafing…? Oh. Lovely.” I grimaced. “Just what I need.”


  Vell chuckled. “Like I said, you’ll get used to it all.”


  “I don’t really have a choice, now, do I?”


  “You always have a choice,” she replied firmly, “so stop feeling sorry for yourself.” When I chuckled softly, she continued, “I told you that I was going to keep your feet on the ground. Or your ass in the saddle. Whichever.”


  My chuckle burst into a surprised laugh. “Language,” I scolded Vell in mock chastisement, putting one hand over my chest even as another low laugh spilled over my lips. Merrick grinned, his moonlight-bathed face looking heartbreakingly young and beautiful.


  “Northerners,” he said, arching one eyebrow. “Not half so civilized as they should be…but twice as fierce when you really need them.”


  I glimpsed the glimmer of a grin before Vell turned her face into the shadows. I smiled and looked back at Kavoryk. “Since Kavoryk is twice as big as Vell, and she’s twice as fierce, does that make Kavoryk four times as fierce?”


  Kavoryk grunted. “But you forget the wolf.”


  “I’d never forget him! As Forin and Farin pointed out before our lovely little zombie skirmish back there, Beryk most definitely counts as one on his own,” I replied. Beryk suddenly emerged from the inky shadows of the forest, his white teeth gleaming in a wolfish grin as he loped alongside Kaleth. “See? I’m starting to understand how things work around here,” I told him. He darted near Kaleth, snapping his jaws near the faehal’s hooves. Kaleth merely laid his ears back and snorted at the young wolf.


  “Zombies,” repeated Vell, twisting the word a bit with her Northern accent. “I’m not familiar with the name.”


  “Well, I guess it’s not really the correct name, because people don’t really believe in magic anymore in the mortal world,” I replied. “If someone saw a Skin-wraith in my world, they’d probably call it a zombie.”


  “Mortals may not believe in magic in the way they did centuries ago, but they merely call it a different name,” Merrick said from my other side. “Artists and poets—and many others—still draw on inspiration and imagination. They make the fantastic real. And what is that if not magic?”


  I shrugged a little. “Yeah. I mean, I understand what you’re saying. But if I went back home and told everyone that I was the bearer of a magical sword, they’d have me drugged up and locked away in a nice, padded rubber room before you could blink.”


  “The Sword would not allow it,” Merrick said firmly, and the sheath on my back vibrated in agreement.


  I smiled. “Being kept from the nut-house by the power that they don’t believe exists? Now that would be irony.”


  “Call it what you will,” Merrick said, “the Sword would protect its Bearer. As would we.”


  “You’d follow me into the mortal world?”


  “Of course.” Merrick looked surprised that I would even ask the question.


  “Wouldn’t you get sick from all the iron?”


  “Eventually. There are certain protective spells that would help. We would have to take shifts.”


  “Not me,” said Vell. She bared her teeth. “I’ve enough unSidhe blood that I’d be fine for a good long while.”


  “Define ‘good long while.’”


  “At least a decade, if not longer. Granted, I’d probably have to escape to the North of your world for a bit every year. Around Solstice would be best.” Vell tilted her head, a contemplative look in her golden eyes. “I’ve heard that your North has White Bears. There are only a few left here. The trollskallig hunted them near to death.”


  “Trollskallig?”


  “Troll-clans.” Vell wrinkled her nose in distaste. “Now, if you want to talk about truly uncivilized…there wasn’t ever a need for the North-folk to interfere, even though they breed like damn rabbits. They like blood and war enough to decimate each other without any help from us.”


  “Until recently,” I said softly, remembering the anger and hatred that had flashed in Vell’s eyes when she spoke of trolls back at camp. I waited, hoping that she would elaborate without forcing me to ask a direct question. She turned her face into the shadows, her mouth thinning into a hard line. Beryk’s low growl vibrated through the still night air. I waited, but her silence crystallized, forming an icy shell about her that I knew I wouldn’t be able to pierce with any question. I sighed softly and shifted in the saddle, trying to appease my aching legs.


  “How many days until we’re out of the forest?” I asked Merrick in a low voice.


  “If we keep our current pace, three or four days.” When I raised my eyebrows in surprise, he smiled. “Distances seem much less vast when you are looking at a paper map.”


  “You got that right,” I muttered. “How long until we reach Brightvale?”


  “I’d prefer not to hazard a guess,” Merrick replied. “We must take each day as it comes on a journey like this.”


  “So we know where we’re going, but not how long it will take to get there,” I said in frustration.


  “Trust me, my Bearer,” the young Sidhe told me, moonlight shining in his gray eyes. “I know the path, and I will get us there as quick as we are able.”


  I nodded. “You’re right. You know what you’re doing.” Even as I agreed with him, I had to push down the knot tightening in my stomach. I hoped Merrick understood the urgency of our mission. He hadn’t seen the destruction at the Saemhradall; he hadn’t felt the heat of flames licking at his heels as he ran through the forest. But, I chided myself, he’d seen his shield-brother cut down by the Shadow-soldiers. He’d seen one he counted as a brother laid on a pyre and consumed by flames. That was enough. That was more than enough.


  The slant of moonlight through the branches of the forest changed as we rode on, our mounts swiftly cutting through the darkness. Dew beaded on our cloaks as the night’s chill deepened. Finally, Merrick brought his faehal to a halt. I stretched my arms overhead wearily, grimacing at the pull of sore muscles.


  “Chafing,” whispered Vell wickedly with the glimmer of a grin, and I smiled back in relief. For now, I would let her keep her silence about what had happened to her people in the North. Eventually I’d need to know—one more piece of the puzzle that was the inner workings of the evil threatening Faeortalam.


  “There’s a glade just off this way,” said Merrick, guiding his mount off the path. Vell nudged her mount in front of mine, daring me to protest with a cutting glance of her golden eyes. I wordlessly waited and let Kaleth follow. Kavoryk followed behind me and then the silent Vaelanbrigh kept rear-guard, as he had all night.


  We emerged from the trees into a small meadow. I took a deep breath, enjoying the feeling of space after the day of travel among the close-knit trees. The meadow was almost perfectly circular, a ring of silvery-skinned birch trees standing sentinel at the edges. “This isn’t a normal meadow, is it?” I asked softly.


  “In your world, there are echoes that used to be called faery-rings or faery-mounds,” Merrick said as he effortlessly slid from his mount.


  “So this is one of the original faery-rings?” I felt a strange undercurrent in the air. Goose-bumps prickled along my skin as some latent power brushed over me.


  “It is one of the many places in our world where the currents of taebramh converge,” Finnead said, breaking his silence for the first time since our encounter with the Skin-wraiths.


  I thought for a moment. “Darkhill and Brightvale were built on faery-rings, too.”


  “Perceptive,” said Merrick appreciatively.


  “It is not such a huge leap of logic,” Finnead replied in a tone of aloof dismissal.


  I gritted my teeth and held my tongue, focusing instead on dismounting. Kaleth stood patiently while I worked my left leg free of the stirrup, grimacing at the painful stiffness in my knee and hip. I grabbed his mane with both hands as I slid down. “Sorry,” I muttered. He turned his head and watched me with one calm, intelligent eye. I had to use my hand to free my right foot from the stirrup, and then I stood shakily for a moment, leaning against Kaleth until I was sure my legs were functional.


  Merrick, finished with unsaddling his faehal, unbuckled Kaleth’s saddle despite my protests.


  “I know how to do it,” I said, realizing too late that I sounded like a petulant five-year old. I scowled fiercely to make up for it.


  “I know that you know how to do it,” Merrick replied with a grin, “but it’s your first day of real travel. You’re hurting.”


  “You had your shoulder dislocated today,” I retorted.


  He shrugged and lifted the saddle from Kaleth’s back one-handed. “It could have been worse.”


  I sighed. “Thanks,” I said grudgingly, moving to Kaleth’s head and slipping off the simple halter-type bridle, which was favored by the Sidhe when they put reins on their mounts at all. Merrick rode without reins, but Vell and Kavoryk both used slightly different variations, influenced, no doubt, by their Northern heritage.


  Free of his saddle and reins, Kaleth shook himself thoroughly, his coat gleaming blue in the moonlight. He bunted my shoulder with his nose, flicked his ears at me and then trotted off to the other side of the glade, lowering himself to the ground with a huff of contentment. I chuckled as he rolled in the grass, legs waving in the air. “Undignified, don’t you think?” I asked Merrick’s mount, who regarded me with dark liquid eyes and then joined Kaleth, making his opinion about dignity very plain. I shook my head and unfastened my blanket-roll from the back of my saddle.


  “No fire,” said Finnead brusquely.


  “I’m not a complete idiot,” I said before I could stop myself. Vell hid a smile and Merrick studied the fascinating intricacies of his fingernails. Finnead looked at me silently for a moment, his handsome face unreadable. I met his fathomless gaze stoically. Then he turned away and drew the Brighbranr from its sheath, settling down cross-legged to clean his blade.


  Forin and Farin fell from the velvety night sky and skimmed the dew-wet long grass of the glade, their auras tracing dizzying patterns as they circled and twisted in an aerial dance. I watched them for a moment, entranced by the beauty of their movements.


  “The Small Folk love the night,” Vell murmured beside me. “They burn brightest in the darkness.”


  “Like stars,” I said softly.


  We watched for another moment, and then Vell said, “Come on then. You need to stretch well before we sleep.”


  I groaned, feeling like a new player singled out by the head coach after one day of preseason camp.


  “Come on,” Vell repeated, unrolling a thick hide, fur-side up, on the grass. The black fur was shaped vaguely like some sort of bear, but it was larger than any bearskin I’d ever seen. “Sit,” she commanded, gracefully sinking down onto the fur. I obediently sat and let her lead me through a series of excruciating stretches, a cross between yoga and the calisthenics that I’d learned during field hockey practice and high school gym class.


  “We’ll stretch again before we start out in the morning,” she said as we finished. I kneaded my thighs ruefully, the muscles still painful. Then my stomach growled loudly. I grimaced as Vell raised an eyebrow. She opened a packet of cured venison and passed it to me. I found my water-flask and settled down to eat. The deer meat tasted wonderful, and to my surprise it wasn’t tough or stringy like most jerky I had eaten. If I closed my eyes and used a bit of imagination, I could convince myself it was fresh-cooked.


  “This is amazing,” I told Vell through a mouthful.


  Her golden eyes glimmered in satisfaction as she wolfed down another piece. “I know.”


  I snorted. “Humility, it seems, isn’t a trait common to Northerners.”


  “Why be humble when the praise is true?” Vell shrugged. “And there’s nothing at all common about most Northerners.”


  Glancing over to where Kavoryk sat whetting the edge of his huge battle-axe, I said, “I guess I should have seen that response coming a mile away.”


  Vell shrugged again. She finished another sizeable piece of venison and then refolded the packet, sliding it neatly into a drawstring bag. “Enough jawing. Time to sleep.” She slipped off her boots. I swallowed the last of my meal and stood, slipping the strap of the Sword over my head. “Where do you think you’re going?”


  I looked down at the Northerner. “To sleep?”


  Vell shook her head and let out a little sound of incredulity. “Just when I think you’re starting to get it.” She gestured at the expanse of black fur. “You think that this fur is meant for one person?”


  “I…Oh.” I sat down again, brow furrowed. I laid the Sword carefully on the edge of the blanket and tugged at my boots speculatively.


  “Might not be now, because you’re warm from riding, but nights get cold,” she explained with exaggerated patience, as if talking to a child. “With two, you have twice the heat. Twice the blankets, too.” She laid her boots on the edge of the fur, tucking the open ends under the folded blanket serving as her pillow. “Put your boots like this, so nothing can crawl into them at night, and you won’t have wet feet in the morning from the dew.”


  After I’d situated my boots under my rolled blanket, I spread my cloak over myself as my blanket. The fur over the long grass actually provided a decent amount of cushion. Vell wrapped herself in her cloak and then pulled her last blanket over us both. I tucked it in on my side. She paused and said to me gravely, “If you steal the blankets, I’ll punch you in the face.”


  “I won’t steal the blankets, then,” I replied seriously, trying to contain the smile twitching at the corners of my lips.


  “Oh, and you can put the Sword between us, if you like,” she added.


  “The Vaelanbrigh has first watch,” Merrick said from a short distance away, making his own bed among the long grasses. “And the trees will keep watch as well. I doubt anything would be able to enter this ring without us knowing.”


  I left the Sword on the edge of the fur. It seemed perfectly content, and besides, it would be a rude awakening to find it wedged under my back or digging into my ribs. “The Sword will warn us as well,” I said without thinking, the words leaving my lips without me ever really thinking them. I blinked and stared at the Sword. The emerald in its pommel glimmered and the whorls of the war-markings on my right forearm tingled slightly. “Putting words in my mouth is rude,” I told it. The emerald flashed. The Caedbranr’s version of a chuckle swept across my skin like a warm wave. I shook my head and arranged my plain blade and my daggers, keeping them close at hand.


  “Lady Bearer?”


  I glanced up to find Forin and Farin hovering above us. I wasn’t sure which one had spoken. “Yes?”


  It was Farin who answered. “We do not wish to give offense. Would you allow us to take our rest near you?”


  “I don’t want to squash you,” I said without thinking. I grimaced but Forin chuckled.


  “We will ensure you do not…squash…us, Tess-mortal,” he reassured me gallantly.


  “Vell?” I half-turned but the Northerner was already fast asleep without so much as a ‘good night.’ I shrugged. “Make yourselves at home.”


  “Thank you, Tess-mortal,” Farin piped. The Glasidhe twins drifted down to land delicately on the fur by my feet. I took them at their word and rolled to my side, feeling Vell’s warmth at my back, and let my heavy eyelids slide shut. A slight breeze rippled through the glade, the faery-ring’s whispered good-night, and I sank gratefully into an exhausted sleep.


  For a while I dreamt, disjointed visions of exams back at college and my search for a missing coffee-maker in our dorm room. I was on the verge of discovering where Molly had hidden the box containing my precious machine when silvery mist crept into the edges of my dream-vision. I blinked, and it was like waking up, but I knew I was still asleep. I stood on a knoll, silver mist entwining with the long grasses about me.


  “Finally,” said a voice behind me.


  I turned deliberately, folding my arms across my chest. “Damn it,” I growled, “am I not allowed any sleep at all?”


  “You are still sleeping,” replied Murtagh, unruffled despite my fierce scowl.


  “I’m Walking. That doesn’t count as sleeping,” I said grumpily. The beginnings of a headache gathered behind my eyes. I scowled harder. Of course I would have a damn headache in a dream.


  “You’re only Walking in the ether,” Murtagh said in a tone of reason. “And I’ve been waiting for you for hours.”


  “Well, bully for you,” I muttered, but I relaxed my forbidding stance and forced myself to soften my frown. I rubbed my forehead with one hand. “It’s been a long day…night…whatever. I know you’re taking a huge risk talking to me. Thank you for that.”


  Murtagh gave a slight, elegant bow from the waist. “It is my honor to serve you, Lady Bearer.”


  “First of all,” I waved a hand, “my name is Tess.”


  “Very well, Lady Tess.”


  I allowed myself a slight sigh. Murtagh gazed at me with luminous green eyes. “ All right. Why am I in the ether?”


  “So that I may make my report,” the Unseelie Walker replied with that intense sincerity.


  I rubbed my forehead again. “What’s happened?” My stomach twisted in upon itself. “Has there been another attack? Did the Queen issue another proclamation?”


  “I made my report to her, as you requested. The Queen was not pleased when she learned of your binding to the Iron Sword.” Murtagh’s eyes looked through me for a moment as he remembered his meeting with the Queen.


  “She didn’t hurt you, did she?” I asked quickly.


  A small smile turned up one corner of Murtagh’s mouth. “Even if she did hurt me, Lady Tess, I would not have betrayed you.”


  “It isn’t a question of loyalty to me or loyalty to her.”


  “She may make it so,” he replied.


  “Why?” The question came out as a growl of frustration. “She wanted Molly—the fendhionne—to wield the Iron Sword! Why am I any different?”


  Murtagh regarded me silently for a moment. “Do you desire my honest opinion?”


  “Yes.” I paced back and forth on the knoll, mist twining about my knees.


  “There are many differences between you and the fendhionne, Lady Tess,” he said.


  “We’re not the same person, yeah, I get that. So the Queen’s pet Scholars read the prophecy wrong, and I’m the Bearer, not Molly. Is she afraid that makes her look weak?”


  “No. Or rather, that is not her biggest concern. If I may be so bold…” Murtagh paused delicately, considering his next words carefully. “I believe the Queen is concerned about what will happen after you defeat Malravenar, if you survive.”


  “If I survive is right,” I said under my breath.


  “Don’t you see? The fendhionne would not have survived very long after wielding the Sword, if she survived the war,” Murtagh explained patiently. “But you were fully mortal before taking up the Sword. You are descended from the last Bearer. And, if I may say, you are powerful in your own right, even without the Sword.”


  I stopped, standing very still on the mist-wreathed knoll in the ether. “Mab sees me as competition?” The idea stunned me. Murtagh’s silence gave me all the answer I needed. “But that’s insane. She’s a Fae Queen…I mean, Shakespeare wrote about her, for goodness’ sake!”


  “Do you really think it so far-fetched?” Murtagh questioned calmly. “You are bound to the most powerful weapon our world has ever known, and the power of the Queen is…waning.” That last word seemed to be difficult for the Unseelie Walker.


  “Waning? How?” I resumed my restless pacing and worried at a fingernail with my teeth, too preoccupied to worry about being all stiff and proper.


  “It is felt by all of us at Court,” Murtagh said slowly. “And it is said that with the Vaelanmavar suspected of treason, the Queen relies more and more upon the Vaelanseld and the Vaelanbrigh to support her power.”


  “Support her power?” I repeated blankly.


  “Just as the Three draw power from the Queen when needed, she can also draw power from them, though it is rare and I have never heard of its necessity before,” Murtagh amended.


  “She can reach the Vaelanbrigh, even at this distance?”


  “The reach of the Queen extends to the Borderlands, and even then she may keep her hold on him,” Murtagh said gravely. “The River Darinwel is the real dividing line between the domains of Night and Day.”


  “What happens…” I had to clear my throat and gather my thoughts. “What happens if the Queen relies too heavily on the Vaelanseld and the Vaelanbrigh for power?”


  “She will kill them.”


  I stared at Murtagh for a moment, and then kicked savagely at the long grasses. “Damn it all,” I hissed.


  “The Three have pledged their lives to the Queen, and it is their duty if called upon to fulfill that pledge,” the Walker pointed out.


  “Don’t go quoting Court rules at me,” I snapped at him. “The Queen isn’t doing a damn thing to help us, and now I find out she’s essentially a metaphysical vampire?” I kicked at the grass again. “First magical zombies, now this. Just when I thought I’d started to figure everything out.”


  “Magical zom-bees?” A furrow appeared on Murtagh’s brow.


  “Skin-wraiths, but different than any Skin-wraiths that have been seen before, apparently,” I explained cursorily.


  “You were attacked?”


  “We took care of it.”


  “You are still within the Queen’s domain.” Murtagh looked shaken. “She would have known of any creatures trespassing on her lands…or she should have.”


  “So she’s much weaker than she’s letting on to the Court,” I said, a grim undertone entering my voice.


  “Bring the Sword to Darkhill,” Murtagh said suddenly, reaching out for my arm, green eyes bright with fervor. “Bring the Sword to the Dark Queen, and help her unleash fury upon the Shadows.” He touched my arm, his gaze fixed on my face hungrily.


  “Is this the Queen’s agenda, or your misplaced idea of advice?” I asked, looking pointedly at his hand. He released his grip, a flash of guilt crossing his face.


  “I apologize, Lady Bearer,” he said formally. “It was not my place to say such a thing.”


  “You’re right. It wasn’t.” I watched him coolly. “And for now, my plans are my own, Murtagh.”


  He lowered his green eyes. “Yes, Lady Bearer.”


  I sighed. “Please don’t look like I ran over your puppy.”


  A slight look of confusion clouded the Walker’s eyes as he snuck a quick glance at me, unsure of my meaning. I shook my head and smiled. He raised his head.


  “There. Now, anything else I should know before I get some real sleep?” I asked.


  “I believe you have an ally in the Vaelanseld. He says little, but he knows the Queen better than any and he has restrained her fury in the past.”


  I nodded. “Good to know.”


  “The Queen also seemed interested in the Northern wildling…in Vell.”


  Murtagh’s green eyes softened slightly as he said Vell’s name. I bit my tongue. “Why do you think that is?”


  He shrugged elegantly. “Perhaps because it was thought that the herravaldyr had all perished in the troll-wars.”


  “Fair enough. Anything else?”


  “Not that I know, my lady.”


  “Thank you for your help, Murtagh. From now on, only contact me if there’s something important that I need to know. I don’t want you risking your own safety any more than absolutely necessary, understand?”


  “I would risk my very life in your service, my lady,” he replied.


  “A dead spy is a useless spy,” I told him. “So don’t get yourself killed, Murtagh.” Because I don’t want any more blood staining my soul, I added silently.


  Murtagh bowed in acceptance. “As you command, my Lady Bearer.” The silver mist thickened as his form wavered. He touched two fingers to his brow in salute and disappeared, leaving me standing on the knoll in the ether alone. I sighed and felt for the edges of sleep, drawing it over myself like a thick blanket as I slid out of the ether and back into disjointed dreams of home.


  


  Chapter 10


  I slept and I dreamed, slipping back into the strange scenario in which I stood in my college dormitory room, the square neon-lit space cluttered with unpacked boxes. I still couldn’t find the damn coffee maker. I checked the closet and all the drawers of the dresser, under the bed and even in the ceiling, delicately popping one of the tiles out of place to peer into the musty darkness. Molly had hidden it somewhere clever. Before I could think of any more places to investigate, something nudged me insistently. I screwed my eyes shut and tried to keep myself planted firmly in my dorm room. A warm wet tongue scraped against my cheek. My eyes flew open and I found myself staring into Beryk’s amused golden eyes.


  “Ugh,” I muttered as he panted in my face, “you have wolf-breath.” I wiped my cheek on my sleeve. “Seriously? Who gave you permission to wake me up?”


  Beryk looked over his shoulder at Vell, who merely arched an eyebrow at me. “I tried to wake you up, but then I had to call in reinforcements.”


  I grumbled something unintelligible as I disentangled myself from the nest of blankets and my cloak. Beryk trotted away and sunlight poured over me. Shielding my eyes with one hand, I squinted and blinked until the spots swimming across my vision cleared. I glanced up at the sky, a clear vibrant blue, and guessed it was midmorning by the slant of sunlight through the trees.


  “Up,” commanded Vell. I gracelessly staggered to my feet, hissing through my teeth at the fierce pull of sore muscles as I tugged on my boots. Situating the Sword in its customary position along my spine, I buckled the belt bearing my plain blade about my hips and shook out my cloak. Vell neatly rolled her skin and blankets. I rolled mine as best I could, and had to admit that it looked less misshapen than usual. Perhaps practice really did make perfect.


  “Your hair’s a mess,” Vell commented as she buckled her skins to her saddle. She had already braided her own raven-dark hair, pinning it neatly about her head in semblance of a crown.


  “I just woke up,” I told her. “Of course it’s going to be a mess.”


  “I told you she wasn’t a morning person,” Vell told Merrick. He glanced up from where he sat cross-legged cleaning his daggers, a smile flashing across his mouth before he saw my thunderous expression. He lowered his head so I couldn’t see his face, but his shoulders shook with a silent chuckle.


  “Come on then,” Vell said. “Four or five laps should do it.”


  “Laps?” I questioned, pausing with my hair-tie held in one hand and my hair in complete disarray.


  “You can fix your hair afterward,” she replied brusquely, slipping into a long-legged jog reminiscent of a wolf’s distance-eating lope.


  I fell into step beside her, wincing as my legs protested. No different than a warm-up run after a hard game the day before, I told myself. The soreness from riding felt different than the soreness from running, though. Merrick carefully sheathed his daggers and caught up to us, his easy speed a painful contrast to my stiff jog. The faehal eyed us curiously as we passed. Kaleth snorted, as if to say, Silly two-legged runners, and returned to grazing the long grasses. Kavoryk paused in saddling his mount, watching us with just as much interest as the faehal.


  “I take it Kavoryk isn’t a runner,” I said.


  “Why would he have to chase anything? His axe does all the work for him,” Merrick replied.


  “True.” One blow from Kavoryk’s massive battle-axe would split a man clean in two or sever a head from a body as easily as cutting through butter.


  Finnead stood opposite the glade from Kavoryk and the faehal, one hand pressed against the pale bark of a birch tree. He ignored us as we ran past, his sapphire eyes half-closed in concentration and his lips moving soundlessly.


  “He’s talking to the dryad,” Merrick said in a low voice as we began our second circuit of the glade. My legs felt looser, and I twisted my torso experimentally, stretching the muscles.


  “Dryad, as in tree-spirit?” I asked.


  “The same. Most of them are found farther North, but they’ve lingered around the faery-rings.”


  “Do all trees have them, or just certain special ones?”


  “Most of them have forgotten,” said Merrick. “There are a few in the Royal Wood still, the ones whose roots grow deep enough to reach the land’s lifeblood.”


  “Can they take physical form?” I asked as we started our final lap around the meadow. Before Merrick answered, a very nubile, very naked woman stepped out from the trunk of the birch tree, her skin as silvery pale as the bark and her long flowing tresses tinted the tender green of new leaves. We slowed and then stopped. Vell sank into a stretch gracefully. I copied her movement, my eyes riveted on the dryad.


  “I guess that answers your question,” Merrick said dazedly, his gaze captured by the beautiful tree-spirit.


  Finnead stood with his back to us, but I could still see the dryad as she stepped forward delicately, her tiny feet barely seeming to touch the ground. Her lips moved, but I couldn’t hear her words. I frowned. The Sword thrummed and my war-markings prickled as a whisper of power moved through the glade. Finnead replied, his voice low. The dryad slid her delicate hand under his shirt, and a rush of burning emotion rose up like a tide within me. I sucked in a breath, caught off guard by the intensity of my reaction. I realized that the fire roaring in my chest was jealousy. My cheeks burned. Vell glanced at me, her golden eyes unreadable. She shifted into another stretch. Merrick, no longer mesmerized, studied the sole of his boot. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Finnead and the dryad, hard as I tried. A clawed hand squeezed my heart mercilessly as the dryad, her arm enveloped almost to the shoulder in Finnead’s shirt, rose on her tiptoes. Finnead slid an arm around the naked tree-spirit and she kissed him passionately, her spring-green tresses writhing in tendrils around them, twining with the raven-black of Finnead’s hair like a living vine, wrapping around his arms and his neck.


  I felt like I was going to be sick. I clenched my jaw and swallowed hard, eyes burning. It wasn’t enough that Finnead kissed me and then effectively reneged on his promise, but now he had to kiss a gorgeous, naked dryad right in front of me? I fervently hoped that a kiss was all the show they intended to give us, because if it went further than that…my hand twitched toward one of my daggers involuntarily. I realized that Vell was muttering Northern curse-words under her breath, glaring at Finnead and the dryad with blazing golden eyes. Kavoryk sharpened the blade of his axe, his black eyes glittering from above his massive beard.


  The dryad kissed Finnead hungrily, gripping the back of his neck with her free hand. She drew him back until she was pressed against the bark of her tree, the length of her nubile body melded against him. My breath hitched in my throat as she drew Finnead’s shirt up over his head. Vell made a sound of furious disgust.


  “Tess, you shouldn’t be watching this,” she said, words crackling with anger. She gripped my arm. “Dryads are so pent up in their trees, she probably can’t help herself…but for him, there’s no excuse.”


  I could only manage a strangled sound of agreement as Vell tried to turn me away. But then… “Wait,” I said, half turned, now looking over my shoulder.


  The dryad broke free from the passionate kiss and lowered her head to Finnead’s shoulder—the shoulder that the syivhalla had clawed. His entire body stiffened. The dryad’s voluminous hair blocked my view, but Finnead jerked, clenching his fists, and the dryad held him in place with astounding strength. She finished with the front of his shoulder and slid to his back, her green mane caressing the knotted ropes of white scars that marred Finnead’s shoulders.


  “What’s she doing?” I asked in a hoarse voice.


  “Molesting him?” Vell suggested, disgust still heavy in her voice.


  “The scars,” breathed Merrick, and I realized that the younger Sidhe had never seen the Vaelanbrigh’s terrible marks from his time as a prisoner of Malravenar.


  I watched in unwilling fascination as the skin of the dryad faded from luminous silver to gray. Patches of the bark on the tree peeled away. The Vaelanbrigh swayed forward and pressed his hand against the tree, leaning against it. The dryad clung to him like a leech. I took a step toward them. “Is she hurting him?” I heard myself ask.


  “Tess-mortal!” Forin appeared as if from nowhere.


  The birch tree trembled, the green slowly leaching from its leaves as the luster faded from the dryad’s hair and it hung limp. I realized the opposite was true: the dryad wasn’t hurting Finnead, but whatever she was taking from his shoulder was hurting her. For a heartbeat I felt a rising triumph, as if the dryad’s pain was some sort of cosmic revenge for her passionate kiss with Finnead; but just as briefly as the feeling surfaced, it evaporated, replaced by a strange feeling of concern. “He’s killing her,” I said, starting toward the tree. Small hands gripped my ear for balance as Forin landed on my shoulder. The Sword vibrated in its sheath on my back.


  “Tess,” Merrick said warningly, keeping pace, “it might not be good to interfere…”


  “Did you miss what just happened?” demanded Vell. “She was naked, he’s almost naked—good riddance!”


  I was almost halfway to the tree.


  “Tess-mortal, I believe I know something that may help,” Forin said into my ear.


  “Spit it out then, because I’m not slowing down,” I said tersely, striding through the long grass.


  “Dryads are connected to the lifeblood of Faeortalam, some say to the Ancient,” the Glasidhe explained quickly. “Their connection lets them heal.”


  “Heal?” I stopped short, so suddenly that Merrick almost collided with me.


  “Yes, heal,” Forin repeated patiently. “Most of them are particularly adept at drawing out poisons.”


  “Like from a Dark creature,” I said grimly. I turned to Vell. “Did the Vaelanbrigh say anything to you about his shoulder?”


  She shook her head. “I offered to change the bandage for him when we stopped to make camp, but he refused.”


  “Would you be able to tell if the sigil-spell didn’t work?”


  Vell shrugged. “I’m a Northern healer. I don’t work much in the ways of blood-blessed blades and such. But it would probably be rather obvious.”


  When I looked back to the tree, the dryad was curled on the ground, thin black veins marring her greyish skin. Finnead knelt by her, head bowed. Then he picked her up effortlessly, as if she weighed no more than a dry leaf, and gently placed her back into her tree. Her body melted into the bark and the tree shivered, poisonous black threads creeping up its trunk under its peeling bark.


  I pushed away the last vestiges of jealousy. There would be time enough for that later. Forin adjusted his grip on my ear as I strode forward.


  “I’ll get the mounts ready,” Vell said, turning away.


  “I’ll help,” Merrick said quickly, following the Northerner toward the other side of the clearing.


  Finnead seemed not to hear my approach. He stood contemplating the dryad’s tree, shirt held loosely in one hand. He’d taken the bandage off his shoulder, and as I neared I saw the thin black lines creeping out from the wounds near his shoulder blade. They were receding, though, as the dark tendrils on the birch tree darkened. The Vaelanbrigh’s appearance had not much improved since I first saw him after the battle in the healing-room. A black eye still stood out vividly against his pale skin, fading around the edges to green, and there was still a bruise around his torn lip. Somehow, though, he still projected an easy, powerful grace.


  “Will she die?” I looked up at the trembling branches.


  I waited for him to answer my question, watching the tree silently. A groan came from the trunk of the tree, the sound of wood splitting, but Finnead remained motionless. Finally he said, “I hope not.”


  A number of cutting remarks rose in my mind, all centering around his passionate kiss with the nubile tree-spirit, but they all seemed petty and mean-spirited as I glimpsed the weariness written on Finnead’s face. He remained silent. I stood for a moment more and then I turned away.


  “He didn’t speak to you?” Vell asked quietly as I checked the straps on Kaleth’s gear.


  “Only to say that he hopes the dryad doesn’t die,” I replied tonelessly.


  “If the Vaelanbrigh asked the dryad to heal him,” Merrick said slowly, “then that means that he’s still poisoned…doesn’t it?”


  “He doesn’t want my help. He can be pig-headed all he wants. If it makes him feel better to keep up the invincible superhero game, then I’m not going to tell him otherwise.” A prickle of concern ran through me but I pushed it away.


  “If he’s still poisoned, though—”


  “If he wants my help, he should ask for it,” I snapped. Instead of sticking his tongue down naked dryads’ throats in the name of healing, I added mentally.


  Vell shook her head.


  “What?” I demanded.


  She raised her eyebrows at me. “Don’t go snapping at me because he—” she jabbed her finger over her shoulder in Finnead’s direction—“is being an ass.”


  I took a deep breath. “Sorry.” I slipped Kaleth’s halter over his head, arranging his silky forelock over it. “Why did you shake your head?”


  “Because that boy is going to fall off his faehal before he admits that he needs help,” she said. “And you’re too mule-headed to help him without his asking.”


  “I don’t think the Vaelanbrigh would appreciate you calling him a ‘boy’,” I said lightly, thinking of the Vaelanmavar.


  Vell shrugged. “When you act like children…”


  I sighed in frustration. “Can we please just get on the road?”


  “Farin is scouting ahead,” Forin said into my ear. I’d almost forgotten that he was there, standing in Wisp’s customary position.


  “Thank you. At least someone has their head in the game this morning,” I muttered.


  “This is no game, Tess-mortal,” Forin reminded me grimly.


  “It’s an expression,” I replied, a smile tugging at the corner of my mouth despite my attempt to remain serious.


  In short order, we saddled our mounts, working silently. I adjusted the Sword’s sheath across my back, and I strapped my plain blade to my saddle. The morning sunlight bathed the whole glade in a golden glow, but I kept glancing back at the dryad’s tree. The birches on either side of it leaned toward the afflicted tree, their branches mingling. I felt a little better; perhaps the other dryads could give their sister strength. Or perhaps they were mourning her, another part of my mind suggested bleakly. I slid my toe into the stirrup and pulled myself into the saddle, sore muscles protesting, but after the short run and stretch, my body felt much better. The Caedbranr vibrated in its sheath, clearly happy to be moving again.


  We settled into the same pattern in which we’d traveled the day before: Vell and Merrick to either side of me, with Vell taking the lead when the path became too narrow for three riders abreast, followed by Kavoryk on his ox-like mount, and then the Vaelanbrigh bringing up the rear. Forin and Farin took shifts, one riding on my shoulder or between Kaleth’s ears, and the other flying ahead to scout the path. Against my better instincts, I let myself glance back at Finnead once, on the condition that I wouldn’t do it again. One glance, that was all I would get. He looked paler than usual, the bruises on his face standing out starkly; but he rode with the same easy skill and wore that same expression of calm aloofness that I’d wondered at so many times. His blue eyes remained inscrutable. I wondered if he was thinking about the dryad, and then I turned my attention back to the path.


  As we traveled farther and farther from Darkhill, the forest became wilder, brambles twined among the tree-trunks, wicked thorns gleaming in the shafts of sunlight filtering through the leaves overhead. Beryk slipped into the forest like a shadow, but he returned more often, as if to check that we were still there. Even when he trotted alongside Vell’s mount, his attention remained on the thick forest surrounding us, his demeanor no longer playful. Forin and Farin seemed more serious as well, their banter subdued. Even the Sword was watchful, the emerald in its pommel staring into the shadows.


  “Do you think the Skin-wraiths made a report back to whomever was controlling them?” I asked Vell quietly, the sunlight pooling in our path deepening as the day sank into afternoon.


  “Even if they did, they’d only assume we are scouts too,” said Merrick. A note of questioning remained in his voice.


  “Not necessarily,” I replied, thinking of the milky eyes of the last Skin-wraith as it gazed at me. “I felt like the one that saw me knew me. Or recognized something about me.”


  Vell pressed her lips together. Merrick frowned.


  “Can Skin-wraiths smell mortal blood?” I wondered aloud. “Can they even see?”


  “It depends on their creator,” Vell said. “Most of the time, a mage can craft his Skin-wraiths for a specific mission. If the ones we encountered were made specifically for scouting, they probably had a very acute sense of smell and hearing. Vision isn’t as important in a thick forest like this, though it would help. They probably weren’t blind.”


  I shivered a little. “Their eyes were creepy enough.”


  Vell shrugged with one shoulder. “They’re not made to look pleasant. They’re just pawns. Pieces to be moved by the controlling player.”


  I held my tongue at that. Is that what we are? I wanted to ask. Then Murtagh’s words rose in my mind. I’d almost forgotten about my Walking, the memory half-drowned by the hot tide of jealousy that had swamped me soon after waking from sleep. “I’m going to ask another question,” I said slowly, the Sword humming as it caught a snatch of my thoughts, “and neither of you can laugh at me.”


  Merrick gave me a strange look. Vell scanned the shadows impassively.


  “I’ll take that to mean you won’t laugh,” I continued. “It’s a ridiculous idea, but Murtagh, the Unseelie Walker—he came and talked to me last night.” I shifted in my saddle uncomfortably. “He seemed to think that Mab wanted Molly to bear the Sword because Molly wouldn’t have been as much of a threat, after it was all said and done.”


  “Whether her Fae half is unbound or not,” Merrick said slowly, “she is still half mortal.”


  Vell tilted her head to one side, dark hair blending with the shadows. “She would have been easier to control because she would have been weaker. The Sword would have killed her slowly.”


  A rush of power enveloped me suddenly, my war-markings blazing emerald, visible through the cloth of my shirt. My hair struggled to escape its braid, crackling with energy, and green flames licked at the edges of my vision. For a moment I let the Caedbranr’s fire sing through my bones, drawing in a deep breath. I heard a sharper intake of breath from Merrick, and a murmured Northern word from Vell. I pushed the power back down, admonishing the Caedbranr to control itself. It responded by draining almost all its power from me, leaving me gasping. I coughed and swatted irritably at the flyaway tendrils of hair framing my face.


  “Or the Sword would have killed her not so slowly,” said Merrick. He narrowed his eyes at me through the dusky shadows.


  “I know my hair’s a mess,” I said, squirming under his scrutiny.


  “It’s not your hair,” Vell informed me.


  “Your eyes went too, that time,” Merrick explained. “Green fire.”


  “Oh.” I blinked to make sure that my vision still functioned normally. “Well, everything’s in working order.” I shrugged, a little apologetically. “The Sword tends to be a little sensitive about us discussing any outcome other than the current one.”


  “As in, us discussing what would have happened if Molly was Bearer?” Vell asked.


  The Caedbranr flared a little. I clamped down on it firmly. “Yes.”


  “Didn’t know a millennia-old weapon of power would be so touchy,” she murmured, raising an eyebrow.


  I shrugged again. “Maybe it’s irritable after its four hundred year nap in the tree. Regardless, we’re getting along very well, actually.” I rubbed my arm. “Except for the whole involuntary ink incident. But it fades, so I guess that’s okay.”


  “It makes you look tough,” Vell replied impishly.


  A chuckle rumbled from behind us.


  “Well, I’m glad my non-consensual tattoo is a source of amusement for someone,” I said dryly, twisting to look at Kavoryk. His teeth glimmered from his dark beard as he grinned. The gory sack, now stained through with black blood, still swung from his saddle. The smile faded from my face and I rubbed my forehead with one hand.


  “What else did the spy have to say?” Vell pressed.


  I decided that re-braiding my hair was worth the hazard of taking both hands from the reins. I arranged the reins loosely in front of me and clamped a little harder with my legs as I quickly finger-combed my hair. “He said that Mab…” I stopped, resisting the urge to look behind us.


  “Mab…?”


  “Queen Mab’s power is…diminishing,” I said carefully, trying to remember the exact words that Murtagh had used as I finished braiding my hair.


  “Diminishing how, exactly?” asked Murtagh.


  I took a breath. “Apparently—this is just what Murtagh told me—the word around Court is that the Queen is relying on the Vaelanseld and…and the Vaelanbrigh to help bolster her power.”


  “Bolster her power,” Murtagh repeated. He did what I wanted to do so badly, looking over his shoulder at Finnead.


  “And I thought you Court-breds were supposed to have tact,” murmured Vell.


  Merrick ignored her. “What do you mean, bolster her power?”


  “I mean, Murtagh seems to think that she’s draining them. That she’s having a hard time holding back Malravenar in whatever invisible tug-of-war they’re playing, and she can’t rely on the Vaelanmavar anymore.” I tried to keep my voice low but I knew it was useless.


  Consternation darkened Merrick’s gray eyes. “Do you think we should ask him? With the poison and all…”


  “It’s rather rude to talk about someone behind their back, especially when they can hear you.”


  Merrick contained his surprise at Finnead’s words after a brief moment. I, however, stiffened in shock, the sound of Finnead’s voice vibrating through my body. I set my jaw and carefully schooled my expression into a look of polite surprise. “Would you like to join the conversation, Vaelanbrigh?” I asked, my voice painfully civil. Merrick guided his mount behind me as Finnead’s mount surged forward. Kaleth held his ground, ears flattening. Finnead’s knee brushed mine as our mounts jostled for position on the trail, and it was as if an electric spark jumped between us. I clenched my teeth and forced the image of his passionate kiss with the dryad to the front of my mind, holding onto it like an anchor against the building ache in my chest.


  “I would thank you not to speak of matters which you do not understand,” the Unseelie Knight said, his sapphire gaze piercing through the shadows between us.


  “Then please, enlighten me,” I replied lightly.


  “It is my duty to serve the Queen,” he said, his face hard as stone.


  A seed of anger took root in my chest, mingling with the building ache. “I thought your duty was to escort me safely to the Seelie Court.”


  Finnead raised one of his dark eyebrows, just slightly. I wanted to slap myself for sounding like such a self-involved, ignorant child. As if the whole world revolved around me when there were Skin-wraiths and bone-crowned Riders and garrelnosts savaging the forests. And dryads. Naked dryads. That helped the anger bloom a little more.


  Vell melted into the shadows, her mount sliding ahead of us silently.


  “I am bound to the Queen by blood and the Named Sword I wear,” Finnead said stiffly. The Brighbranr chimed a soft, beautiful note, as if to reassure him. “These are dark times.”


  “That’s all you have to say about the fact that your Queen might just drain you dry like a spider with a fly caught in her web?” It wasn’t the greatest comparison, but it was all that came to mind at the moment. At least he would understand it better than the vampire description.


  Finnead gazed at the path. The darkening light caught the frozen-ice colors in his raven-wing hair, deep purples and greens and blues splaying across his head in haphazard beauty. I shook myself.


  “It is not a prospect I relish,” he finally replied, each word pronounced very precisely. “But I am a man of my word.”


  I couldn’t help the slight scoff that escaped me at that last sentence. Something flashed across Finnead’s face, quicker than lightning, and I missed it. I waited for him to go on, but he nudged his faehal in the ribs. I leaned forward in the saddle and Kaleth kept pace as Finnead’s mount lengthened his strides.


  “So she’s really doing it? Mab really is draining you?” The question burst out of me, spilling over my lips before I could clamp them shut. I saw Finnead’s jaw working, as though he bit down on a reply. He wouldn’t look at me as he dug his heels into his mount’s sides. Kaleth thrust his head forward, ready to match the other faehal’s speed, but I leaned back and kept a firm hold on the reins. Finnead’s mount broke into a canter, and I let him go, watching the shadows caress his pale skin and the light paint his hair in brilliant colors.


  


  Chapter 11


  We traveled for a few more hours and then stopped to fill our water-skins in a clear, cold stream. I splashed some water on my face, sighing.


  “Most don’t realize that life on the road is a dirty business,” Vell commented as she washed her own face.


  I wet a kerchief and scrubbed at my face and neck. “I’ll wash now that I have the chance.” I smoothed my dampened hair back from my forehead.


  Vell dried her face and stood, rubbing the leaf of a nearby tree between her fingers. Her face took on a concentrated yet far-away look as she moved among the trees, calloused hands touching the bark of the trees. She sank onto her haunches and studied the ground, brushing aside some dead leaves to peer at the earth.


  Merrick slid a map out from its traveling-tube as his mount lowered its head to the stream. Forin and Farin hovered over his shoulder as he unrolled the map, his youthful face taut with thought. Wringing out my kerchief, I stepped closer and peered at the map. “Is something wrong?”


  For a few moments, Merrick studied the map silently. He spread it on the ground, weighing the corners down with rocks. “I don’t know,” he finally said. He took out a device that looked like an intricate compass from his belt-pouch, adjusting the knobs and dials, the gold of the instrument gleaming softly in the shade. After inspecting the delicate knobs thoroughly, Merrick set the device on the map. He murmured a Sidhe word, and the compass sprang open, revealing a black surface as polished as a mirror. A ripple ran across the surface, and then a hazy image appeared. Fascinated, I leaned closer.


  “It’s the barracks,” I said in surprise. It was as if the map were a wall with the barracks on the other side, and the black mirror in the compass had cut through the wall, allowing us to see the clearing in perfect miniature. “What is that?”


  “A scrying-stone,” Merrick replied. “One made especially for navigation.”


  “There aren’t many that have the skill to work one of those,” Vell said, watching over Merrick’s shoulder.


  Merrick cleared his throat. “Yes, well…there’s a difference between making it work and making it work well.” He took a deep breath and extended one hand, palm down, over the scrying-mirror, obscuring the view of the barracks. Vell and I waited. I hardly dared to breathe. Merrick murmured another word, a word that made me think of dappled paths and night breezes through the trees. The scrying-mirror slid slowly across the map, moving of its own volition. I watched in wonder. The Sword hummed softly on my back, perhaps recognizing Merrick’s skill.


  When the scrying-stone stopped and the black mirror rippled, the image of the faery-ring appeared. My throat tightened as I saw the felled trunk of the dryad’s birch tree. If the poison had killed the dryad that fast…I shook my head and forced myself to watch more closely. The long grasses in the meadow swayed as something moved near the edge of the faery-ring. We all leaned closer, trying to distinguish the slinking form. The creature moved sinuously, skirting the sunlight, lingering in the shadows.


  “Something’s tracking us,” I whispered.


  “It can’t hear us,” Merrick said, but his voice was low and quiet, too.


  Vell said nothing, her golden eyes transfixed with an alarming intensity on the scrying-stone.


  “Vell? What is it?” I asked softly. Did she know what kind of Shadow-creature stalked our trail?


  She remained silent, staring into the scrying-stone. The shadowy creature reached the dead birch tree, sliding through the darkest underbrush.


  “Maybe if I adjust the angle…” Merrick muttered. He put his hand above the scrying-stone, his fingers mimicking a twisting motion. When he drew back his hand, the scrying-stone trembled, its golden casing rattling against the map’s parchment. An image flashed across the black surface as the creature turned abruptly and fled into the forest. I stared at the scrying-stone as it went dark and mirror-like again. Merrick reached out for it, but Vell caught his hand in a sudden, sharp movement.


  “Show it again,” she said in a choked voice, staring at her own pale reflection in the scrying-stone.


  Merrick looked down at Vell’s hand. “You’re shaking.”


  “Vell?” I asked softly. I had never seen the Northerner this rattled by anything, not when she’d fetched me from under the river-tree, not when I had discovered the Sword, not when she was dismembering Skin-wraiths.


  Vell abruptly released her grip on Merrick and stood in one sharp movement, stalking off into the forest, leaving me staring wonderingly after her.


  “She looked like she’d seen a ghost,” Merrick said, rubbing his wrist.


  “What did you see?”


  He hesitated. I waited, the sounds of the forest draping softly over us. Finally he put his hand over the scrying-glass. “A wolf,” he said. “A wolf with amethyst eyes.”


  I sat back on my heels. “Maybe she did see a ghost.”


  Merrick stared at his own hand extended over the scrying-stone. “You should go find her. It’s not safe alone.”


  “She’s got Beryk.” But I stood and brushed the leaves from my knees. I left Merrick as he murmured another word over the scrying-glass.


  I walked through the shadowy forest, resisting the urge to call out Vell’s name. I found her curled against the trunk of an enormous tree, its roots cradling her. Beryk crouched over her protectively, his lip curling in a growl as I approached. Vell had one arm over Beryk’s neck, her fingers tangled in his fur.


  “Hey,” I said as Beryk’s growl rumbled louder. I put my hands up. “It’s just me.” The Sword thrummed a comforting note from my back and my war-markings prickled.


  Vell shifted. “Manners,” she told Beryk in a thick voice as she sat up against the tree-trunk. I studied the canopy of leaves above us as she scrubbed at her eyes with her sleeve. “You can stop pretending that you don’t know I was crying,” she said curtly, voice starting to clear.


  “What?” I raised my eyebrows innocently.


  She shook her head. “Don’t ever try to lie to anybody, Tess. You’re a terrible actress.”


  I smiled wryly. “Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.”


  Vell cleared her throat, looking angry with herself. “In any case, I deserve some shaming. Haring off like a soft-brained pup.”


  I couldn’t make heads or tails of that statement, so I just shrugged. The Northerner stood. Beryk shook himself and trotted off into the shadows without so much as a glance at me. “Is he mad at me?” I asked.


  “The wilder the forest, the more he’s reminded of the fact that he’s a wolf. Too long around civilized folk starts rearranging things in our heads.”


  “Ah. I see.”


  “No, you don’t,” Vell replied testily, “but you will soon enough.” She stood.


  I frowned. “I’m just going to cut to the chase, because you don’t seem to be in the mood for polite conversation. What did you see in the scrying-stone, and why did you react like you’d seen a ghost?” I folded my arms over my chest.


  “You know what I saw.”


  “It was too quick for me to be sure,” I said truthfully, lifting my chin as Vell eyed me challengingly. Her mouth tightened.


  “It was a wolf.”


  “Just a wolf?”


  “A wolf,” she hissed, “with ulfdrengr eyes.”


  “Why are you angry?” I demanded as she swept past me, striding back toward the stream so quickly that I broke into an undignified jog to keep pace. “Isn’t that a good thing?”


  “I am not angry,” Vell said, words clipped by her suddenly apparent accent.


  “Then what?”


  She stopped and whirled. I almost fell, stumbling at the change in direction. “Because,” she said, eyes blazing, “I am the last ulfdrengr” She took deep, trembling breath. “I thought I was the last ulfdrengr,” she amended. “And we are not just ulfdrengr.”


  “You’re herravaldyr,” I said. I thought I was beginning to understand.


  Vell nodded jerkily. “And if there are ulfdrengr out there…in the thrall of the Shadow…” Her face hardened. “Then I have failed them. It was my duty to protect them.” She looked away into the shadows, clenching and unclenching her fists.


  “You can’t be certain that they’re enthralled,” I said, but there was still a question in my voice.


  “I cannot be certain…but it is what my instincts tell me.” Vell drew one dagger and tossed it from hand to hand restlessly, the silver blade cutting through the dusk. “Why else would he be tracking us?”


  “It’s the pair? Both of them?” I didn’t know what to call the Northerner and wolf.


  “Yes, it’s the pair. I could see him through the wolf’s eyes. There is something…wrong.”


  “That’s why you think they’re enslaved.”


  “Through some dark sorcery,” Vell growled, clutching her knife vengefully. “I swear by the spirit of my father, I will find a way to release them.” The blade gleamed. “One way or another.”


  I knew with a chill that Vell meant every word. She would kill the other ulfdrengr if she could not free him from Malravenar’s thrall. “I’ll help, if I can.”


  Vell nodded sharply, sheathed her dagger and turned away from me without another word. I followed her back to the stream. Merrick still knelt by the map, Kavoryk’s huge bulk towering over him. Farin landed on my shoulder.


  “There is something wrong,” she said into my ear in a soft, fearful voice. “Something wrong with the map and the scrying-stone.”


  I frowned. “Merrick?”


  “The map,” he said slowly. “There has to be a mistake.”


  “Why? What’s wrong?”


  “It can’t possibly be right.”


  “Merrick,” I said firmly, flexing my right hand. The war-markings were tingling.


  “It’s saying that it will take us at least a fortnight to make it to the edge of the forest.” Confusion edged Merrick’s voice. “I…I swear, Lady Bearer, I swear that the route was three days at most when I checked the maps this morning.”


  “Is it the right map?”


  The navigator gave me a look.


  I put up my hands. “Okay, sorry. Dumb question. I’m just trying to think this through.” I rubbed my arm. “So you have the same map, and last night it said three days, and today it says two weeks.”


  “I checked it with the scrying-stone,” Merrick said darkly.


  “The map changed? Was it switched out?”


  Merrick shook his head. “No.” He passed his hand over the map and the seal of the Unseelie Court gleamed softly from the parchment. “And it hasn’t been tampered with by any power other than my own.”


  “Then how did it change?”


  “One of the beauties of Sidhe maps is that there’s no need to update them. If the navigator does his job and tends to them correctly, they change with the land.”


  “They change with the land,” I repeated. “You’re saying the forest changed?”


  “Not just the forest,” he replied grimly. “The Darinwel, too.” He positioned the scrying-stone over the river marked on the map. “Look.”


  The black mirror showed a gorge, a deep gash like a wound in the land. A black river rife with rocks roared at the bottom of the terrifying cliff, foam-laced and ravenous. My stomach dropped and I hurriedly looked up from the scrying-stone, fighting back vertigo. “It wasn’t always like that?” I asked, swallowing hard.


  Merrick shook his head. “Rivers change, over time…the Darinwel is deeper and faster than when the last Bearer walked Faeortalam, but not like this.”


  “Well,” I said, keeping my voice steady. “Obviously, the enemy knows we are somewhere in the forest, whether from the Skin-wraiths or otherwise.” I looked at our small, battle-hardened group. “He doesn’t want us to reach the Seelie Court.”


  “All the more reason for us to be on the road,” Finnead said from the path, swinging into the saddle with languid grace. Merrick closed the scrying-stone’s golden case and wrapped it in a square of worn red velvet, placing it back in his belt-pouch with infinite care. He saw the question in my eyes.


  “Moryn came from a line of navigators,” he said quietly. “He was better with a blade than a scrying-stone, though.” The hint of a smile touched his mouth. “It was unorthodox, but he gave the scrying-stone passed down to him…to me.” His fingers brushed the leather of the belt pouch.


  “Come on then,” piped Farin.


  Merrick’s smile faded as he rolled the map efficiently and checked the straps on the carrying-cases.


  “I’ll take rear-guard.” Vell turned her faehal without even so much looking at Finnead. There was a hardness to her golden eyes as she scanned the shadows.


  I patted Kaleth’s neck and slipped my toe into the stirrup. Kaleth started forward as soon as I had my seat. Apparently the Vaelanbrigh wasn’t the only one anxious to be traveling again. “There’s someone tracking us,” I said to the group at large. Forin and Farin hovered above me, keeping pace with Kaleth. “Keep a sharp eye out.”


  Merrick took the lead, with Kaleth following close behind, then Kavoryk and Finnead, and Vell bringing up the rear silently.


  “You are Moryn really were like brothers,” I said to Merrick.


  “Yes.” Merrick glanced at me. “Forgive me if I overstep my bounds, but do you have any brothers or sisters, Lady Bearer?”


  “It’s Tess,” I said automatically.


  “Tess, then,” he acquiesced.


  “I have a brother. Liam.”


  “Another good strong name,” Merrick said with a faint smile, his eyes glittering in the shadows.


  I nodded, throat suddenly tight. “He’s a good brother. Older than me. Always trying to protect me.” My mouth twisted in a wry smile. “And look at me now, toting this ancient weapon around in a foreign world.”


  “Do you really believe our world foreign still?”


  I paused at the question and shrugged with one shoulder. “Not exactly, anymore. Not since I’ve been bound to the Sword. It knows this land as home, but for me…I still wasn’t born here.”


  “Home is about much more than the land of your birth,” Merrick said with a sage air.


  “Thank you for that gem of wisdom,” I replied dryly. He chuckled, and then we lapsed into silence. I watched the shadows darken around the trees, thorns seeming to lengthen with the approach of dusk. When my stomach growled hungrily, I fished some of Vell’s venison out of my belt-pouch, chewing it speculatively as I thought more about Merrick’s question. I realized that Faoertalam had become just as much my world as Doendhtalam—the mortal world—when I decided to stay and fight in the battle. It became my world as I developed friendships that made it impossible for me to simply leave it all behind. But as much as I thought about it, I couldn’t identify the exact moment when I passed the point of no return. My love for Molly had kept me there at first, but then I had met Wisp, Ramel and Allene; Flora and Forsythe, Emery and Bren, Guinna and Donovan…and Finnead. I wondered if I would ever see them again, or if my road to the Seelie Court and beyond, to Malravenar’s stronghold, was a one-way ticket to my own demise. I straightened in the saddle, drawing back my shoulders. No use talking like that, I told myself firmly. The Sword hummed in quiet agreement.


  We rode as dark fell around us, draping the trees in cobwebs of shadow. Merrick led us confidently even as the path, narrow to start, faded until it was little more than a faint line through the trees. We rode single file as the trees crowded the trail. Kaleth flicked his ears at every sound, alert in the deepening darkness.


  “Riding through the night?” I asked Merrick softly.


  He turned in the saddle. “As long as we have the path, we might as well. We need to make good time, now that it’s a fortnight.”


  “We brought enough provisions,” I said, trying to sound confident.


  “I’m sure the wolf can bring down game, but if we can’t light a fire to cook it, that doesn’t leave us with many options.”


  “I think that the enemy does know we’re in the forest.”


  “But he might not know our exact location. We wouldn’t want to hand ourselves to him on a silver platter.”


  “That might not be the wisest choice,” I agreed. I glanced back at the rest of our traveling party, no more than shadows behind us on the path. “Vell thinks that the wolf and its man are enthralled,” I said in a low voice.


  “So it is another Northerner,” Merrick said. “That might complicate things.”


  “If it was another Sidhe from the Unseelie Court, wouldn’t you feel an obligation to do what you could for them?”


  “Not if they were hunting me down. I don’t take kindly to people who want to kill me.” He bared his teeth in a humorless smile.


  “She doesn’t intend to give herself meekly over for slaughter,” I said in irritation.


  “Forgive me for missing the point.” There was laughter in his voice, subtle but there.


  “Vell said that she’s going to free him, one way or another.”


  “One way or another. That means that if she can’t break the spell—or, I’m guessing, if you can’t break the spell—then she’s going to kill him.”


  “Yes. That’s what she means.”


  “Well, this will make tonight’s watch a little more interesting,” he commented.


  “I expect that either Vell or Beryk will be awake most of the night.”


  “Funny,” Merrick said, “I was told that you were the one with the sense of honor and duty. No-one ever mentioned the Northwoman.”


  I bristled. Apparently there was a side to the good-natured young navigator that I hadn’t yet encountered. “No-one ever mentioned you by name, either.” I glared at him, not caring that he probably couldn’t see my anger in the dark. “I don’t care what the opinion of Northerners is at Court. They will be spoken of civilly around me.”


  “My apologies, Lady Bearer,” Merrick murmured, eyes glimmering, and then he turned around, slipping the hood of his cloak over his head in a clear signal that the conversation was effectively over. I glared at the back of his head for a while and then went back to examining the shadows on either side of the path. Traveling in the dark in a forest leaves a lot of time for thought, and I didn’t particularly want to be alone with mine at the moment, but it didn’t look like I had much of a choice.


  We rode through the night, shards of silver moonlight scattered across our path, a latticework of shadows beneath the faehals’ hooves. I began to feel the effects of the second day of hard riding, my body stiffening. My legs hurt, but I’d expected that; it was the soreness in other places that caught me off guard. My sides protested with every compensating movement that I made to keep myself steady in the saddle, and my shoulders and lower back ached from the tension of sitting upright. Slumping in the saddle didn’t do any good, and it looked very undignified besides. The Sword, though, seemed to weigh nothing, its strap across my chest feeling more like a cursory precaution than a necessity. Somehow I wasn’t entirely surprised, and I thanked it silently. It hummed, the vibrations threading through the knots in my tense muscles.


  “There are no faery rings anyplace close to here,” Merrick said finally, slowing his mount to a leisurely walk and then to a stop. Kaleth tossed his head impatiently as the navigator thought.


  “Well, we didn’t expect there to be faery rings to camp out in all the way to the Darinwel, did we?” I said with a trace of irritation.


  “Of course not,” he replied mildly. “I was merely stating that fact for the rest of our merry little band’s benefit.”


  “The rest of the ‘merry little band’ has noticed on their own that there’s no faery ring,” Vell said.


  I rubbed my temples. “All right. We’ve established there’s no faery ring. We’ll just have to be more vigilant with the watch.”


  “Vigilance is the eternal price of freedom,” murmured Finnead, almost to himself.


  I glanced at him in surprise. “Where did you learn to quote Thomas Jefferson?”


  His teeth glimmered in half a smile. “It would not do well for a Knight of the Court to be uneducated about the world in which he must travel.” There was something like contempt in his voice.


  I had enough presence of mind to blame my sudden irritation on my tiredness. “We—or at least I—need to sleep at some point.”


  “We will make camp here for the night,” rumbled Kavoryk, dismounting from his shaggy beast. Merrick looked as if he were about to say something, but then he closed his mouth and shrugged, sliding down from the saddle.


  “Here’s as good a place as any,” he said.


  Kavoryk hefted his battle-axe in one hand. When he saw my raised eyebrows, he grinned and said, “Just in case there are any wild boars.” He stalked into the forest, his huge form moving with deceptive stealth, the edge of his axe cutting through the darkness with a bright gleam.


  “Nasty creatures, wild boars,” Merrick said sensibly as he followed the giant Northman on foot, leading his mount.


  I bit back a groan as I dismounted, massaging my legs in an effort to persuade them to carry my weight. I was partially successful and I limped along next to Kaleth, who bore my arm over his neck and my various small sounds of complaint stoically.


  “A few more days and you’ll be running and skipping out of the saddle,” Vell said from behind me. She tried for her usual wry smile, but her eyes were haunted. Her black eye had faded to a bruise that glowed sickly green in the moonlight.


  “Can we fast forward to then?” I grumbled. The Sword chuckled. “You’re not helping,” I growled at it, pausing as my calf cramped painfully. I swatted at a bramble-branch that wrapped around my leg as we started forward again, wincing as a thorn scratched my hand. “Nasty bushes around here.”


  Vell murmured something in agreement, but it was clear her attention was focused elsewhere.


  I lowered my voice. “Are they close?”


  Staring off into the shadows with her wolf-like gaze, she answered, “They can’t be that far behind us. They were at the faery ring before sundown. We are not traveling as ulfdrengr travel.”


  “Meaning we’re slower?”


  Her luminous eyes turned back to me. “Meaning we’re much slower and louder. A pup could track us.” She took a deep breath of the night air. “And smell us.” She wrinkled her nose.


  I surreptitiously sniffed my shirt.


  “Not you,” she clarified. “Well…a wolf could, but not their warrior. Not until they were right on top of you, anyway.”


  “Oh.” I dropped to a whisper. “Is it Kavoryk?”


  Vell chuckled a little at that. “No. He smells like a Northman anyway.” She shook her head at my perplexed look. “Really, Tess, you can be so thick-skulled sometimes.”


  “Thick-skulled, that’s me,” I said brightly.


  Vell sobered. “It’s going to be a problem soon.”


  “The…smell?”


  She nodded. “And the cause of it.”


  We stopped at the edge of a tiny clearing, really no more than an indentation in the ground created by the roots of several huge trees. I wondered how we would all sleep in the small space. Would we all pile atop each other like puppies? A ridiculous image flashed through my mind: Kavoryk, snoring on his side, with Merrick under one arm like a teddy bear; Beryk snuggled between Vell and I, and Finnead—I forced my attention back to the present. Vell had said something. I blinked. She sighed.


  “The Vaelanbrigh. The poison,” she repeated.


  I began unbuckling the straps of Kaleth’s saddle, glancing about the little clearing. Kavoryk loomed on the other side, and Merrick was scratching a rune into the bark of one of the trees. Finnead was nowhere to be seen. “It’s that bad?” I whispered.


  “Beryk can hardly stand it,” she said, as if that explained everything.


  I lifted the saddle from Kaleth’s back and set it on the ground, rummaging in the saddlebag for a grooming-cloth. Kaleth blew out a breath in satisfaction as I rubbed him down. He flicked his tail and I obligingly combed through the silky dark hair for leaves and burrs. When I finished, I patted his shoulder and he wandered a short distance away, moving through the trees like a gleaming blue wraith.


  “You’re both stubborn as mules,” Vell muttered as she gave her sleek little faehal a fond slap to send it off with Kaleth.


  “I can’t hold him down and force him to let me help him,” I said in exasperation.


  “You’re not going to have to hold him down at all in a few days,” she replied meaningfully.


  “I don’t even know if I can do anything.” My protest sounded feeble even to my own ears.


  “Now, Lady Bearer,” said Vell, her voice thick with sarcasm and a hint of reproach. “We both know that isn’t true.”


  I folded my blanket into a camp pillow. “True or not, I can’t help the fact that he’s a self-righteous prick.”


  “Or that you might be falling in love with him?”


  I looked sharply at Vell, who was folding her own blanket as if she’d just commented on the weather.


  “I might not be all rainbows and sunshine tied up in pretty ribbon like some of those Court-bred girls, but I know the ways of the world,” she said. “I know it when I see it.”


  “Well then, you must be looking at something completely different than what’s happening,” I snapped.


  “Don’t get angry at me for pointing out something that you’re too stubborn to admit,” Vell replied coolly.


  I found that I had no reply to that. I slid the strap of the Sword over my head. The emerald winked slyly at me. “Not you, too,” I groaned.


  “Well,” the Northwoman said to the Sword, “we agree on something for once.”


  The Sword’s silvery chuckle shivered through the air.


  “If it’s quite all right, I’d like to go to sleep instead of gossiping like schoolgirls,” I said irritably. Vell spread her fur out in the little bowl created by the tree-roots.


  “I was never a schoolgirl,” she said ostensibly, “so there’s no way I can gossip like one.” Her teeth gleamed as she grinned at me.


  “At least you’re in a better mood,” I said sourly, dropping my pillow onto the fur and pulling off my boots in a huff. After arranging my boots under my pillow and the Sword at the edge of the fur, I pulled my cloak over myself.


  “Yes,” Vell murmured. “It will be over soon.”


  I propped myself up on my elbows, my irritation draining away as I realized that Vell expected to encounter the other ulfdrengr while we were camped here. “Wake me up if anything happens.”


  “Trust me,” she said, sitting on the other side of the fur with her legs folded neatly beneath her, “you will know when he arrives.” She stared unblinkingly out into the darkness, still as a statue, her bow laid across her lap and her green-fletched arrows laid within reach.


  Kavoryk stood to the other side of the small clearing, his giant form looking like a tree trunk amidst the forest. Merrick sat cross-legged on his blanket, Forin and Farin hovering above him to provide light as he pored over the map, the scrying-stone sliding with a soft scraping noise across the parchment. I thought vaguely that I shouldn’t be able to sleep, since we were going to be attacked by another wolf-warrior and all, but weariness settled over me like a second blanket and my eyes drifted shut, the aches of my tired body fading as I drifted into welcoming darkness.


  


  Chapter 12


  I felt as though I had just closed my eyes and drifted to sleep when the Caedbranr sent a sharp word into my head, rousing me from my rest.


  Ulfdrengr.


  It sounded like half a greeting and half a command, laced with a firm contempt that I had never before heard in the Sword’s mental voice. I threw my blanket to the side, rubbing one hand hastily across my eyes and groping for the hilt of my plain blade with the other. My eyes were still adjusting to the pitch darkness as I slid my sword out of its sheath, the Caedbranr’s voice still humming in my bones. I realized as I awakened fully that the Sword had not been talking to me. It had woken me up with its greeting to the ulfdrengr tracking us, but it had been addressing the wolf and the warrior.


  A chill crawled up my spine as I felt something answer the Sword from the depths of the shadows. It wasn’t a voice, and I couldn’t understand any words in it, but it was a sound of malice and hatred. The surrounding trees trembled, their branches shaking. I moved into a crouch. The place where Vell had sat with her bow across her lap was empty, only a slight indentation in the blankets remaining. I scanned the little clearing. My gaze settled on a stealthy movement: Vell, her body perfectly still save for her right arm as she drew back an arrow, two fingers grazing her cheek, her gaze fixed on something in the trees.


  “Tess.”


  I turned to the whisper. Merrick crouched to my right, his gray eyes luminous in the darkness, catching the light like a cat’s.


  “Kavoryk and Finnead?” I whispered, barely breathing any sound into the words.


  Merrick motioned with two delicate flicks of his fingers, pointing out Kavoryk, hefting his battle-axe further to my right, and Finnead, the Brighbranr gleaming softly even in the heavy darkness. They’d formed a full circle around me, I realized. I slipped the strap of the Sword over my head and slid forward to join Merrick. He glanced at Finnead and opened his mouth to protest. I cut him off with a wave of my hand. “You all have to stop being so protective,” I whispered. “They’d have to be blind not to see that I’m the high-value target, with everyone hovering over me like mother hens.” I stiffened as the Dark voice came again, something like a growl this time, but like no living throat could make. It wasn’t the sound of the wolf or the man. It was the sound of something inhabiting the wolf and the man, I thought grimly. I wondered if they would be dead, reanimated corpses like the Skin-wraiths. Goose bumps crawled across my skin. “They’re close.”


  Merrick nodded and adjusted his grip on his sword. The Sword’s power began its restless circling, pacing like a caged tiger in my chest, prowling from rib to rib. I clenched and unclenched my free hand, fighting the urge to unleash it. It wanted to hunt the Darkness among the trees. It sensed its enemy, and its bloodlust coursed through me. Was this what Vell felt? Was this thirst for the kill a taste of ulfdrengr because of the scent on the wind, or was it my own instincts, magnified by the Sword? I shook my head slightly to clear it. I had to focus.


  Vell shouted a Northern word as a mottled shape burst out of the shadows. Her green-fletched arrow whistled through the night. As soon as she released the arrow, Vell tucked her bow and rolled to the side. A black and gray wolf landed where she had stood only a heartbeat earlier, the arrow lodged in its shoulder. The wolf snarled and turned toward Vell, but the Northwoman was already on her feet, drawing a dagger. Beryk erupted from the trees, catching the mottled wolf unaware. He seized it by the scruff of its neck, clamping down with his powerful jaws, and the two wolves rolled, crashing through the underbrush in a whirl of teeth and fur and flashing claws.


  “Tess! Down!” Vell shouted over the tremendous noise of the wolf-fight. I dropped to the ground and Vell dove over me, connecting solidly with a form in the shadows that had been ready to tackle me. She slammed the other ulfdrengr into a tree, her dagger flashing as she brought it up to his throat. “Skorlan hvel, ulfdrengr,” she snarled.


  Heedless of the dagger against the pale skin of his throat, the ulfdrengr seized Vell, moving with inhuman speed, and threw her. She twisted, slamming her shoulder into a tree with jarring force, but with barely a pause she whirled, dagger raised. Merrick sliced at the man with his sword. The ulfdrengr blocked it with a twisted black blade. It was the blade, I knew suddenly as the Dark voice made the leaves on the trees shake with its terrible cry. Merrick paused, seeming dazed by the inhuman snarl, and the man raised the dagger. I lunged, blocking the black dagger with my sword and shoving Merrick to the side.


  A shard of moonlight illuminated the ulfdrengr’s face in the instant that we gazed at each other. His expression was terrifyingly blank, like a mask—except for his eyes, which glimmered with pain. And then he whispered two words.


  “Kill me.”


  I didn’t have time to reply. Vell’s arm snaked around his neck and she swept his legs out from beneath him, taking them both to the ground. The sounds of the wolf-fight abated. I glanced up. The two wolves circled each other warily in the little clearing, Beryk clearly larger and stronger than the black and gray wolf. Blood speckled the leaves. Kavoryk’s battle axe shone as he swung it through the air. The mottled wolf fell to its side at the impact, shuddered once and then was still.


  “A little help here,” gritted out Vell.


  The ulfdrengr thrashed with the strength of a madman, his blank face reddening as Vell tightened her chokehold.


  “The blade!” I said.


  Merrick lunged with cat-like grace and pinned the ulfdrengr’s arm to the ground. He hissed. “It’s iron,” he said painfully, paling as the blade brushed his sleeve. The ulfdrengr kicked at me viciously as I moved to his side. One of his boots caught a glancing blow to my shin. I gritted my teeth and took hold of his arm. Merrick let go and caught his other arm.


  “Roll him,” panted Vell. “To the right.”


  I kept the ulfdrengr’s arm tight against the ground and Merrick adjusted his position so that Vell could roll the man onto his side, wrapping her legs around his to secure her hold. Whatever Dark power gave the ulfdrengr his strength apparently also made him very hard to kill. Vell tightened her arm about his throat. His lips were turning blue but he still struggled with an amazing strength. The Dark blade shrieked, its scream slicing through the night. Merrick flinched as if he’d been struck and Vell made a sound of pain. The Sword’s power surged through me, a rising tide that I couldn’t contain, my war-markings blazing, engulfing my arm.


  “Let go!” I shouted at Vell and Merrick. Vell rolled away and Merrick jumped back as the green fire rose in my eyes, my vision dimming at the edges.


  The Sword slammed its power down into the ulfdrengr, whose body arched as though electrocuted. He screamed through blue lips as emerald fire enveloped him. I felt the Dark blade like a shard of ice in my flesh. I wielded the Sword’s power like a torch, searing it away. Black tentacles had wrapped around the ulfdrengr’s arm, invisible to the naked eye. I followed them into his chest, and somewhere in the back of my mind, the part that was not exulting in the roaring bonfire of power, I knew that I would probably kill him. But he had told me to kill him.


  Flames raced down my right arm in fierce whorls. I plunged my hand into his chest, half-substantial, passing through bone and flesh and blood, seeking out the seed of Darkness. I felt the hot pulse of his beating heart beneath my palm. He writhed and I said, “Hold him.” My voice was not my own, layered with the power of the Sword and all the voices of all the Bearers who had gone before me. I felt them in the back of my head, through the Sword, calm presences centering the blinding rush of power. My fingertips brushed a writhing, cold-burning splinter near his heart. I closed my hand around it and jerked it from his chest, fist blazing. The ulfdrengr was still screaming. With my other hand I gripped the Dark blade, its edge biting into my flesh.


  The Sword’s power shredded the darkness savagely, immolating it like the burning heart of the syivhalla. The Dark shard crumbled to dust in my fist and the fire heated the black blade silver, leeching the Dark from it. The Sword’s power burned down like embers in a fire, the edges of my vision clearing. I opened my hands and silky black ash sifted through my fingers. I fell back on my heels, breathless. My head spun from the sudden vacuum in my chest, the space where the Sword’s power had been.


  The ulfdrengr’s scream broke, fragmenting into shards of sound grating from his ruined throat. I leaned over him with the ashes of the Darkness still staining my skin, my hair in a wild halo around my head, my eyes wide. He shuddered and his head fell to the side as his body stilled. Vell knelt on his other side, pressing her fingers against his neck.


  “Is he alive?” I rasped. My bones ached with exhaustion.


  “You put your hand in his chest,” Merrick said. “Through his chest.”


  “The curse was near his heart,” I said tiredly, brushing the ash from my hands. The Dark blade was now a straight, ordinary-looking silver dagger, only the bones etched into its handle remaining to tell of its cursed history.


  “He’s alive,” Vell said. Her voice held a shadow of the relief that coursed through me.


  Finnead stood over the black and gray wolf, Kavoryk posted nearby with his huge battle-axe. The wolf’s paws were bound with black cord. I squinted at Kavoryk’s battle-axe and then at the wolf, sure that I’d heard the giant roaring a battle cry as he swung his huge blade.


  “No need to kill it,” he said gruffly as he met my gaze. He tapped the flat of the axe. “A blow to stun it.”


  I stood shakily. Merrick shadowed me, one hand extended as if to catch me. I gave him half an exhausted smile and let him take my elbow. I felt as though I’d just run a marathon, my chest aching and my knees watery, all my joints soft as butter. Merrick patiently walked with me as I crossed the small clearing, the distance feeling like miles. Finnead looked at us silently, his blue eyes almost black in the shadows.


  Beryk circled the unconscious wolf. As I drew closer, the difference between the downed wolf and Beryk became painfully obvious. Where Beryk’s fur gleamed glossily in the moonlight, the mottled wolf’s fur lay lank against its sides, outlining its ribs starkly. Dirt encrusted the wolf’s paws, and brambles were stuck in its fur on its belly and tail. A small sound of sympathy escaped me. I pushed at Merrick’s hand and he carefully let me go. The Sword hummed softly on my back. I knelt by the wolf and watched the rise and fall of its pitifully skinny chest, its muscles standing out in corded strings on its lanky frame.


  “It’s half-starved,” I murmured.


  “It tried to kill us,” Merrick reminded me in a sensible tone.


  “It didn’t have a choice,” I said, not quite sure why I was rising to the defense of the ulfdrengr and his emaciated wolf. “Neither of them did.”


  “There’s always a choice,” Finnead said quietly, his eyes distant as he gazed off into the night.


  I chose not to answer, instead leaning over the wolf. Blood patterned its fur wetly. I glanced at Beryk, who gazed back at me unconcernedly. He didn’t seem hurt, though the fight had been savage. I turned back to my inspection of the black-and-gray wolf. Its fur where it was gray was almost silver, and black markings circled its eyes, making me think of a raccoon. I smiled a little. Then the smile faded as I saw the collar fitted around the wolf’s neck. “Look,” I said.


  “A collared Northwolf? I’ve never heard of such a thing,” Merrick said.


  “Blasphemy,” rumbled Kavoryk.


  Beryk added his own rolling growl to the chorus of disbelief. He was on his feet now, hackles raised, golden eyes fixed on the collar. The collar was black, nearly indistinguishable from the wolf’s fur. There was no visible buckle or clasp.


  “Bastards sewed it on,” I said. I sat back on my heels. “I should be able to get it off.”


  “You couldn’t even walk over here by yourself,” Merrick protested. “Are you sure it isn’t too much?”


  “With the ulfdrengr, the curse was near his heart. It was inside him.”


  “You don’t know that it isn’t the same with the wolf. The ulfdrengr had the dagger and the curse in his chest.”


  “Good point.” I settled myself into a more comfortable sitting position on the ground. What do you think? I asked the Sword.


  Asking my opinion now? The Caedbranr replied with something like amusement.


  Yes, I replied mildly. We kind of charged into that last one headlong. Figured it might be better to have a plan with this one before plunging in.


  You are learning, the Caedbranr said, approval tinging its words.


  I felt the power of the Sword unfurling, but not in a rush of emerald fire. This time, it sauntered like a predator out on the prowl, sliding over my shoulder and toward the wolf.


  “Stars above,” Merrick breathed behind me.


  I blinked, trying to see what someone not bound to the Sword would see, and made out a shimmering emerald outline. It was an animal but I couldn’t make out what it was—something predatory, rippling with muscle. Something with claws. It padded over to the supine wolf and nosed at it, tail lashing. The green glimmer resolved itself into a wolf.


  Merrick knelt beside me. “What is it?”


  “The Sword,” I said simply, because I really didn’t know myself. Manifesting as an animal? That’s new, I commented silently to the Caedbranr.


  Like calls to like, it replied, continuing its inspection of the black-and-gray wolf. The collar runs deeper than it looks, it said. Threads of Darkness holding it in place.


  Can we get it off? I asked.


  Of course we can get it off, the Sword replied dismissively. It’s a matter of whether we can get it off without killing her.


  Her? I said in surprise, my mental voice the equivalent of a squeak.


  Yes, the Sword-as-wolf replied. You did not think that Northern wolves simply split themselves in two when it came time to procreate, did you?


  No need to be sarcastic, I said.


  “What?” Merrick asked. Apparently I’d been making faces in the course of my conversation with the Caedbranr.


  “It’s a her,” I said. I looked at Beryk. “Was that why you didn’t kill her?”


  Beryk snorted dismissively, but he didn’t move from his watchful position. I raised an eyebrow at him.


  There is something wrong, the Sword said, nosing at the collar and then looking back to where Vell knelt over the prone ulfdrengr.


  “Something wrong other than the fact that they’ve both been carrying curses for God knows how long?” I asked acidly. My head hurt, pain knotting behind my eyes and settling in my joints.


  Do not invoke the Ancient, the glimmering emerald wolf told me sharply. It leveled its burning gaze at me. Sarcasm does not become you, my Bearer.


  “I’ll keep that in mind,” I muttered. “So what’s wrong?”


  Rather than answer me, the Sword-as-wolf trotted past, gliding over the forest floor without touching a leaf. A slight breeze that smelled of pine and snow brushed against my skin. Without consciously commanding my limbs, I stood and followed the Caedbranr. It stopped by the ulfdrengr.


  Wake him up, the Sword said, standing over the man’s limp form imperiously.


  Vell made a quick sign and kissed one of her rings, watching the glimmering half-substantial wolf with slightly wide eyes. Yet she still leaned over the unconscious man’s head protectively, looking like a wolf herself on her hands and knees, teeth slightly bared.


  “The Sword would like you to wake him up,” I said huskily.


  Her stare hit me solidly, like two golden coins. “You just had your hand in his chest. He shouldn’t be awake right now.” There was a low growl in the back of her words.


  “Please,” I said tiredly. I inclined my head toward the jewel-colored outline of the Sword. “If you don’t, the Sword will.”


  Vell clenched her jaw. “Might damage him even more,” she said mutinously, but then there was another power in the small clearing. Not blazing-great like that of the Sword, but soft and fierce and beautiful like snow—still deadly, but more subtle. I watched through slanted eyes, letting my eyes go slightly out of focus. I saw the Sword-as-wolf, smaller than Beryk but somehow more primal, prehistoric and regal in the heavily muscled set of its shoulders and longer gleam of its teeth. And I saw the different kind of power coalescing about Vell, like snowflakes caught in an eddy. The crystalline flakes, glowing softly silver, spun faster in an invisible vortex, Vell the center, her golden eyes gleaming and unblinking. She reached out and cradled the ulfdrengr’s face between her palms. There was such tenderness in her hands, in her face, that I felt as though I were spying on an intimate moment. A blush burned in my cheeks, though I couldn’t put words to the reason.


  Vell’s power swirled around her as she leaned over the ulfdrengr. She whispered a gentle word and it drifted from her lips amid a cloud of snow. I couldn’t tell whether the snow was real or just her Northern power at this point. My head pounded. The Sword watched with glowing emerald eyes. I stepped closer, wondering whether the wolf-form of the Sword’s power was substantial. Could I pet it? I reached out and brushed the glimmering creature tentatively. It felt like hot silk beneath my hand.


  Wake him up, the Sword repeated imperviously.


  “I’m trying,” Vell hissed at it.


  Try harder, little wolf-queen, or I shall do it for you. The Caedbranr took half a step forward on its gliding paws, its fur sliding through my fingers.


  “No,” she growled at it, leaning forward and shielding the ulfdrengr with her body. “He is one of mine.”


  “Then wake him up,” I said, the Sword using my lips without my permission. I growled in frustration at it. It looked up at me with its ancient wolf-gaze. The Sword-as-wolf made Beryk look like a family pet, and I’d seen Beryk tear the throats out of creatures as we rode into battle. Goose-bumps skittered up my skin as I realized how much the Sword was restraining itself. “Vell,” I whispered. “Please, just wake him up. I don’t want…I don’t want the Sword to have to do it.”


  Her eyes flashed. “You were already elbow-deep in his chest tonight.”


  “Removing a curse,” I reminded her tiredly.


  She didn’t reply, instead turning back to the ulfdrengr lying deathly still beneath her, taking one hand from his face and placing it on his chest. Her power coalesced into a blizzard around her, and the Northern word was a sharp command. The ulfdrengr’s body heaved and his head jerked. Vell spoke to him urgently, her dark hair escaping its braid and falling forward to hide her face as she leaned over him. Then she stiffened. I knelt. The Caedbranr pushed past her arm, stood stock-still for a heartbeat and then whirled, leaping over both of us effortlessly. In a corner of my mind I felt its movements. It glided across the clearing and stopped again by the black-and-gray wolf.


  With effort, I separated myself from the Sword and reclaimed my vision. “Vell?” I asked.


  “Give me your water-skin,” she said brusquely in a strange, strangled voice.


  I fumbled my water-skin from my belt and handed it to her. She unscrewed the top and held it to the ulfdrengr’s lips with shaking hands. He coughed harshly and she slid one hand under his neck, helping him to raise his head. His eyes slid open and I couldn’t help the sound of surprise that escaped my throat. I leaned closer.


  “You and Beryk…are all pairs like you?” I asked quietly.


  Vell gave me a stricken look. “It is the most prominent mark of the ulfdrengr, that we have wolf-eyes.”


  “We saw the wolf’s eyes in the scrying-stone. They were amethyst.” My head was pounding, and thinking felt like slogging through sludge.


  “It’s not his wolf,” Vell said, her voice tight with nameless grief.


  I felt the Sword gather its power. It was just enough warning to brace myself. The Sword-as-wolf tore at the Darkness embedded in the neck of the black-and-gray wolf. It burned our mouth and our paws with cold. Distantly I felt myself cradling my hands to my chest, baring my teeth against the pain. The black-and-gray wolf shuddered. Kavoryk tightened his grip on his axe, black eyes glittering. We raked the Darkness with our claws and worried it with our teeth. It peeled away from the wolf’s neck, leaving raw red flesh behind, still desperately clinging with the single-minded intent of a leech. We pulled it away and swallowed it, piercing it with our long white teeth. It writhed inside us like a terrible snake, shrieking, but in the furnace of our fire it shriveled. It lashed at us with a barbed tail, thrashing wildly in its death-throes as we wrung the curse from the black-and-gray wolf. The struggled lasted a long moment, but then the curse crumbled to ash.


  I wrenched myself away from the Sword, shuddering and gasping, black spots dancing across my vision. My mouth tasted like copper. I groped for my water-skin and took a swallow shakily.


  “Tess?” Vell said. “Are you all right?”


  Putting a hand on the ground to steady myself, I gritted my teeth and willed my head to stop spinning. “That one was harder. Maybe because it was the second one.” I blinked. “But I’m okay.”


  “Two curses in one night. Impressive,” drawled Finnead from the shadows, approaching us on cat-quiet feet.


  “With no help from you,” I retorted. Irritation and the beginning spark of anger brought me back into focus.


  “One of us had to ensure that we weren’t ambushed while you were preoccupied with saving the Northman that tried to kill you,” he replied in his cold, smooth voice.


  I wanted to kick him. I opened my mouth to reply.


  “A little friendly banter is all well and good, but we have more pressing matters to attend, do we not?” Vell spared us both a glance and then bent over the ulfdrengr again.


  I glared at Finnead, but he had already turned away, the moonlight caressing a sheen of blue and purple into his dark hair. The sight of his lithe body moving through the shadows like a beautiful, deadly panther made something in my chest squeeze tightly. I clenched my teeth angrily and pushed the feeling away, turning back to the ulfdrengr.


  Vell murmured a question in the North-tongue. From the sound of it, I guessed that she was asking his name.


  “Luca,” he whispered through his cracked and bleeding lips. “You are…herravaldyr?”


  Vell looked over her shoulder to where Beryk stood sentinel-still by the black-and-gray wolf. Luca followed her gaze. He tried to sit up when he saw the still form of the mottled wolf. “Is she dead?” he asked hoarsely. “Tell me, please…the curse…”


  “The curse is gone,” Vell said gently, placing a restraining hand on his shoulder. “You need not fear it anymore. The wolf is alive.” She omitted the fact that she had shot said wolf with a green-fletched arrow, I noticed.


  The ulfdrengr clearly didn’t believe that the curse had been removed. He raised his right hand. He still held the dagger, but not of his own volition: twisted black threads, not Darkness but ordinary leather, bound the hilt of the dagger to his palm. I reached out and took hold of his arm gently, grimacing as I saw that the cords pierced through his palm in several places. The flesh of his hand was an ugly mottled color, red and almost black in places. It must have been painful, but the ulfdrengr had eyes only for the silver of the dagger.


  “It’s silent,” he said hoarsely. He closed his eyes. “It’s not in my head anymore.” His face twisted and for a moment I thought that he felt pain at my inspection of his hand, but then he heaved a sigh of incredulous relief. His breath caught in a strangled sob.


  I looked at Vell. She pulled her sleeve over the heel of her hand and wiped the tears from the ufdrengr’s bruised face. At her touch, he quieted. He opened his eyes and watched me as I carefully turned his hand over, my mouth thinning as I saw the ugly knots biting into the back of his hand and wrist.


  “We’ll get this off you,” I told him quietly.


  “You were the one who took the curse from me?”


  “Yes.” I looked down at him and felt half a smile curl the corner of my mouth. “It wasn’t exactly gentle. I’m sorry about that.”


  The ulfdrengr stared at me with ice-blue eyes and whispered, “You should have killed me.”


  I blinked. “Why?”


  Pain etched lines into his face. “I was going to kill you. That’s why it sent me here.” He shuddered. “And the other things it made me do…now they’ll kill Kianyk.”


  “It wasn’t your fault,” I told him, even as I wondered what horrors he had been forced to commit. And Kianyk. Was that his wolf? I motioned to the silver dagger. “See? This is what made you do it.”


  “If I had been stronger…”


  “It’s not a matter of strength,” I told him fiercely. “Not when it comes to this.”


  Vell touched the ulfdrengr’s shoulder in silent reassurance and stood. Apparently she had forgiven me for plunging my hand into his chest.


  “Your eyes were green flame,” he murmured, his voice hoarse. I remembered his screams and the feel of his beating heart beneath my hand.


  I forced a smile. “Side effect of the whole curse-removal ability.”


  “It fears you,” he told me, eyes glassy. “The Darkness.”


  “Good,” I said with a hard satisfaction.


  “It wants you dead,” he continued.


  I set his arm down gently, careful of the sharp edge of the dagger. “Then the feeling is mutual,” I told him.


  “But it can’t be killed,” he said in a chilling whisper.


  Before I could reply, Vell returned with an armful of blankets and one of her saddlebags. “We’re not going anywhere tonight. We were bedded down anyway.”


  “I doubt anyone else got any real sleep,” I pointed out, helping her slide a blanket beneath Luca’s head. The ulfdrengr stared unseeingly into the darkness.


  Vell drew her healing kit from the saddlebag and handed me a packet of venison. “See if he’ll eat anything.”


  “The wolf…”


  “Kavoryk and Merrick are taking care of it. I think the Sword’s still over there, too. Or whatever it is now.”


  “It’s still the Sword,” I replied. “I didn’t know it could do that either. But it said ‘like calls to like.’”


  “Hmm,” was all Vell said as she unscrewed the cap of her water-skin. She tipped a packet of powdered herbs into it and shook it briskly. “Have him drink this, too.”


  The water smelled like mint and juniper. “Luca?”


  He blinked. “How do you know my name?” he asked in confusion.


  I gave Vell a worried look.


  “He’s been through more than most could handle,” she said quietly, laying out her healing kit. “His mind’s still recovering from the shock of it.”


  I nodded. “I’m sorry I didn’t introduce myself,” I told the ulfdrengr. “My name is Tess.”


  “Tess,” he murmured breathily. “That’s a beautiful name.”


  I smiled and Vell quirked an eyebrow. “I bet you’re quite the charmer when you’re not flat on your back from a curse,” she commented drolly, her pale white hands untucking his shirt with clinical precision.


  “On the contrary,” he replied, “I am at my most charming…when flat on my back…” The ghost of a grin hovered on his cracked lips. His accent was stronger than Vell’s, but the glimpse of easy humor reminded me of Ramel. It made me like the ulfdrengr more.


  “Hmm,” Vell said noncommittally, apparently unimpressed by Luca’s wit.


  “Here,” I said, offering him the water-skin.


  Luca went to take the canteen with his right hand and I caught his wrist out of reflex as the dagger flashed. He stared at the blade sewn crudely to his palm, as if he’d forgotten it was there. I laid it down by his side and offered him the canteen again. He let me hold it to his lips and he drank thirstily, so fast that he started coughing.


  “Easy,” I cautioned, waiting for him to catch his breath.


  “He might have a few broken ribs,” Vell said. She had Luca’s shirt pushed up around his neck, her expert hands running lightly over the mottled bruises covering his torso. His ribs showed starkly through his pale skin. There was a nasty burn over the left side of his chest.


  “Did I do that?” I asked with a fascinated sense of horror.


  “The curse would have killed him eventually,” Vell replied. “Looks like it was just going to push him until his body failed.”


  “I’m right here. I can hear you,” Luca commented in his gravelly voice. I tipped the water-skin to his lips again and he drank until it ran dry. He leaned his head back as if even the exertion of drinking exhausted him. “They have him,” he murmured.


  “Who?” I asked softly.


  “Chael. Chael and Kianryk.”


  A prickle of understanding ran through my mind. “Kianryk is your wolf.”


  “He’s not my wolf,” Luca corrected automatically, making Vell pause and me smile.


  I sat back on my heels and unwrapped a piece of venison. “Let me guess. Chael is the partner of the black-and-gray wolf…”


  “Rialla.”


  “…Rialla,” I finished.


  Luca nodded painfully. He took the meat with his left hand, despite Vell’s admonishment to lie still. He closed his eyes blissfully as he chewed. It made me think that it had been a long time since he’d had food.


  “They used us against each other,” he said after he swallowed. I gave him another piece.


  “Not too much,” warned Vell. She finished her examination and returned to the burn on his chest, applying a greenish salve to his blackened skin with two fingers.


  “Your hands are cold,” Luca commented.


  Vell finished dressing the burn. She tended a few other cuts and scrapes scattered across his torso. There was a shallow cut near his collarbone that still bled sluggishly. She smeared a blue-tinted salve on that one and then rolled up her kit fastidiously. “I’ll go see to Rialla. You should sleep.”


  I caught her eye as she stood. “What about…?” I motioned to the dagger.


  “Been sewn on there for a good while now. I’ll survive with it a bit longer,” Luca answered for me.


  Vell suppressed a smile and crossed the clearing to the black-and-gray wolf. Luca watched me as I settled into a more comfortable position, crossing my legs.


  “You’re not Sidhe,” he said, his eyes searching my face.


  “No, I’m not.” I rubbed my arms self-consciously. The Sword looked up from across the little clearing. It was the first time that I could meet its eyes, not just the emerald winking slyly at me from the hilt of the Sword.


  Be proud of what you are, it told me, sending a warm wave of reassurance, so different than the wild aura it had adopted since taking wolf form.


  But what am I? I asked almost plaintively. I keep being told that I’m not quite mortal anymore. What does that make me? I’m not Sidhe, and I’m not mortal…


  You are my Bearer, it replied firmly, trotting across the clearing. It stepped across Luca and wrapped itself about me. I felt a real, solid wolf about me, its fur hot as the fire that burned through the Sword. I wrapped my fingers in its ruff, just as I had done so many times with Beryk; but I had never felt this kind of comfort from the black wolf.


  “I like you as a wolf,” I murmured to the Sword, leaning slightly against it. The headache resting behind my eyes receded.


  The Caedbranr opened its mouth in a wolfish grin, teeth gleaming. Do not become accustomed to it, my Bearer. But it laid its head along my arm for a moment, and then it nudged at me with its nose, pushing me back to a sitting position as its form dissipated. The emerald glow streamed back into the blade in the sheath across my back, leaving me feeling distinctly alone. I cleared my throat. “I used to be mortal,” I said quietly.


  “I think you are mortal still,” Luca told me. “Just a different kind of mortal.”


  “Maybe,” I said. His words didn’t assuage my peculiar sense of loneliness—because if I was ‘just a different kind of mortal,’ didn’t that mean that there was no one else like me?


  You do not have to be completely alike to understand someone, the Sword commented. It stretched, a flash of its wolf-form appearing in my mind’s eye, and then curled in the hilt of the Sword, plainly settling down to rest.


  Thanks, I told it, exhaustion seeping into my words even in my head.


  “You’re tired,” Luca murmured. “And I took your blankets…”


  “I still have my cloak, and Vell’s fur,” I replied with what I hoped was a reassuring smile.


  “I’d offer to share, but…” He motioned with his right hand, the silver blade gleaming.


  “Might be hazardous to my health,” I agreed.


  “Or mine, with that beast in the blade on your back.”


  I stood and stretched. It only took me a few strides to reach the sleeping-skin.


  “Tess?” Luca’s hoarse voice carried through the dark night. I turned back toward him. His eyes gleamed like chips of ice in the shadows. “Thank you…for freeing me.”


  “You’re welcome, Luca.” I sank down onto the fur in exhaustion, feeling as though my bones were melting. I pulled off my boots, each movement feeling Herculean.


  “Tess-mortal!”


  A pang of guilt flashed through me. I’d all but forgotten about Forin and Farin. The twins descended on me, one alighting on my shoulder and the other on my knee.


  “You broke the curse on the wolf-warrior,” Forin said from my knee.


  “We watched from the trees. We warned them when the cursed ones were close. You were sleeping most of the time,” Farin added, patting the curve of my ear.


  I smiled lopsidedly. “And I’m about to go to sleep again.”


  “It is hard work, freeing wolf-warriors from curses,” Forin said sagely.


  “Yes, well…” I stifled a yawn. “It’s not his wolf, though.”


  “Not his wolf?” repeated Farin unbelievingly.


  I motioned for them to keep their voices down. They obligingly lowered their words to a whisper, their auras dimming with secrecy.


  “How is it not his wolf?” Farin asked. “That makes no sense. No sense whatsoever.”


  “It doesn’t make sense to us,” I agreed.


  Forin paced across my kneecap. “They are holding his wolf captive, aren’t they?”


  “From what he told us, I think so.” I arranged my boots beneath my camp-pillow. For a moment I wondered if Vell needed my help, but my shaking hands betrayed me. I’d be no use to her as an assistant or as a sentinel in this state. If they truly needed me, they’d come and fetch me. I lifted the strap of the Sword over my head and arranged the sheath by my side. As I laid back I was careful not to dislodge Farin. Forin leapt lightly into the air, hovering above me. Farin curled in the hollow of my shoulder just beneath my ear. “Thank you for scouting so tirelessly.”


  “It is our duty,” said Farin, her words punctuated with a yawn.


  “And our honor,” finished Forin. He flew restlessly above me.


  “You should rest,” I told him.


  He glanced over at Luca. “I think I will go introduce myself to the wolf-warrior. Perhaps he would like some company while he rests.”


  “You have very large hearts, for small beings,” I murmured as Forin gave a slight bow to me and drifted over toward where Luca lay.


  “It is not so hard to be kind,” Farin told me softly in her mellifluous voice. “But being small helps us remember that even the Sidhe feel vulnerable and alone sometimes.”


  “Even the Sidhe,” I repeated, wondering if she was trying to tell me something. I pulled at my cloak, tucking it around me to ward off the night’s chill.


  “Even the Sidhe,” she said again gravely.


  Before I ruminated any more about Farin’s double meanings, a wave of exhaustion washed over me, weighting down my limbs. My eyes slid closed as sleep pulled me down into its depths.


  


  Chapter 13


  Consciousness returned slowly, awareness trickling into my mind like water over a rill. I swallowed thickly and squinted against the bar of sunlight resting over my eyes. Of course one of the only rays of sun that managed to struggle through the canopy of leaves overhead would choose to land directly on my face, I thought grumpily as I pushed myself into a sitting position. Farin, curled into a tight ball, mumbled something and rolled out of the way, her wings fluttering restlessly like the legs of a dog chasing a rabbit in its dream. I smiled a little and brushed the hair out of my face, tucking the straggling strands behind my ears unceremoniously.


  Vell, sprawled on her side of the fur, made a small sound of protest as I stood. I tucked her blanket back around her and she subsided, her dark hair stuck to her cheeks. She looked oddly child-like asleep, the hard worry gone from her face, her piercing golden gaze tucked away in the folds of slumber. I wondered how much longer she had stayed up tending to the black-and-gray wolf—Rialla, I remembered. I glanced around the small clearing and saw Beryk’s long black form next to Rialla. He raised his head and regarded me solemnly. I pulled on my boots and slipped the strap of the Sword over my head in a movement that was now so natural that I no longer even thought about it.


  “How is she?” I murmured, approaching the two wolves with careful, slow steps.


  In response, Rialla opened her eyes, transfixing me with an arresting amethyst gaze made more intense by the mask of black fur around her eyes. She looked at me with wary intelligence, a light that had not been there before when we’d glimpsed her in the scrying-stone. The curse had lain like a film of oil over both her and Luca, dimming their minds as it forced them to its will. Now that it was gone, they were almost like entirely different creatures.


  “You’re beautiful,” I told Rialla honestly, sinking down to my knees a good distance away.


  She gave me a look that plainly said, Flattery will get you nowhere. But her tail twitched across the ground slightly.


  I leaned closer, keeping half my awareness on the new wolf, though I was mostly sure that she wouldn’t attack me, not with Beryk right next to her. The collar had singed away the fur around her neck and burned the flesh beneath, leaving a raw, red stripe. In a few places, there were blackened puncture wounds. Those were the places that the Darkness had sent its insidious tentacles into her body. I swallowed hard against the sick feeling rising in my throat. Neat stitches closed the arrow wound in the black-and-gray wolf’s shoulder—Vell’s handiwork. Slightly ironic, given the fact that she had been the one to put the arrow in the wolf.


  You shouldn’t ever patch up the people you take apart. Unless of course, that person is me, and in that case patch away.


  Ramel’s words echoed unbidden in my head. I could almost see the wicked glimmer in his eyes as he said them, back in the healing room at the barracks before the battle. Before I’d been Bearer. Before he’d left me to escort the Vaelanmavar back to the Dark Court. A sharp pang resonated through me, but I shook myself free of the sadness, pushing away the tears suddenly prickling at the backs of my eyes. There was no need to be sad about Ramel, I told myself fiercely, because I’d see him again soon enough.


  “So,” I said, glancing around the little clearing, “is anyone else up or is it just us?”


  Rialla ignored me, laying her slender head down on her front paws and closing her amethyst eyes to slits. Beryk, though, looked over my shoulder, his eyes fixed on something in the forest. I turned and after a moment I made out Finnead, his lithe body draped in shadows. He leaned against a tree, one hand resting on the hilt of the Brighbranr. After a moment of hesitation, I walked toward him. His shoulders stiffened at the sound of the leaves crackling beneath my feet.


  “Did you sleep at all?” I asked him, my voice carefully neutral.


  “Someone has to keep watch,” he replied without looking at me. I glimpsed the bandage on his shoulder, dirty white against the black of his shirt.


  “There are four of us for a reason,” I said, scuffing a toe in the dirt idly. “We can rotate taking the watch.”


  He didn’t reply, staring out into the dappled forest wordlessly. I studied his profile in the silence: the long dark lashes framing his expressive eyes, lips that had been created for kissing, sharply sculpted cheekbones offset by his strong chin and jaw. Even the way his dark hair curled against his forehead was heartrendingly beautiful. My chest tightened with a nameless ache as the silence stretched between us, broken only by the trills of forest birds and the scuffle of small animals through the underbrush. I remembered the hardness of his muscles beneath my hands as he kissed me, the smooth curve of his shoulders and the gentleness of his lips. I was grateful for the shadows as my face burned in sudden embarrassment. How had I ever expected this enigmatic, beautiful man to fall in love with a mortal girl?


  The Sword still slumbered on my back, but I imagined its response to my thoughts: You are the Bearer of the Iron Sword. You are no ordinary mortal girl. And then my own mind added: You are not even wholly mortal anymore. I pushed down the flood of self-pity, determined not to let him see my weakness. Determined not to let him see that he could hurt me. I cleared my throat softly. “How is your shoulder?”


  He turned slightly, and I saw the dark circles standing out like blue bruises beneath his eyes, emphasizing the paleness of his skin. I told myself that it was mostly the shadows giving him his gray pallor. “No better, but no worse.” A hint of a bitter smile played at the corner of his mouth.


  “I thought the ritual was supposed to heal it.” I tried to hold it back, but worry spilled into my voice. “You shouldn’t be staying up all night if you’re still sick. You should rest.”


  “The dryad gave me a brief respite. You and the North-woman were otherwise occupied last night, and the navigator is hardly more than a boy.”


  “Merrick can take care of himself,” I protested.


  “To a point,” Finnead conceded. “But I do not trust him to take care of—of others.”


  “He saved me, you know. When the skin-wraith attacked us back on the path. It leapt for me and he put himself in the way. That was how he hurt his shoulder.”


  His face remained marble-smooth, devoid of all expression. “One moment does not prove the trustworthiness of a man.”


  “What would he have to do to prove himself to you?” I asked, shaking my head slightly. “He fought in the battle, and he’s done more than his share of planning the journey with his navigation skills.”


  Finnead remained silent, his face wreathed in shadows as he turned slightly, angling himself away from the sunlight.


  A sudden, irrational impulse seized me. “So.The dryad…that was a nice little show.”


  “You watched,” he said, his words like a barb in my chest. He wouldn’t look at me, staring pensively into the shadows.


  “It wasn’t as though you chose a particularly private venue,” I pointed out.


  “I never said I did. But you did not have to watch.” He glanced at me, the perfect picture of unconcern.


  “Did you mean to kill her?” I shoved my thumbs into the waistband of my trousers. Damn Sidhe fashion for not sporting pockets. It made it difficult to occupy my hands during awkward moments.


  Finnead’s shoulders tensed. “I knew it was a possibility.”


  “So, what, you make out with girls and then kill them? I don’t get it.”


  He looked keenly at me. “You must be upset. You haven’t used mortal slang like that in a while.”


  “Never mind whether I’m using slang or not,” I snapped, irritated that he read me so easily.


  Finnead sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I asked her to help me. She agreed.”


  “Help you how?”


  “This is shaping up to be quite an inquisition.”


  “Just answer the question.”


  “As you command, O Lady Bearer.” He sketched a bow toward me with one shoulder, a mimicry of obeisance.


  I stiffened, crossing my arms over my chest protectively. “Don’t mock me.”


  “I wouldn’t dream of it.” He leaned back against the tree almost lazily. “Dryads have healing powers, as I think the North-woman told you. The dryad at the faerie ring agreed to try to help me.”


  “You still have poison in your shoulder, even though they performed that awful ritual.” My throat tightened.


  “That ‘awful ritual’ usually works very well,” he replied mildly. “But there are other circumstances which I did not account for.”


  “Circumstances like Queen Mab draining power from you and the Vaelanseld?” I asked sharply.


  “You’re very perceptive, Tess.”


  Not very perceptive when it comes to the really important things, I thought, a jolt running through me at the sound of my name on his lips. “So what can we do? Can we perform the ritual again? Or can Mab heal you from a distance?”


  “The Queen struggles to hold off the Shadow, even drawing on the power of her Three,” Finnead said. “I doubt she could heal me even if she so desired.”


  “Are you saying she wouldn’t even if she could?” A cold kind of horror bloomed in my chest. “You’ve served her for centuries, you’ve spilled your blood for her…and she wouldn’t heal you?”


  “I am sworn to her service,” he said stiffly, his features hardening as his mask fell into place again. “It is a great honor to be chosen as one of the Dark Queen’s Three, and we have always known that if it is required of us, we will give our lives in her service.”


  “Giving your life in the service of someone who doesn’t seem to give a rat’s ass about you doesn’t seem very smart.” As soon as I said it, I wished I hadn’t. I wished I could reach out and catch my words before they reached his ears. A coldness settled over him. He looked like a statue carved of marble, hard and perfect.


  “I serve my Queen unto death,” he said without looking at me. “And if death is what she requires of me, then I will give my life to her willingly.”


  I felt as though I couldn’t breathe. Questions whirled through my mind. Why had he asked the dryad to help him, if he would die willingly? Why had he offered to travel with us on the dangerous road to the Seelie Court, if his loyalty still belonged wholly to Mab? I took a deep, shuddering breath and walked away quickly, stumbling a little over a tree root. I gathered myself, clenching and unclenching my fists at the frustration surging through me.


  Vell sat cross-legged on the fur, braiding her dark hair. “You don’t look particularly happy,” she commented as I threw myself down onto the fur beside her.


  “Your hair is a lot longer than I thought,” I replied, watching her nimble fingers plait her nearly waist-length hair, letting the sight distract me from the clamor of emotions whirling in my chest.


  Vell raised one eyebrow. “So you don’t want to talk about it.”


  I sighed and scrubbed at my face with one hand. “Do I really need to? I think you can probably figure it out.”


  Securing the end of her braid, Vell wrapped it about her head and pinned it in place. After she finished, she motioned to me. “Turn around.”


  I obediently faced the opposite direction, hugging my knees to my chest as she unfastened my hair and freed it from its messy braid with surprisingly gentle fingers. She picked up a bone-white comb that looked carved out of ivory and worked on the tangles. I closed my eyes at the familiar, not-quite-painful tug of the comb. The sun warmed my face and I felt the tension melting away from my shoulders. “My mom used to braid my hair, when I was really young,” I murmured. “Before Dad died.”


  The comb’s tugs paused, then resumed, a bit more slowly. After a few moments, Vell said in a voice so quiet that I barely heard her, “I had a sister once. I used to braid her hair.”


  I moved to turn and look at Vell, but she said briskly, “Chin up.”


  I tilted my chin up as she laid the comb aside, her long fingers working quickly as she parted my hair. I said softly, “She stopped braiding my hair after Dad died.” A touch of a smile hovered on my lips. “I liked to wear braided pigtails for my Little League games. I was so upset the next spring that Liam learned how to French braid so he could do it for me.”


  “Little League?” The words were foreign on Vell’s tongue.


  “A game. Baseball. Or…I don’t know how to explain it. Picture a lot of little kids running around after a ball.” I smiled crookedly. “I wasn’t very good. My coach always put me in the outfield and more often than not I ended up picking dandelions or making up a dance routine instead of paying attention to the game.” I let myself linger on the memory of Liam, a knobby-kneed ten-year-old with an angelic face that promised trouble in the future, studying a library book he’d found on how to braid hair. And then he’d practiced for hours, unruffled by my wails when his first attempt turned out lumpy and misshapen, making me look like an alien. He’d patiently combed out my wheat-blonde hair again, coaxing me to sit still with Cheerios and a Disney movie. By the end of the movie, the pigtails he’d braided into my hair passed my dubious inspection.


  “Liam sounds like a very good brother,” Vell said quietly. She made a considering noise. “Your hair isn’t long enough to pin like I do it.”


  “I think you’ll figure out a suitable alternative,” I replied, stretching my legs idly.


  Vell worked in silence for a few more minutes. I felt her deftly twisting my braided hair into some sort of bun. She pinned it in place and sat back. I moved my head experimentally. The braid stayed tight and the bun—a sort of woven figure eight, I found as I explored it with my fingers—remained secure. “You should do my hair every morning,” I said, only half-joking.


  “That braid should look fine for a few days,” Vell said, packing away her comb. “You can unpin it at night if it bothers you to sleep on it, and I can just put it up again in the morning. If you have a scarf, you could sleep in that too.”


  “I’ll try it out.” It suddenly struck me how ordinary, how normal our conversation was: two young women discussing their hair, trading tips on sleeping in braids and looking presentable in the morning. I brushed at the wrinkles in my shirt.


  “Her name was Sia,” said Vell, her words dropping into the silence like pebbles into a smooth pond. She kept her eyes fixed on her empty hands. “My little sister. Her name was Sia.”


  “That’s a beautiful name,” I said, because those were the only words that came to my grasping mind.


  “She was beautiful. She hadn’t been chosen by a wolf yet, and her eyes were the blue of the ice-flowers in the hillsides.” She flexed her long fingers, watching their movement studiously. “I always thought that it would be hard to watch her gain her wolf-eyes, because she was so beautiful…” Vell’s voice trailed into silence, a shadow passing across her downcast eyes. My throat ached at the grief on her face, cutting through her stoicism like a broken bone tearing through skin. Then she clenched her hands into fists, her knuckles whitening alarmingly. A shudder passed through her and then her face smoothed, the grief swept back into the small cell within her. I knew the feeling. I knew how to pretend as though I wasn’t drowning in sadness, how to clean the grief from my face like it was grime, marshaling it into an iron holding-box in the deepest reach of my chest. Locking it there and hoping it wouldn’t come out again.


  “Vell,” I said, my voice husky with my own remembered grief, “if you ever want to talk…”


  “You should see to Luca’s hand,” she said brusquely, picking up her healing-kit. “I’m going to go check on Rialla.”


  “Right.” I found the small bag bequeathed to me by Eamon, filled with all the tools of his trade.


  “I’ll come over to help once I’m done with her,” Vell said as she stood.


  “May we assist you?” Forin asked from overhead. The Glasidhe twins’ auras shone brightly even in the sunlight filtering through the green leaves.


  “I would be glad of any help,” Vell told them. I blinked at her uncharacteristic graciousness. It wasn’t that she was rude, exactly, but she was always so taciturn. Rough around the edges. She walked across the clearing with the twins shadowing her from above. I shrugged and made my way through the long grass to Luca.


  The ulfdrengr was still sleeping, his right arm held out from his body as though he felt the dagger sewn to his hand even in sleep. In the light, I noticed that though he was Northern, he didn’t share Vell’s dark hair and pale complexion. The sunlight painted him in tones of gold, and though he was bedraggled and thin, smudges of dirt strewn haphazardly across his face, he was still handsome. He was the kind of handsome that wouldn’t ever be called beautiful, the kind of handsome that reminded me of rugged mountains and campfire smoke. The shadow of a beard covered his chin and jaw beneath the grime. I wondered what he would look like when he was washed and had a few meals to take the edge off his razor-sharp cheekbones and fill out his shoulders again.


  Then he stirred in his sleep, and the dagger glinted in the sunlight. I set my bag down and knelt on his left side, keeping a wary eye on the dagger. “Luca, it’s Tess,” I said in my best attempt at a soothing voice. “I’d like to take care of your hand now.” He didn’t stir. I reached out and touched his shoulder tentatively. “Luca—”


  The ulfdrengr’s eyes flew open. He moved in a blur of speed and before I could react, I was flat on my back, the dagger so close to my face that I clearly saw the weird glyphs and bones etched into its hilt. Luca snarled something in the Northern tongue, his eyes unseeing, caught in some terrible memory. I threw my arm across my face and neck as the dagger began to descend. My war-markings blazed emerald through my shirt and I reached out with my taebramh as a searing pain shot across my forearm.


  Then, suddenly, Luca’s weight was gone. I sat up quickly, ignoring the sting in my arm. Finnead threw Luca to the ground, his lithe body tense with rage. The ulfdrengr struggled to regain his feet. Finnead seized him by the front of the shirt and hit him, his fist moving so fast that I barely saw it. I lunged to my feet as Finnead drew back his hand for another blow.


  “He didn’t know what he was doing!” I said, my voice rising as Finnead’s second punch opened a cut on Luca’s brow. “He was confused, it’s not his fault!” But the cold rage in Finnead’s eyes didn’t abate. He hit Luca again. Blood ran from the ulfdrengr’s nose and only Finnead’s grip on his shirt kept him upright. “Kavoryk!” I yelled, knowing that I was no match for either man’s strength. “Stop it!” I shouted at Finnead. I saw his hand reaching for his dagger and I knew I couldn’t wait for Kavoryk. I leapt toward Finnead caught his right arm with both my hands as he raised his dagger, my grip so tight that I was sure I would leave bruises. “No,” I said with as much authority as I could put into my voice…as if Finnead would listen to my authority, a small part of my mind reminded me. “You don’t want to do this. Put it down.”


  Luca had wrapped his free hand around Finnead’s other wrist. His right arm hung limply by his side, though he could have easily brought the dagger up to defend himself.


  “Put the dagger down,” I said slowly and clearly.


  Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, Finnead’s gaze slid to my face. The white rage written across his features smoothed into anger, and then his eyes lingered on my hands, gripping his arm. “You’re bleeding,” he said, still holding the dagger.


  I saw that the ulfdrengr’s dagger had indeed opened a long gash along my forearm. It was only a little worse than a scratch, barely able to be called a cut. “It’s shallow. I’ll be fine.”


  “He would have killed you,” he said, his eyes hardening again, the muscles in his arm coiling.


  “But he didn’t,” I said desperately, straining to keep my hold on him. If Finnead wanted to kill Luca, if he brought down his arm and plunged his dagger into the ulfdrengr, I wouldn’t be able to stop him, I realized grimly.


  And then Kavoryk was there, his huge hand on Finnead’s shoulder. Finnead clenched his jaw and released Luca. I let go of his arm as he stalked away, dagger still in his hand.


  “Easy now,” said Kavoryk, keeping Luca on his feet.


  “Sit him down,” I said, moving to Luca’s other side. “We need to get this dagger off his hand so that can’t happen again.”


  Kavoryk lowered Luca to the ground silently, his black eyes gleaming above his beard.


  “It wasn’t his fault,” I said defensively.


  “I never said it was,” Kavoryk said gently, laying a huge hand on my shoulder. “But I’ll stand by just the same.”


  “Thank you,” I said, unable to keep the gratitude from my voice. I opened my bag and found a square of cloth and a small glass vial. Uncorking the vial, I wet the cloth with the green-tinted liquid. It smelled strongly of herbs, something between mint and fresh-cut grass. “Hold still,” I told Luca. He blinked and his hazy gaze focused sharply on me. Kavoryk tightened his grip on Luca’s shoulder slightly.


  “Tess,” the ulfdrengr said, his voice rising slightly as though making my name a question. He winced and touched his left hand to his nose, examining the blood on his fingers.


  “Do you remember what just happened?” I asked softly.


  “I…I don’t know…no.” A look of deep confusion clouded his face. He looked down at the dagger and saw the smear of red blood painted along the edge. “Red blood.” Horror dawned in his eyes. “Mortal blood.” He lunged up and stumbled away from me, Kavoryk keeping him on his feet rather than his own strength. Turning to the giant Northman, he said something in the Northern tongue, almost in a pleading tone. Kavoryk’s reply was calm and firm. He gripped the ulfdrengr’s right arm and spoke to him in a low voice. After a few moments, Kavoryk turned to me and gave slight nod. I approached warily.


  “Luca, I need to clean the cuts on your face,” I said, showing him the cloth in my hand, “and then I’ll get that dagger off you.”


  Luca stared at my outstretched arm. I belatedly realized that my sleeve was torn where he had cut me, the edges of the cloth stained pink with blood. “I did that,” he said softly.


  I rolled up my sleeve and showed him the shallow gash. “It’s not bad at all, see? Only a scratch.”


  “The knight was right,” he continued. “I could have killed you.”


  “You didn’t know what you were doing,” I said firmly.


  “Does that mean it’s still inside me?” He held the dagger sewn to his hand as far away from him as he could, regarding it with loathing.


  “I don’t know,” I said truthfully. “But I think I got it all yesterday. I think the Sword killed it.” I stepped closer. “Vell is taking care of Rialla. If you sit down, I’ll take care of you.”


  After a long moment, Luca shakily sat down. I settled myself cross-legged by his left side. Kavoryk stayed on Luca’s right side, still holding his arm.


  “This might sting a little,” I cautioned Luca, but he didn’t flinch as I dabbed the cut on his brow and cleaned the blood from his nose. “You might have a black eye or two tomorrow,” I said conversationally.


  “I could have killed you,” he said, his words heavy with self-loathing.


  “But you didn’t,” I said firmly.


  “The knight would have been within his rights to put that dagger through my heart.”


  “No one is putting daggers through anyone’s heart,” I replied fiercely, “not if I have anything to do with it.” I paused, the blood-stained cloth in my hand, until Luca looked at me. I held his gaze. “What happened to you wasn’t your fault, Luca. You have to believe that.”


  “I should have been able to stop it,” he said shakily, “somehow. I should have killed myself rather than let it do the things it made me do.” His voice cracked.


  “You were being controlled by something evil,” I told him. I wished I could show him the seed of darkness in his chest, the writhing black worms creeping through his veins and wrapping around his limbs. “I burned it out of you. And I’ll do it again if there’s any left.”


  His left hand drifted to his chest, brushing against his shirt. I knew that underneath the cloth was the burn that I’d given him when I’d drawn out the parasitic curse.


  “Luca, if the Sword thought you were evil, it would have killed you instead of removing the curse. It would have killed you this morning if it thought you meant real harm to me.” I raised one eyebrow. “Trust me, you’d be a pile of smoking ash if the Sword deemed you a real threat.”


  He gave a wry smile. “Good.”


  “I take that to mean that you believe me,” I said dryly.


  “I believe you,” he said, and some of the tension melted away from his body. He closed his eyes as I finished cleaning his face. He looked much younger without all the dirt and blood staining his skin.


  “There,” I said, satisfied, as I put down the cloth. “I’ll check on that cut later, but it doesn’t look as though it needs stitches.” I stood and picked up my bag, moving to his other side. “And now that the easy part is over, let’s take a look at that hand.” I folded my legs beneath me and settled my bag beside me.


  The same revulsion at the cruelty of whoever had made Luca a slave in his own body rose up in me again as I examined his hand. It was the worst wound I’d seen during my time in Faeortalam. Most of the injuries I had seen had been dealt in battle, by swords or clubs or maces. They weren’t clean by any stretch of the imagination—I thought briefly of Merrick’s chest wound, the iron slowly poisoning his body; the same shard fused to Finnead’s palm, inky blood welling up as I cut into his skin to remove it; and the near-fatal blow that had almost taken Emery’s life but for Molly’s intervention and my taebramh. But, I reflected as I gently examined Luca’s hand, those wounds were different. Luca’s hand had been mutilated with cold and calculated precision, the cords driven through his palm and tied in ugly knots, fusing the dagger to his hand. I noticed an angry red scar just above his wrist. “What’s this?” I asked, tracing it with two fingers.


  Luca’s jaw tightened. “I tried to take it off, before they bound the curse into it.”


  “You tried to cut off your hand?” I stared at him.


  “Yes.” He nodded slightly. “But then they brought Kianyk in front of me…” His voice trailed into a whisper. I touched his shoulder.


  “It’s all right. You don’t have to talk about it yet.”


  “Silence doesn’t change what happened,” he replied.


  I went back to my examination of his hand. After another long moment I shook my head. “I don’t have the experience to deal with something like this. I’ll get Vell to take a look at it.”


  “Already a step ahead of you,” said Vell, circling around my shoulder. She sank down on her haunches, adjusting the strap of her healing-kit on her shoulder. I held Luca’s hand still while she examined it. “Can you move your fingers at all?”


  With some effort, he managed to move his thumb and his first two fingers. Vell chewed her lip in thought and then seemed to reach a decision. She unrolled a cloth that had a dozen small pouches sewn into it and selected a long, slim blade. Holding it up to the light, she examined it, nodded and cleaned it with a sharp-smelling liquid, all with the clinical precision of a surgeon. Luca watched her every move.


  “See the scar?” I offered him the side of my face, motioning to the thin white scar that ran from just below my left eye almost to my jawline.


  “It’s hard to see,” he said after a moment.


  “That’s because Vell stitched me up.” I offered him a slight smile.


  “I’m not worried about any scars,” he said after a moment. “I just want this—this thing off me.” But then he turned back to me. “What gave you that scar?”


  “A tree branch,” I replied. “A cadengriff decided to rip through the tree I’d climbed trying to get to me. In the process of climbing down, a piece of the tree caught me.”


  “Climbing down or falling down?” Luca asked. Vell turned her chuckle into a cough when I looked at her sharply. But then I grinned.


  “Well, the last part was more falling than climbing,” I admitted. “But that was because the choice was jump, or see whether the cadengriff just wanted to adopt me as a nestling.”


  “Somehow I don’t think that cadengriffs have very strong parental instincts,” Vell said dryly, “especially if their nestling was as troublesome as you.”


  “Troublesome?” I said, widening my eyes theatrically. “Who, me?”


  Vell chuckled and then tucked a phantom strand of stray hair behind her ear. She laid a thick dark cloth across her lap and arranged Luca’s hand on it, careful of the blade. “All right. Hold still,” she said, lowering her slim blade.


  Luca paled as she began working, but he didn’t move and made no sound. He actually watched her working, his ice-blue eyes unreadable as Vell delicately nipped at the gore-encrusted black cords in his flesh with her blade. He caught his breath as the first cord parted. Vell worked quickly, so focused on her task that she didn’t notice when Kavoryk gave me a nod and walked away, moving in the direction of his shaggy mount.


  As time stretched on, Luca’s stoic façade began to waver. Sweat gathered on his forehead and he clenched his free hand. Vell finished cutting another cord with a triumphant sound and the dagger fell away from Luca’s hand. She handed it to me without looking up. I took it, its handle smooth and cool in my grasp.


  “This is going to be the most painful part,” Vell told Luca, poised to begin the gory process of pulling the cords from his hand. The black cords curved out from his palm like misbegotten talons, stiff with blood.


  “It’s gone,” he said wonderingly, staring at his hand.


  Vell glanced at me. I finished wiping down the dagger and wrapped it in a clean cloth, tucking it away in my bag. I caught her eye and shrugged slightly. She sat back on her heels and turned Luca’s hand. It was frozen in a sort of grasping motion, his thumb and fingers curled around the empty space where the dagger’s hilt had lain. At Vell’s urging, he tried to move his fingers again and failed. She grimaced. “It would be best if I could flatten your palm so that I can cut the cords as close to the skin as possible. That way there’s less to pull through.”


  Before I could reply, Luca took his hand from Vell’s grasp and flattened it against his leg with a savage motion, using his left hand to force his atrophied muscles to release their grip on the phantom dagger hilt. His shoulders bowed as he reflexively curled around his mangled hand, but he took a deep shuddering breath and held it out to Vell. “There,” he said hoarsely. We both stared at him. Vell recovered first, taking his hand and gently guiding it back to its place in her lap.


  “Now I can see how you tried to cut off your own hand,” I commented.


  “Sometimes what must be done is painful,” he replied, his eyes dark with memories. I opened my mouth to reply but realized I didn’t know what to say.


  Vell worked quickly. I watched as she tugged out each cord, gripping the knot on the back of his hand and drawing it through his palm. The ragged holes bled sluggishly, dappling his skin with blood. Finally the last cord was gone and Vell cleaned the ruin of his hand thoroughly.


  “Tess-mortal.”


  I jumped at the whisper. I hadn’t even noticed Farin landing on my shoulder. She tucked herself behind my ear.


  “We scouted ahead, as you asked,” the Glasidhe continued in the same quiet voice. Vell was too intent on her task to notice, and Luca had his eyes closed. I waited for her to continue. “Our path is clear for a good distance. But we found something else, something that we thought you would want to know.”


  I tilted my head slightly. Small hands gripped the curve of my ear as Farin leaned even closer.


  “We found the camp.” Her wings brushed my neck in excitement and her small feet tapped a little dance on my shoulder. “We found the other wolf-warrior and this one’s wolf.”


  I sat up bolt straight. “They’re alive?” I breathed, turning slightly away from Vell and Luca.


  “They are alive,” affirmed Farin, “but the creatures…they are treating them badly. Forin stayed to keep an eye on them.”


  “Do you think that was smart?”


  “We could not leave them to the monsters,” Farin replied fiercely, almost forgetting to keep her voice down.


  “You’re right,” I said, resolve hardening in my words. “We can’t.”


  “Talking to an invisible someone or other again, Tess?” Vell said mildly, sorting through her labeled pouches until she found the one she wanted. She measured out a small mound of a vibrantly purple powder and dug in her bag again, coming up with a small bottle. Uncorking it with her teeth, she intently poured the powder into the bottle and shook it with her thumb over the top.


  “Not an invisible someone,” Farin said cheerfully. “Just a very small someone.”


  “Ah, Farin. What have you and your brother been up to?”


  “Scouting,” Farin replied vaguely.


  Luca looked sharply at the Glasidhe hovering just above our heads, but then Vell poured the concoction over his hand and he tried to catch his breath, shoulders hunching for a moment.


  “This one is going to hurt even more,” said Vell grimly before she sprinkled poison-green crystals onto his hand. Farin clutched at my ear as I moved forward quickly, catching Luca by the shoulder. His eyes rolled back but he fought hard to stay conscious. Vell watched him with an unwavering golden gaze, keeping a firm grip on his wrist. I leaned into him slightly, helping him keep his balance. He shivered and then straightened.


  I met Vell’s eyes, looking at Luca and then raising my eyebrows. She pressed her mouth into a thin line and shook her head slightly. I sat back on my heels as soon as I was certain he wasn’t going to keel over.


  “Tess-mortal,” whispered Farin into my ear.


  “I’m thinking,” I murmured, staring out into the patchwork shadows of the forest surrounding us. Luca wasn’t strong enough to help us attack the camp where they were holding his wolf and Rialla’s Northman, but I didn’t think that he would let us go without him. I knew from Vell that a Northerner’s wolf was like another half of them, as real and essential as their own arms and legs. Once Luca recovered enough from the dagger to think for himself, he would realize that there was a possibility that his wolf—Kianyk, I remembered—was still alive, and he would want to go after him. Or, I realized with a sinking feeling in my stomach, maybe the reason he wasn’t charging off into the forest after Kianyk was that he thought there was no hope. I tried to think of an equivalent for me, and I pictured myself in the same situation but with Liam as the one captured. Even just imagining it, my stomach roiled and a wave of pure unadulterated anger washed over me. My skin prickled with goose-flesh. Farin held very still on my shoulder, as if sensing the tide of emotion sweeping over me at the mere thought of Liam being held by the Dark creatures rather than Kianyk and Chael.


  I’d fight tooth and nail to get Liam back, to save him whatever the cost to myself. I’d fight for Kianyk and Chael with the same ferocity. I straightened my shoulders. Farin felt the movement and hissed through her teeth in anticipation. “Farin,” I murmured, “would you please go tell Merrick, Kavoryk and the Vaelanbrigh that I’d like to meet with them before we break camp?”


  “Yes, my Bearer,” Farin said, her voice colored with savage excitement.


  I reached over my shoulder and touched the hilt of the Sword. It paced as that deep-chested, primal wolf in my mind’s-eye. We have to go after them, I told the Caedbranr.


  The wolf bared its teeth in a satisfied snarl. I would expect no less from you, my Bearer. I thirst to taste Dark blood.


  A wave of blood-lust surged through me, as heady as the rush after a heated kiss. My body tightened and I took a shuddering breath. Vell glanced at me cursorily, raised one eyebrow and then turned back to Luca’s hand. “When you’re done,” I told her, “come and talk to me.”


  She nodded. I stood, still riding the prickling heat of bloodthirsty desire. I wanted to sink my claws into something. I wanted to slide my blade into the flesh of a garrelnost, to pierce the heart of a Dark rider and hear their terrified shriek as my emerald fire ate them alive.


  “Tess?”


  I turned. Merrick regarded me questioningly.


  “You wanted to talk to us?” Kavoryk stood just behind the young navigator.


  “Where’s Finnead?” I asked.


  “Here.” He unfolded himself languidly from the shadows beneath the nearest tree. His sea-dark eyes glimmered.


  I reached out with my mind to the Caedbranr for reassurance, and I felt a phantom sensation of warm velvety fur beneath my right hand. My war-markings tingled. “Luca’s wolf and Rialla’s Northerner are alive,” I told them quietly.


  Farin leapt from my shoulder. “No more than an hour as the crow flies!” She pointed deep into the forest.


  “So we’re going to collect every stray that comes across our path?” Finnead inquired with a lazy arrogance. He crossed his arms and looked at me through half-lidded eyes.


  “You didn’t seem to have any trouble collecting a stray when you carried me from the road in Texas through the Gate,” I countered in the same quiet voice, crossing my own arms and widening my stance challengingly.


  The hint of a smile touched his lips. “That was another situation entirely. And you proved to be useful.”


  “Don’t pretend like you knew that at the time.” I shook my head. Something flashed across his face, too quick for me to interpret. “If you’d based helping me on the same logic that you’re using now, I’d probably be dead, and you’d be without a Bearer.”


  Merrick glanced from me to the Vaelanbrigh, following the exchange with interest. Kavoryk stood like a statue, unmoving. Finnead remained silent. Finally he shrugged his shoulders and looked away into the shadows.


  “I refuse to decide whether or not to help someone based on their future worth to me,” I said, stabbing the air with finger-quotes to emphasize my point. Merrick looked puzzled at the gesture, but that wasn’t unusual, I thought to myself rather unkindly. “In any case,” I snapped, “we’re going after them, with or without you, Vaelanbrigh.”


  Vell appeared out of the shadows, wiping her hands on a cloth. She glanced at me, then at Finnead, and then at Merrick, who held up open hands and shrugged. “So what’s the plan?”


  “I didn’t even tell you what we’re doing,” I protested in surprise.


  She grinned. “I know you better than you think, Lady Bearer.”


  “Apparently,” I muttered. I rubbed my forehead. “How’s Luca?”


  “He’s made of stern stuff,” Vell said firmly.


  I nodded and paced a little. “The plan. Farin, did you see how many there were?”


  “How many Dark creatures, my Bearer?” Farin flew a dizzying racetrack pattern, leaving neon trails in the air.


  “Yes,” I said, too preoccupied to correct her formality.


  “We counted a dozen,” she replied. “But there may be more.”


  “A dozen, as in twelve?” Merrick repeated. His hand drifted toward the hilt of his sword. “What are we waiting for? The five of us could dispatch a dozen without breaking a sweat.”


  “You kill one Skin-wraith and you think you’re a giant-slayer, navigator?” Finnead shook his head. “It won’t be that simple. It’s never that simple.” He shifted his gaze to me. “It’s a trap. It has to be.”


  “So what do you propose, we let them take Chael and Kianyk and kill them?” I asked acidly.


  Weariness etched lines into Finnead’s face. “Chael and Kianyk.” His eyes changed.


  “Yes,” I said mercilessly. “Chael is Rialla’s Northerner, and Kianyk is Luca’s wolf. Those are their names.”


  “I’m with you, Tess,” Merrick said.


  “I know,” I said tightly, keeping my eyes on Finnead. I felt Vell by my side, a reassuring and familiar presence. “So what’s it going to be?”


  He ran one hand through his raven-dark hair. “Someone is going to regret this decision, and it will most likely be me.” He met my eyes. “Let’s go spring their damn trap.”


  I smiled. I couldn’t help it. “Right.”


  And we sat down to plan as the shadows of the forest hovered around us.


  


  Chapter 14


  “I’m coming with you.” Luca stood, shrugging away my hand as I reached to steady him. A fierce light shone in his icy eyes. His jaw tightened. “If Kianryk went through anything like I did, you’ll need me.”


  “Luca,” I said quietly.


  “And Chael…he won’t know any of you. Even if Rialla is there, he won’t trust you—”


  “Luca,” I said again, patiently.


  “—I don’t need many weapons. Just give me…give me the dagger.” His voice faltered slightly.


  “Luca.” I gripped his arm and he finally stopped, looking at me. Standing up, he was tall. Almost a full head taller than me. There weren’t many men who could make me feel small, but even half-starved and bruised, Luca cut an imposing figure. He wasn’t as big as Kavoryk—Kavoryk was half-giant, or maybe more, I reminded myself—but he was bigger than any of the Sidhe, thicker through the shoulders and chest. It was like comparing the Sword-as-wolf to Beryk, I realized. Part of me wondered again what Luca would look like, once he got a few good meals into him and a good washing. Maybe I would see, a devilish voice in the back of my mind whispered. I shook myself and realized I was still gripping his arm, my fingers not even reaching halfway around his bicep. “I know you’re coming with us,” I said, proud of the steadiness of my voice and grateful for the darkness of the shadows as I felt a blush burn in my cheeks. “Are you more comfortable with a blade or a bow?” I continued.


  Luca looked down at his hand, swathed in a clean white bandage. Pinkish stains already dappled his palm. “I can wield a blade with my left hand,” he said slowly.


  I unbuckled my sword-belt. “You’ll have to adjust the belt, of course, and move the scabbard to the other side. It’s probably smaller and lighter than you’re accustomed to.”


  “Tess,” said Merrick. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”


  Finnead watched silently, arms folded over his chest.


  “I have another sword,” I said, tapping the Caedbranr’s hilt over my shoulder. “I have my daggers. And I can use a bow.”


  “She is a passing-good shot with a bow,” Vell agreed in a thoughtful tone. “Though I wouldn’t recommend relying on her dagger-throwing talent.”


  “Your confidence in my skills is so inspiring,” I said dryly.


  Luca took my sword-belt in two hands. He fumbled with the buckle and muttered a curse under his breath at the clumsiness of his bandaged hand.


  “All right, we’ll be stepping off in ten minutes,” I said. Merrick and Kavoryk gave me nods, and went to go prepare their weapons. Vell slipped across the clearing to where Beryk stood alertly with Rialla. Luca glared down at the sword-belt, as if he could bend it to his will by the force of his gaze. “Here,” I said, stepping closer. I took my belt from his hands and fitted it to his waist after sliding the scabbard to the right side so that he could draw the sword with his left hand. “Hold it in place while I buckle it.” My knuckles brushed his stomach, grazing hard muscle beneath his loose shirt. I worked the buckle in concentration, trying not to notice the closeness of him, the magnetic fierce maleness radiating from his body. Finally I slid the loose end of the belt through the belt-loop. “There. Is that alright?”


  “Thank you,” he said. I moved to turn away and he caught my wrist with his good hand, freezing me in place. His fingers slid down to hold my hand, the touch of his skin on mine sending little jolts of energy up my skin. I felt my breath coming faster. This is ridiculous, I scolded myself, but I couldn’t push down the surge of warmth that rose over me at the sound of my name on his lips.


  “Tess,” he said, saying it like it was something precious. “Thank you for saving me.” He brought my hand up and gently touched his forehead to the back of my hand. I felt like it was a significant gesture, but I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know what it meant. But I stood motionless. He paused as if he wanted to brush his lips across the back of my hand. I held my breath a little. Then he lowered my hand, released it and gave me a grave nod.


  I swallowed. “Don’t thank me yet,” I said brusquely. “Thank me when we have Kianyk and Chael safely in hand.”


  A fierce light came into his eyes at the mention of his wolf, and he nodded again. He drew my plain blade with his left hand, testing its balance. “It is a good weapon,” he said in satisfaction. “Heavier than what I would think a lady would carry.”


  I grinned. “Vell would tell you that I’m not a lady.”


  He smiled in response. “I will make that judgment for myself, I think.”


  I half turned, and said over my shoulder, “Let me know when you decide.”


  His low chuckle followed me as I went to get my bow. I slid a string out of its oiled pouch and held one end of the bow steady beneath my boot while I stretched the string and slipped the loop onto the other end. Satisfied with the low hum of the plucked string, I set my bow down carefully and unstrapped the Sword from my back. I adjusted the scabbard and slung it about my waist. The emerald in the pommel gleamed eagerly up at me. I patted it and then counted out a dozen white-fletched arrows into my quiver.


  “Tess-mortal,” said Farin into my ear.


  I jumped. “Don’t do that,” I said, a little more tersely than I intended.


  Farin hovered at eye-level, her sharp little teeth bared in a grin. “Did I scare you, Tess-mortal?”


  An answering smile tugged at my lips. “You’re hard enough to keep track of without being intentionally sneaky, Farin.”


  The Glasidhe scout swept a mocking bow. “I take that as a compliment to my professional capabilities.”


  “To answer your question,” I continued, “you didn’t scare me. You startled me. There’s a difference.”


  “Of course,” agreed Farin indulgently.


  I raised my eyebrows at her. “Do you have any new information or are you just going to hover there?”


  A dagger the size of my pinky-nail flashed in Farin’s hand. “They are keeping the wolf and the North-man separate. In a large clearing, by a cliff. One to the east, one to the west.”


  “How far apart?” I slung my quiver over my shoulder, adjusting the strangely light weight on my back.


  Farin considered, tossing her dagger from hand to hand. It flashed like a miniature spark of lightning jumping between two clouds. “No more than half a mile. But they are blindfolded and bound. I do not know if they are even conscious.”


  I slid my fingers under the strap of my quiver as I thought. “I’m sure Kaleth would be able to carry at least one other than me. The North-man, probably. And Kavoryk could carry the wolf on his mount.” I turned. “Come on, then. We have little enough light left as it is.” Farin shadowed me, a bright light hovering over my shoulder as I walked toward where the others stood, loosely gathered. Finnead watched Luca with gimlet sapphire eyes, one hand resting on his sword-hilt. Luca stared back impassively. Kavoryk had placed himself to one side of Finnead, and Vell stood, her fingers tangled in Beryk’s dark fur, to one side of Luca. Rialla paced behind Luca, her amethyst eyes glowing eerily in the shadows. I shivered. She looked like a skeleton with eyes of fire, restlessly awaiting its revenge.


  “They’re holding them at the edge of a cliff,” I said into the tense silence. “Merrick?”


  He already had the map unfolded and the scrying-stone positioned over it. With a soft murmur from Merrick, the stone’s polished black surface glowed and pulsed, colors swirling within it like a storm-cloud. The image coalesced into a cliff. As one we all leaned closer, watching as the picture clarified, sharpening bit by bit. It was as though we were looking through the eyes of an eagle, down at a clearing on the edge of the cliff. Beyond the cliff, a foam-laced river lashed at a rocky gorge. A cluster of badly pitched tents squatted near the edge of the cliff, and at their center two poles thrust into the sky like fingers. I forced myself not to look too closely at them, focusing instead on the cliff and the river below it.


  “The Darinwel,” I said, frowning. “Last time you checked…”


  “It was three weeks away,” Vell finished, watching the scrying-stone with hard gold eyes. Small figures moved like ants over the bare ground. Her gaze followed them hungrily.


  “Is it really only an hour as the crow flies?” I asked.


  Merrick slid the scrying-stone delicately over the map, tracing it back to a glowing spark which I realized marked our position. Or probably Merrick’s, I amended silently. “Yes,” he said grimly.


  “Then we rescue them faster,” Luca said, his Northern accent clipping his words. He was not leaning over the map. “How is this a bad thing?”


  “It only confirms that it’s a trap,” Vell answered. “Only yesterday the Darinwel was three weeks from us.”


  “The Enemy must know that we freed Luca,” I said, rubbing the scar on the bridge of my nose in thought.


  “You freed me,” Luca corrected me, his voice holding such intensity that I glanced up, startled. His ice-blue eyes caught my gaze and held it. I felt a blush surge into my cheeks and then I felt the weight of Finnead’s eyes on me.


  I cleared my throat. “Yes. Well. Semantics.” I waved one hand. “In any case, they’ve decided to try and draw us into a trap. They’ve brought the Darinwel closer, gambling that we’d try to rescue Chael and Kianryk.”


  “And they would be right,” pointed out Finnead in his smooth, expressionless voice.


  I shrugged one shoulder. “So they’re right. But we know it’s a trap. That takes away their element of surprise.” I leaned forward, unable to stop the small smile from spreading across my lips. I tapped the map with one finger. “They’re so sure they can kill us that they brought the Darinwel right to us.”


  An answering smile slowly formed on Merrick’s lips. He looked up at me, eyes shining. “Brilliant. Use the Enemy’s trap to get us to the Seelie Court.”


  “Do we even know what part of the Darinwel they’ve drawn in closer?” Vell asked. Kavoryk rumbled something unintelligible, crossing his arms.


  Merrick moved the scrying-stone across the map slightly. A rope bridge swayed precariously over the yawning gorge, only a mile or two away from the cluster of lopsided tents.


  “So they’re sweetening the deal,” I murmured. The Sword hummed in agreement at my hip. “If we can make it past them, we cross into Seelie lands.”


  “No,” corrected Finnead. “We cross into the Borderlands. It’s another week’s ride at least until we reach Seelie land proper.”


  “The Borderlands are neutral territory, right?” I asked, trying to remember all the Sidhe history I’d read while my arm was healing back in Darkhill. I rubbed my arm idly at the memory. It seemed so long ago, like a different lifetime. Before I’d realized I was the heir to an ancient bloodline, destined to bear the Sword.


  “Neutral territory, yes,” agreed Finnead, his brow creasing slightly, “but that means that we won’t be able to expect any help from Titania or any of the Seelie Court until we’ve reached the edge of the Borderlands.”


  I slid my thumb under the strap of my quiver again, rubbing the smooth leather restlessly. “I thought the Darinwel marked the border between the two Courts.”


  “It did, but that was many years ago, before the Shadow took hold. After…after the first attack on the Unseelie Court—”


  The murder of the Princess, Queen Mab’s younger sister, I thought to myself.


  “—the borders changed. The Courts began withdrawing, strengthening the Courts themselves rather than worrying about outlying territory.”


  “So Darkhill and Brightvale became their strongholds.” The Sword stirred at the mention of the Unseelie Princess. “That much we already knew. What I don’t understand is why Malravenar hasn’t attacked them directly.”


  Finnead shrugged with one shoulder. “Does he need a reason?”


  I frowned in thought. “What do you mean?”


  The Vaelanbrigh spread his elegant, long-fingered hands expressively. “Does a madman need reason? Does a murderer need justification to kill?” He gazed at me with drowning-deep eyes. “There have been instances in your world as well. Surely you learned of them your schooling.”


  I nodded, thinking of haunting photographs of broken glass, bonfires of books, stars pinned to sleeves, and railroad cars usually meant for cattle, used to herd people that were viewed by a handful of men mad with passion as less than people. I thought of blood on rusted blades, children killed because their father came from a different people than those who came into power. Heaviness settled in my chest and I stared down at my hands, flexing my fingers and then clenching them into fists. “I know. I just thought that maybe…maybe it was different in Faeortalam.”


  When I looked up, Finnead met my eyes with an indecipherable expression. Was it pity written fleetingly across his face? My stomach clenched. The last thing I wanted was his pity.


  “Though we wish it were, it is not,” Merrick said into the silence, his dark head still bent over the map. He raised his face to the afternoon light.


  “Enough talk about thought and theory,” Vell interjected. Beryk paced behind her, his golden eyes smoldering like embers in the shadows. “What is our plan for the rescue?”


  I glanced up at the sun, slowly descending from its zenith. “I suppose the first question is, do we attack while it’s still light, or use the darkness to our advantage?”


  “What advantage?” scoffed Vell. “They already know we’re coming. They baited the trap and now they lie in wait.”


  The Sword hummed in agreement on my back. I rubbed at my war-markings as a feather-light brush of power shivered over my skin. Luca straightened, rolling his shoulders back and scrutinizing me with his ice-blue eyes. The whisper of the Sword’s power was still new to him, an alien touch that had seared his flesh when I removed the curse. But he didn’t look daunted. “Then is there any reason to wait?” I turned to our navigator. “Merrick, how’s your shoulder?”


  “Good as new,” he replied with a grin that made him look sixteen.


  “Vell?” I asked.


  “A few bruises and a bit sore from the fight,” she admitted warily, “but nothing I can’t handle.”


  I nodded briskly, glad that at least Vell was being honest. “Kavoryk?”


  “I shall sharpen my axe,” the giant rumbled, eyes glinting above his beard.


  A smile pulled at one side of my mouth. Then I cleared my throat. “Luca?”


  The ulfdrengr raised his bowed head; he had been staring down at his heavily bandaged hand, flexing his fingers. Determination settled across his ruggedly handsome face. A shaft of sunlight struggled through the branches and found his golden hair. He was all gold and pale snow, punctuated by the light blue of his eyes. A spark entered those eyes as he met my gaze. “Yes, Tess?” His lips caressed my name.


  “How are you feeling?” My voice remained steady. A small bit of pride flared in my chest, even as the glow from hearing my name on his lips—not “Lady Bearer,” not “my lady,” but “Tess”—warmed lower parts of me. I raised my chin a bit and pushed down the roiling emotions. Now was not the time to swoon over a chiseled Adonis, I scolded myself. There would be plenty of time for swooning after we rescued Chael and Kianryk.


  Luca considered my question, weighing his words before he replied. “Not as well as I would like, going into a fight, but well enough.”


  “And have you heard any voices in your head lately telling you to kill our Bearer?” Finnead asked silkily. I looked sharply at him, stopping myself from tugging at my sleeve to better hide the white bandage that covered the shallow cut on my forearm.


  Luca turned to face Finnead. “You are the Vaelanbrigh of the Unseelie Court?”


  “Yes.”


  Watching the two men was a study in contrasts: Finnead, dark and lithe and sleek as a panther, his raven-wing hair gleaming deep purple and blue in the shadows, facing Luca, almost a full head taller and half again as broad in the shoulders, with his halo of tousled golden hair and unrefined ruggedness.


  Luca spoke his next words slowly. “You were the one who was taken by the Enemy in the Shadows?”


  I tensed. Vell crossed her arms and watched the two men stonily, Beryk pacing like a liquid shadow behind her. Kavoryk had his lathing stone in hand and settled down onto a huge fallen log, laying his massive axe across his knees. He glanced up with black eyes and shook his head slightly, turning back to his blade with an unintelligible rumble.


  “Yes.” The sapphire in the Brighbranr’s pommel flashed as Finnead answered with one cool word.


  “Then you should know what it is to come back from the Shadow,” Luca finished, his voice so quiet that I leaned forward to catch the sound of it.


  Finnead’s jaw tensed but his face remained otherwise impassive, as though he was carved from marble. He locked gazes again with Luca for a long moment, as though measuring the ulfdrengr through his stare. Then he nodded, minutely, one of those Sidhe movements that I’d had to learn how to see. Luca nodded in return. The tension broke suddenly, like a fractured piece of ice.


  “Now that you’re done measuring,” Vell commented drolly, “can we please continue with our mission?”


  “Measuring?” Merrick repeated with a look of slight confusion.


  A half-grin curved Luca’s lips. “Trust me, my kylharra, there is no need to measure.”


  I rolled my eyes, suppressing the smile tugging at my lips. Vell looked at him sharply as the Northern word hung in the air, unfamiliar but somehow powerful nonetheless. Then she cleared her throat. “No need for formality here.”


  Luca bowed his head in acquiescence…to Vell? I blinked. The Sword hummed in thought, and Gwyneth’s pendant stirred at my throat, the first time its power had awoken in days. My hand unconsciously found its smooth curve, tracing the wrought-iron tree in the center of the pendant and brushing my thumb over the delicate rubies that had once been drops of my blood. The pendant vibrated, instilling me with a sense of urgency. I felt in my bones that time was running out for Chael and Kianryk. “Ten minutes and then we’re on the trail,” I said, hearing my voice as if from afar. I turned to Merrick. “Let me see the map again.”


  “Your wish is my command, Lady Bearer,” he replied with a wry smile. I swatted his arm lightly and he grinned. He sobered as he positioned the scrying-stone over the map. “Do you want another count?” he asked darkly.


  I leaned over the map. My jaw tightened as I took in the miniature scene: the clearing before the cliff crawled with dark shapes, some sinuous and slithery, others huge and shambling. It looked like an anthill. I suppressed a shudder. “Well. They definitely know we’re coming.”


  “Let them know,” rumbled Kavoryk in his thunderous voice. “It makes little difference to me.”


  The Caedbranr answered with a sharp fierce flash of fire. I stifled a surprised sound as the fire flashed down my war-markings. “Enough of that,” I scolded the Sword. The Sword-as-wolf paced in my mind’s eye, its eyes gleaming rebelliously. “We need to get this show on the road,” I said to no-one in particular. “I’m going to check on Kaleth.” I stood and brushed off my knees, walking toward where I’d last seen Kaleth. The faehal had an uncanny ability to be right where I thought he was, or right where I happened to be. Either way, it was a handy talent, but one he was apparently not exercising at the moment. I paused between two slender birch trees, searching the surrounding woods for a glimpse of his familiar blue-gray coat. I stiffened as low voices reached me. The Sword-as-wolf stopped its pacing, pricking its ears alertly. My feet moved of their own volition, carrying me silently closer to the two owners of the voices.


  “…don’t understand,” Vell finished, her voice low.


  I paused behind an oak tree, my cheeks burning as I deliberately listened. The Sword spared a quick glance at me, chastising me for being so childlike. I was its Bearer, and I could eavesdrop if I damn well pleased. I smiled a little at the Sword’s logic.


  A sigh reached my ears, and then a catch of breath, a painful hitch.


  “Hold still,” Vell murmured.


  Very slowly, I edged one eye out from my hiding place behind the sturdy oak, expecting to see Luca and Vell.


  “I know she doesn’t understand,” Finnead said tiredly, weariness like I had never seen written across his face. He was sitting against a tree, Vell kneeling in front of him, and he had his shirt slung about his neck, his shoulder bare. I put my hand to my mouth as what little there was in my stomach attempted to crawl up my throat. Vell gently dabbed at the black and green flesh of Finnead’s shoulder, her face carefully blank as blue-tinged pus—the sickly dead color of frostbitten skin—oozed from the wounds.


  “She…cares for you,” Vell said, each word precise.


  Finnead clenched his jaw as she applied a layer of salve. “Just wrap it.” She opened her mouth to protest. “Don’t waste your supplies,” he snapped, his voice still controlled and low but lashing out with heat. Vell sat back on her heels and regarded him with calm golden eyes. Finnead leaned his head back against the tree. “I know,” he whispered. “I know she cares…but it will be easier for her, if she thinks me a callous bastard.”


  “If we can get across the river, wouldn’t that loosen her grip enough?” Vell asked.


  It took me a moment to realize they were no longer talking about me. They were talking about Mab. They were talking about the Queen of the Unseelie Court, who was steadily draining the life from her sworn Three.


  “I do not know,” Finnead said wearily. “It may, or she may kill me even after we are across the Darinwel. The Borderlands are not Seelie territory proper.”


  “Tess knows that you’re being drained,” Vell continued quietly, unfurling a length of clean linen.


  “She knows,” he admitted, “but she mustn’t think she can fight Mab. She mustn’t take that risk.”


  “So you’re allowed to venture to the Grey Cliffs for her, and she’s not allowed to sever your blood-bond with Mab to save your life?” Vell raised one eyebrow.


  A wan smile spread across Finnead’s mouth. “Call me a hypocrite, if you like,” he said, his voice near a whisper. “But if the pain of her hatred is the price for her safety, I will gladly pay it.”


  Vell shook her head as she finished wrapping the bandage about Finnead’s shoulder. “You should trust her.”


  “She cannot waste her power.”


  “It wouldn’t be wasting it,” Vell countered. “That’s a stupid thing to say.”


  “If Mab latched onto her…if she was able to access Tess’s power as she does mine…” Finnead sounded so tired. “Mab would drain her dry.” He closed his eyes. “She is the last best hope against Malravenar. I will get her to the Borderlands…perhaps even the Seelie lands proper. And then if I die…” He shrugged his good shoulder. “At least she will be safe.”


  “She will be safe,” Vell said, her voice uncharacteristically gentle, “but she will be heartbroken.”


  Finnead’s lips twisted in a wry smile, his eyes still closed. He grimaced a little as Vell tightened the bandage. “I doubt it,” he whispered, “but if so, I’d rather her heartbroken and alive. Heartbreak gives the strength to fight, sometimes.”


  I edged slowly away, my mind whirling, and as I turned I nearly tripped over Beryk. He regarded me with his golden gaze, neither reproachful nor judgmental. He watched me silently for a moment and then glided away, his sleek black fur mingling with the shadows. After a frozen moment, I stumbled forward again.


  How could I have been so blind, so incredibly stupid? My mind flipped back through the past days, through everything that Finnead had said, his biting comments and cool indifferent gaze. He’d been pushing me away intentionally, building a barrier between us of anger and resentment, to protect me from the Dark Queen. The blood-ritual to cure the wound inflicted by the syivhalla hadn’t healed him because there was another type of blood-magic at work: Mab’s bond with him. What kind of ritual bound the Dark Queen to her Three? I wondered. The Sword showed me a brief flash of deep blue blood pooling in the hollow of a polished alabaster skull, inlaid with silver to form a chalice. It took the image from me before I could catch more than a glimpse, but it still left a terrible metallic taste in my mouth.


  Kelath raised his head inquiringly, ears pricking forward. I grabbed my light little saddle from where I’d draped it over a low tree branch and buckled it quickly onto his back. We understood each other well enough now that I didn’t need reins, and they’d get in the way in a real battle anyway. The faehal pranced a little as I swung onto his back. “Easy,” I murmured. “Don’t get too excited.” I touched the pommel of the Sword and thought grimly that this had become more than just a rescue mission to save Chael and Kianryk. It was a rescue mission to save Finnead too. If I could get him across the Darinwel and through the Borderlands, I stood a chance of breaking Mab’s hold on him. From what I’d just heard, I couldn’t break Mab’s blood-bond with Finnead with the Sword’s power, or it would be like opening the door and inviting her into my head. The idea was not a pleasant one, but I understood why Finnead wanted to keep it from me, because I would have done it anyway. The Caedbranr pricked me sharply. I would, I thought at it defiantly.


  If you try, then this is what will happen, it said to me like a mother lecturing her child, and then there was a sudden gaping void in my chest where its power had nestled. I gasped and doubled over in the saddle, feeling the loss of power almost like physical pain. My own taebramh expanded, and as it flowed through my chest I was able to suck in a breath, but there was still an aching sense of wrongness, like I was missing a limb. I reached out to the Sword, but it was like hitting a marble wall, smooth and slick.


  This is what Mab would do to you, the Caedbranr told me, its words barely more than a whisper in my mind. I couldn’t breathe.


  “I’m sorry,” I choked. “I promise. I promise I won’t.” Tears of anger pricked at the corners of my eyes as I said the words. Damn it. Damn my responsibility and damn the Sword’s power and damn my inability to see through Finnead’s act, because now he was dying and the only thing I could do was throw him into a battle and offer him a rickety wooden bridge across a terrifying gorge. He was dying and I couldn’t use my power to stop it.


  You cannot use your power, the Sword agreed, letting down its walls and allowing its emerald fire to trickle slowly back into me. But that does not mean you are powerless.


  “Right,” I gritted out. “Then let’s go cross that damn bridge.”


  


  Chapter 15


  Kaleth thundered through the forest, shadows rippling over us as he nimbly navigated the trail. I rose up in the saddle as he leapt over a fallen log, my fingers entwined in his silky black mane. The Sword was back in its customary place along my spine, a dagger as long as my forearm adorning my belt where my plain sword usually hung. Vell had given me three throwing knives. “Try not to lose them,” she told me, golden eyes glinting, “unless you kill something first.” My bow and quiver I’d strapped to the side of the saddle, buckled so that I could release them quickly with one hand. Merrick rode ahead of me, his mount threading through the trees with fleet-footed surety. Beryk flashed through the trees to my right, and Vell on her small mount followed close behind, her slender faehal quick enough to gallop through the forest off the path.


  I’d had to fight to ride second, but my argument that I could then take advantage of what little surprise we still retained won out. Finnead rode close behind me, and Luca brought up the rear with Kavoryk. Luca rode Kavoryk’s mount and the half-giant ran instead, his huge strides keeping pace with our fleet faehal with amazing ease. Forin and Farin shot like flame-arrows from a bow through the foliage overhead, illuminating the leaves in bright bursts of emerald. Rialla had disappeared quietly sometime during our planning, but both Vell and Luca didn’t seem worried. I supposed that out of all of us, Luca and Rialla had the most to lose if our plan failed. Except for Finnead, I reminded myself, a chill slipping down my spine. I pushed the worry from my mind. I couldn’t afford the distraction, not when we were about to plunge into fire and darkness. He was the Vaelanbrigh, and he had the Brighbranr. And I had the Caedbranr. The Sword hummed along my back, its power vibrating through my bones. I couldn’t use its power to heal Finnead, but I’d damn well use it to forge a path of blood to the wooden bridge.


  Farin dove down and kept pace with Kaleth, her aura streaming fierce red and orange behind her. “Almost there!” she yelled, giving a fierce cry of anticipation. My fingertips began to tingle. I felt the Sword’s power gathering like a wolf ready to spring at an elk.


  Sometimes just the idea of the Sword is enough. Gwyneth’s words echoed through my head. The cool pendant heated suddenly against the tender skin of my throat. Gripping Kaleth’s mane with one hand, I reached up and traced its smooth curve with two fingers. The hum of the Sword and the heat of the pendant combined to create a strange sensation, chills and fire battling on my skin. I leaned forward, every sense heightened, my eyes catching every shadow in the trees, the glint of a sun-patch on Kaleth’s tack, the stream of light that was Forin and Farin overhead. Ahead of me, Merrick drew his sword in a flash of silver. I unbuckled my bow and slid an arrow out of my quiver, running my thumb over the feathers and trying to swallow against the jumping of my heart in my throat. Kaleth surged forward, bringing us to the heels of Merrick’s mount. A wolf-howl echoed through the forest and I wasn’t sure whether it was from Vell or Beryk.


  They hadn’t set sentries. They hadn’t sent any cadengriffs or garrelnosts into the forest to hunt us, because we were coming to them. I clenched my teeth and nocked my arrow to my bow, fighting the nausea bubbling up from my stomach.


  Merrick burst through the trees into the clearing. The change was sudden and immediate: one moment I ducked a branch and the next moment we were out in the open, naked in the daylight on the green plain before the cliff. My eyes swept over the clearing, and my breath caught in my throat.


  There were at least fifty creatures, twisted shapes and forms so ghastly they could have been pulled from the lowest circle of Dante’s Inferno, nightmares with horns and fangs. The worst were the ones that looked almost human, whose shape suggested that they had once been sentient beings, now twisted and deformed to the Shadow’s dark purpose. And in the middle of them, towering like a mountain, was a giant, skulls rattling in his beard. Shrieks and howls and roars split the air as the giant raised his spiked club. But they didn’t charge. They stood, waiting, eerily disciplined.


  We hurtled toward them at a headlong gallop. I looked to my left and saw Merrick and Vell, faces alight with fierce anticipation, swords drawn as they urged their mounts on. To my right there was Kavoryk and Luca and Finnead, the Brighbranr blazing sapphire in his hand. Gwyneth’s pendant sent a spark of heat onto my skin, and I gasped, spurred into action. Gripping Kaleth with my knees, I sat up straight in the saddle and brought up my bow. “Gwyneth, guide my aim,” I whispered, and I drew back the bowstring, the knuckles of my right fingers brushing against my cheek. A tiny flame of taebramh raced down the shaft of the arrow. I aimed, waited for that suspended moment, and released. The arrow burst into vibrant emerald flame as it sailed through the air and buried itself with a wet thump in the chest of the giant. It roared, beating at the flames with one huge hand, flailing its club and demolishing its own creatures.


  I nocked another arrow, Farin’s cry of triumph as my second arrow found its mark in the giant’s neck ringing in my ears. My hands moved of their own volition, drawing back another arrow before I’d had time to fully understand that my second shot had hit its target. I fired three more arrows with a speed I hadn’t known I possessed, the Sword vibrating so hard it rattled its sheath on my back, Gwyneth’s pendant white-hot yet not burning me.


  In the frozen moment before we hit the line of hideous creatures awaiting us, I looked over to Merrick as I strapped my bow back to my saddle. “Remember,” I shouted to him, “remember your part!”


  He grinned at me, his face alight with boyish delight and bloodlust. Then I turned back and Kaleth leapt over the first line of creatures, a true warhorse. He landed amidst twisted shapes, lashing out with his hooves with deadly intent. My long dagger dripped with black blood and green ichor as I slashed and stabbed. One of the creatures clawed at my leg and I snarled in pain as it dug its talons into my flesh, pulling itself above the fray. I stabbed my dagger into its eye as Kaleth reared, striking down a cat-like creature and crushing its skull. I gripped the creature on my leg by the scruff of the neck, its body dead weight, and threw it away from me in disgust, hissing in pain as its claws were torn from my flesh.


  “All right there?” yelled Vell, her face smeared with blood. Beryk tore out the throat of a humanoid creature, its scream fading into a gurgle.


  “Get Merrick through!” I shouted back as Kaleth wheeled to face the next onslaught. My leg throbbed, and I felt warm blood sliding down into my boot.


  “As you command, my Bearer!” Vell replied without any trace of sarcasm, her golden eyes fierce and bright. “Come on then, pup!”


  Merrick grinned at her and turned his faehal. Beryk and Vell cut a swathe through the horde of creatures, his muzzle shining wetly and her sword flashing brightly. Kaleth turned and plunged through the maelstrom, back toward Luca and Finnead. Kavoryk held down our right flank, cutting down the Shadow’s creations with huge sweeps of his axe. Luca fought with dexterity despite his wounded hand, and Finnead thrust his sword fiercely into a horned bull with razor-sharp teeth and glaring red eyes. Luca roared a Northern battle-cry, baring his teeth—he looked like pictures I had seen in library books of Norse berserkers, or maybe even Thor, if Thor had wielded a slender sword instead of a battle-hammer.


  My arms burned and my brow stung with sweat as we fought on. I guided Kaleth with my knees—not that he needed much guidance, lashing out at any creature within reach with the ferocity of a battle-hardened warrior. I smiled, the fury of battle singing through my bones, mingling with the power of the Sword and my own taebramh and the urging of Gwyneth’s pendant; and for a moment my eyes caught Finnead’s gaze through the chaos, an answering smile spreading across his lips despite the bone-white paleness of his face.


  We gradually drew into a circle, a wheel of destruction against which the ranks of Dark creatures broke like waves upon a great rock. Finnead fought on my left, Luca on my right, and I knew Kavoryk was behind me.


  “There are more than when we first started,” Luca panted from atop Kavoryk’s huge mount, his face glistening with a sheen of sweat. He bared his teeth and gave a growl as he beheaded a skin-wraith. “And skin-wraiths!”


  “Skin-wraiths mean a sorcerer,” I shouted above the din of battle, breathing as hard as though I’d just run a seven-minute mile. My leg ached where the creature had clawed it; my entire sock in my boot felt soaked with blood and my head throbbed with a fierce headache. “So we find the puppet-master and cut the strings!”


  “Killing the sorcerer is not our goal,” Finnead yelled, cool and composed as he dissected a fanged toad and skewered a vicious weasel-like thing with the blazing blue Brighbranr. The creatures shrieked and gibbered as the sapphire fire roared. In the back of my mind I knew it wasn’t wise for Finnead to use his power, not when his skin was the color of bone and his eyes stood out like dark glittering holes in his face.


  “Chael and Kianryk,” I agreed, more to myself than anyone else; and I hoped fervently that Vell and Merrick succeeded in their mission before too much longer. Black spots danced at the corners of my vision. I pushed away the dizziness, focusing on the next lumbering troll to shamble at me. Its claws were no match for my long dagger and it howled as one of my throwing-knives found its mark in its eye.


  “Very impressive throw!” yelled Forin as he swept down to hover just above my head.


  “Vell and Merrick…?” I panted, tossing my dagger to my left hand to deal with a bearish animal. It splattered poison-green ichor when I cut its throat. I hissed as its blood burned like acid on my skin, scrubbing at my hands with my sleeves.


  “They have the Northman and the wolf!” Farin joined in, zooming down to join her twin.


  “Go, then! Get them across!” I gritted my teeth and twisted in the saddle as a skin-wraith stretched its skeletal fingers toward me. Its mouth opened in a howl as I beheaded it in a spray of gore. “We’re right behind!”


  Farin left a trail of neon as she headed for the bridge, but Forin stayed, wielding his small bow with precision and bringing down one of the smaller monstrosities with a barrage of well-aimed arrows as long as my pinky finger.


  “To the bridge!” I yelled to the rest of my little band of fighters. I wheeled Kaleth, and Luca and Finnead fell in on either side of me. Kavoryk, though—I twisted in the saddle again, grimacing at the pull on my fiercely aching leg.


  The giant Northman stood alone, legs braced against the furious onslaught of the Shadow-creatures. He cut into the horde with vicious strokes of his huge axe, holding a knife that was as long as my forearm in the other hand to skewer any that escaped his steel-wife. His eyes gleamed with battle-fury and he bared his teeth in a wild grin, braying a wordless challenge to the creatures. Blood streaked one of his forearms—whether it was his, or from the creatures, I couldn’t tell.


  “Kavoryk!” I shouted, my voice breaking hoarsely. Kaleth tossed his head and started forward. I grabbed the reins with my left hand and hauled back on them. The faehal let out a piercing whistle of indignation and anger but stood his ground, prancing in place, leaping aside to avoid the attack of a small garrelnost.


  “Tess!” Luca shouted as he cut down the garrelnost. “We must move, now!”


  “No!” I said desperately, understanding Kavoryk’s intentions with a flash of terrible clarity. “No, we won’t leave him! We won’t!”


  Finnead turned to me in that brief moment of suspended silence, the rare lull in chaos when everything slowed. Nothing seemed real. I stared at him, seeing the glisten of sweat on his forehead, the spotted blood on his sleeve, the lines of pain around his mouth and eyes. “There’s too many,” he said in a voice so quiet I should not have heard him, but I did.


  “No,” I repeated desperately, catching at Kaleth’s reins again.


  “I swore an oath, my Bearer!” roared Kavoryk, never taking his eyes from the teeming mass of creatures. He corralled them with steel, spreading his arms wide with sword and axe in his hands. He roared again, wordlessly, as another wave broke upon him like waves crashing against a cliff. I lost sight of him for a moment and then he reappeared, surging up from beneath the creatures in a blur of silver and beard and gleaming white teeth as he laughed, the sound booming over the plain like a battle-drum. Blood laced his arms and dripped from his weapons.


  “He is not Kavoryk but Tyr, made flesh!” shouted Luca, his own eyes alight with the flame of battle. He raised his sword. “May you feast in the hall of victors with the gods, brother!”


  I watched wide-eyed as a garrelnost clamped its jaws on Kavoryk’s shoulder. A black blur raced past and Beryk barreled into the garrelnost, taking the creature down to the ground just as he had in the battle at the clearing. Kavoryk’s shoulder gleamed wetly but he swung his axe with unabated ferocity.


  Suddenly Kaleth surged forward. I grabbed for the reins, but Finnead had somehow stolen them from my grasp.


  “Go!” Kavoryk roared. A gnarled black arrow sailed through the air and slammed into him but he plucked it out as if it were a splinter.


  “No!” I screamed. I reached for the Sword’s power blindly.


  Finnead tossed Kaleth’s reins to Luca, who kicked Kavoryk’s huge mount into a canter.


  “Use the Sword’s power and I will make sure you don’t wake up until we reach Brightvale,” threatened Finnead, a ball of glowing blue light in his hand.


  “Damn you both!” I shouted at them, taking out my fury on a stray toad. I risked a glance over my shoulder and caught a last glimpse of Kavoryk, damming the tide of Dark creatures.


  Vell galloped toward us and wheeled her mount, falling in behind me. “Chael and Kianryk are across the bridge with Merrick!” she reported. She caught Luca’s eyes. “They are both alive, and safe for now.” Then she put two fingers in her mouth and whistled shrilly. Within the space of a breath Beryk shot past us like an arrow from a bow.


  The edge of the cliff loomed before us, a gaping wound in the green of the plain. We thundered past the tents and poles that Merrick had shown us with the scrying-stone. I glanced over my shoulder again and Kavoryk was moving toward the bridge as well, keeping his back to us as he continued battling the creatures. A small sudden hope bloomed in my chest, battling against the desperate sorrow that choked me. Perhaps we’d all make it. Perhaps no one would have to pay the price of springing this terrible trap, so well-baited.


  Vell and Beryk reached the bridge ahead of us, and the rickety wood-and-rope construction swayed alarmingly as they crossed. It seemed like an eternity before they reached the other side. I looked back and the tide of battle was gaining on us. Then there was a sudden horrible lurch, and Kaleth wheezed wetly and fell. I threw an arm up to shield my face from the ground rushing up to meet me, landing with a stunning impact. I couldn’t breathe, and Kaleth shuddered, his weight crushing me. With an immense effort he stood, leaving me gasping on the ground, staring up at the arrow embedded to the feathers in his side. Blood rimmed his nostrils. He looked at me with his eerily intelligent eyes, nodded his beautiful head once, trembling all over, and then collapsed.


  I gave a strange little cry, half strangled scream and half gasp, and scrambled over to him, ignoring the blinding pain in my leg and the starbursts of blackness exploding behind my eyes. I stroked his smooth still-warm neck and then there were arms around my waist, lifting me away from him. Luca, on foot now, kept one arm firmly around my waist and moved us both toward the bridge. My leg gave out and he grunted, adjusting his grip so that he was mostly carrying me. I limped along as best I could.


  The rickety bridge across the yawning gorge seemed miles away, I noticed numbly. Then I remembered my bow and quiver, strapped to Kaleth’s saddle. I tried to turn back, mumbling, “My bow.”


  “You can’t use a bow if you’re dead,” said Luca in reply, moving relentlessly toward the bridge. Then my dragging foot hit a rock and even as I cursed my clumsiness, a wave of nausea and dizziness rushed over me. I stumbled.


  “Put one arm about my shoulders,” Luca ordered and I complied, my fingers tingling oddly. He lifted me with one arm, his forearm braced beneath my good thigh. He still held his sword in his other hand, fending off the smaller, faster creatures that had gotten around Kavoryk. Finnead, on foot now as well, ran beside us, taking the larger creatures. I wanted to weep in frustration: how were we to get to the Seelie Court without our fleet Fae mounts? I thought disjointedly.


  “Faster!” Kavoryk roared from behind us.


  Luca grimaced but stretched his legs into a ground-eating run. I tried not to pass out as he jostled my leg. A creature leapt at his back and I lunged over his shoulder, stabbing it with my dagger. He gave a grunt of thanks and pushed himself to run faster. I felt his heart hammering in his broad chest.


  We reached the bridge. Merrick stood on the other side, his slim form almost lost among the slender trees. A well-aimed arrow whistled past us, plunging into a skin-wraith’s throat; Merrick was clearly determined to still be useful. And then I blinked: the two Fae mounts, along with Vell and her faehal, stood beside Merrick. A wave of relief washed through me. Of course—they’d sent the faehal on ahead, and they’d already crossed the bridge.


  I yelped in surprise as Luca gave me a little bounce, shifting his grip to hold me a little higher. He sheathed his sword—my sword, I corrected myself woozily—and started across the gorge. I clutched at his shoulder as the narrow bridge swayed frighteningly beneath us. My breath came faster as I looked down at the rushing waters far below.


  “Don’t look down,” instructed Luca.


  “Too late,” I replied weakly.


  “Then close your eyes,” he said in a gentler voice, concentrating on navigating the rickety boards beneath his feet.


  “Okay.” I swallowed hard and clenched my eyes shut even as withering shame rushed over me. I was the Bearer of the Sword, being carried like a child again, having to close my eyes because I was afraid of heights. How courageous and heroic.


  Stop, the Sword admonished me silently. Just because you are my Bearer does not absolve you of fear.


  But it should make me able to deal with it, I countered, still fighting against the sick feeling in my stomach as we swayed alarmingly. A sudden wind whipped my hair into my face and I opened my eyes in surprise. The wind gripped at Luca like a living thing and he struggled to keep his balance, using the ropes strung up on the side of the bridge as handrails. He pushed forward as the wind intensified to gale-force, stinging tears into my eyes.


  “Go!” shouted Finnead from behind us.


  Luca gave a growl of determination, lunging forward, muscles straining against what seemed like a solid wall of wind.


  “Sorcery,” I gasped into his ear, and I managed to raise my head, shielding my eyes with my hand. A black robed figure stood on the plain, gliding toward the bridge with eerily boneless grace. Kavoryk stood by the bridge and raised his axe challengingly, knocking aside a garrelnost without taking his focus from the sorcerer. The sorcerer made a small motion with one hand, and Luca gasped as an invisible sledgehammer slammed into him. He fell to one knee, the board creaking beneath our combined weight. I pushed myself off his shoulder, unable to do more than clutch at the rope on the side of the bridge.


  Finnead turned, the Brighbranr blazing. “Go,” he ordered, voice firm and cool.


  “Not you too,” I begged.


  “Take her,” he told Luca.


  The Northman nodded, his face pale, and he staggered to his feet, sweeping me up again with one huge arm.


  “No!” I said, beating at his shoulder with one fist.


  “Hush,” he told me grimly, starting forward again.


  I clenched my jaw as scathing sorrow choked me.


  An orb of sapphire fire blazed across the bridge, over Kavoryk, and struck the sorcerer. The black-robed figure staggered but righted itself with apparent ease. I watched over Luca’s shoulder with growing dread. Another invisible blow struck Luca, sending him staggering against the ropes of the bridge. An arrow sailed over our heads and struck the sorcerer square where its chest should have been, but the arrow fell to the ground, broken. A second fireball erupted from the Brighbranr and enveloped the sorcerer, but it did nothing.


  Enough play.


  The voice sounded like bones breaking, like the screams of a man being burned alive, like the silence where a heartbeat should have been. Luca buckled and we both sprawled onto the knotted wood of the bridge. I shoved the voice away from my mind with all the force I could muster, and my vision cleared enough to see. Finnead lay unmoving, the Brighbranr pulsing slowly in his hand. Kavoryk swung his axe at the black-robed figure. The sorcerer flicked his wrist and I heard the crack of bone. The giant Northman slumped to the ground.


  “No,” I whispered, pushing myself onto my elbows.


  Come to me, the sorcerer said, his voice on the fringes of my mind now.


  “No,” I said louder, voice breaking. I closed my eyes for a brief moment and touched Gwyneth’s pendant. Some of the pain coursing through my leg receded.


  I will make you come to me, then. The sorcerer raised one arm and pointed. I watched in horror as a flame erupted from the dark depths of his sleeve and arced over our heads, deadly and graceful.


  The dry rope and wood of the bridge caught fire instantly.


  “Finnead!” I shouted, kicking at what I hoped was his good shoulder with my uninjured leg. The Vaelanbrigh remained motionless, my kick rocking his unconscious body. I rolled back over painfully. Luca stirred when I slapped him, opening his eyes with a groan. The flames raced toward us, thick black smoke swirling around us.


  Forin and Farin swooped down from overhead.


  “Tess-mortal!” Farin cried frantically, pulling at my ear with her tiny hands.


  Acrid smoke filled my mouth, stinging my throat. I coughed and pulled my shirt up over my mouth and nose. Drawing from my own taebramh, I thought of water and cool air and ice, drawing a glowing line beyond Luca’s head. The smoke hesitated and began to drift upward as though contained by a glass wall. I had no idea if it would stand against the flames though.


  “Wake him up!” I shouted at Forin, trying again to rouse Finnead. The Glasidhe descended on the Vaelanbrigh, working furiously to revive him. Luca struggled to his knees. He looked over me and his face became grim. I turned and saw a garrlenost advancing on us, prowling onto the bridge with lethal intent.


  Flames before us, a garrelnost and a black sorcerer behind us.


  We were trapped.


  


  Chapter 16


  “Farin!” I coughed. “Wake the Vaelanbrigh!” I felt her hands clutch frantically at my ear once more and then she zipped over to Finnead.


  The flames crackled beyond my glowing line. A growl from the garrelnost threaded through the smoke. The sorcerer stood impassively, watching from the cavernous shadows of the black hood. Luca pushed himself to his knees and staggered upright, chest heaving. He stepped over Finnead’s prone form and faced the garrelnost. The huge wolf-creature prowled toward him, covering half the distance to us in two strides. I felt the heat of the flames pressing on my skin, sparks sizzling against the glowing line of my taebramh. I struggled to hold it, pouring more taebramh into the boundary, sweat beading my forehead.


  “I cannot wake him!” cried Farin.


  I heard two wolves howling, beyond the black cloud of smoke and the roiling inferno.


  Come to me and I will give them a quick death. The sorcerer’s words pounded into my mind like nails, each one a searing shot of pain. I gasped and clenched my eyes shut until the wave of nausea passed over me. The Sword sent me a wave of reassurance, but I felt a desperate sense of hopelessness. What use was it to be the Bearer, if I couldn’t use the power of the Sword to save the lives of those loyal to me? I reached for the power of the Sword, keeping my own taebramh flowing into the barrier against the fire. The wolves howled and I heard shouts from Vell and Merrick.


  And there was nothing. The Sword drew into itself, a hard shell surrounding its power, leaving a vacuum in my chest, a gaping hole that punched the breath from me. I swayed and grabbed at the rope of the bridge. The garrelnost crouched, ready to spring at Luca, and the Northman raised his sword.


  “If not now, then when?” I asked the Sword in a voice cracked by smoke. “Damn it, when?”


  But it was silent.


  I dropped to my knees beside Finnead. He still gripped the Brighbranr in his hand. I took the Bright Sword and slid it into the sheath at his hip.


  The bridge shuddered as the flames roared. I felt the wood creaking beneath my knees. The rope started to twist and dance in the heat. I swallowed hard. “Farin,” I said, “you and Forin, you’ll be able to track us. One of you stay with us, and one of you stay with Vell and Merrick and the others.”


  “Tess-mortal,” the little Glasidhe warrior said, “I do not understand, I…” Her wings paused in shock as she understood my intentions. She flew at me, pulling my hair urgently. “You cannot! The gorge is deep and the Darinwel is fast!” Her voice sounded as though she was on the verge of tears.


  “It’s our best chance, Farin,” I said grimly, wincing as a lance of pain shot through my leg. I coughed as smoke slipped past my weakening barrier.


  The garrelnost lunged at Luca. The Northman buried my sword in it up to the hilt and drew the blade out, dripping with gore. With a roar, the wolf-creature leapt again. Luca stepped back and his foot plunged through the rickety board. He fell backward and the garrelnost twisted in midair. I saw the sword flash again in a spray of blood as Luca opened the creature from neck to tail, disemboweling it. The garrelnost thrashed and I lost sight of Luca beneath it, but as the creature rolled in its death-throes the bridge groaned warningly. I grabbed Finnead as the ropes snapped with a sound that turned my blood to ice. The bridge pitched to one side as the garrelnost jerked, and then there was a rush of wind and a suspended moment of weightlessness as the bridge gave way. For a second I stared down at the rushing water far below, and then we were falling.


  A scream bubbled in my throat but the wind stole my breath. With my free hand I clutched at Gwyneth’s pendant. I tried to keep my body straight and fall feet-first but the wind tossed us like play-things, and I was suddenly tumbling end over end, my grip torn from Finnead as I spun in dizzying patterns. The wind whipped painful tears into my eyes and I squeezed them shut involuntarily, gasping. I tried to reach for my taebramh, but the terror freezing my blood encapsulated it, forcing it to shrink into a small ball of light behind my breastbone, pulsing with my heart but unreachable. I wondered disjointedly if it would hurt, dying like this, slammed into a wall of roiling water. Would it have been better to burn on the bridge?


  Gwyneth’s pendant flashed hot and then cold beneath my skin. The Sword vibrated on my back, rattling so hard that it jolted my spine. Suddenly there were hands encircling my arms with a steady grip, large firm hands that reminded me of my father, or maybe my brother. Somehow I was slowing through the air, the wind not screaming past, only rushing now, and the sound of water flowing over everything. I reached out blindly to grip the arm of my rescuer—was it Luca, propelled through the air by some Northern magic? Or had Finnead managed to wield the Brighbranr’s power?


  My fingers passed through empty air. I opened my eyes in shock and had a brief, dizzying impression of dark, slick ravine walls hurtling past, and black water rushing up from below.


  “Beware the dark water’s songs,” a voice whispered in my ear.


  And then the hands were gone, and I was falling again. I gulped in a huge breath and covered my mouth with the palm of one hand, closing my nose with my thumb and forefinger and crossing my feet, just the way they taught us at school. If I hadn’t been about to plunge into a raging river, I would have chuckled at that. I doubted anyone in my water survival class had ever thought that they would be using their emergency egress technique falling into a raging river dividing the Seelie and Unseelie lands, bearing the most powerful weapon in the Fae world.


  I cut down into the water like a knife, plunging into an iciness so absolute that it took my breath away and made me think for an instant that my heart had stopped beating. Needles of cold pierced the tenderest parts of my body: my eyelids and ears, lips and fingers and toes. Even as I uncoiled my clenched limbs to begin swimming, the river threw me downstream, tugging at my boots and the Sword’s scabbard. I struck out for the surface, lungs burning already, trying to balance my body in the water so the current didn’t tumble me end over end, and just barely succeeding. Prickles of panic jolted through me as my seeking hands found only water above me. My fingers felt like chunks of stone sewn onto my hands, the cold numbing them; and my feet felt like blocks of marble in my boots as I tried to kick.


  The Sword sent me a little pulse of warmth. If I’d had any energy to spare I would have rolled my eyes at it: in the frigid waters of the Darinwel, all it gave me was a little pinprick of warmth? But that was a complaint to be addressed at another time, when my lungs weren’t screaming and my face wasn’t numb from the mind-blowing cold of a freezing river. I felt my limbs beginning to slow, my kicks losing coordination and my arms feeling like unwieldy sticks stuck into my torso. But then I sensed a minute change in the water, a nearly imperceptible quickening of warmth that promised sunlight, and with one final ungainly struggle I broke the surface in a frigid spray, gasping through numb lips and flailing to keep myself above the white-foamed water. Then I noticed that rather than weighing me down, the Sword was holding me up, the strap of its sheath tightening across my chest and pulling me upward each time a wave crested around me, threatening to drag me under the water. I blinked against the spray, desperately seeking a glimpse of Finnead or Luca. I shouted their names, a wave slapping into my mouth, but through my fit of coughing I thought I heard an answering shout. I swallowed and tried to slow my speed through the water, shivers wracking my body.


  “Finnead?” I shouted again.


  This time I heard the reply above the rushing water and my own harsh breathing.


  “I have him!” Luca’s voice, strained but strong. A flood of relief washed through me. I lifted my head and tried to see him but the spray of the river was condensing into a low mist. Then a glow cut through like a knife shearing through cloth, a Glasidhe flying so fast that it was a blur of silver through the mist.


  “Here,” said Farin urgently, towing a rope as thick as her entire body. “Forin is tying the other end to a tree.”


  I reached out with frigid fingers to take the rope from Farin, but my hands refused to work. “You’ll have to tie it to me,” I said through numb lips, my words punctuated by chattering teeth. As Farin wordlessly worked, zipping around my hand like a miniature comet, Gwyneth’s pendant flashed hot again at my throat, and I felt a pulse ripple out through the water. Then a wave slapped me in the face and I inhaled water. I pushed down the panic flooding through me as the river pulled me under. Vaguely I felt a tug at my wrist and I struggled to the surface, chest burning. Coughs exploded from me as I tried to regain my balance in the water again, each one searing through my chest like the stab of a knife.


  Farin had tied the rope around my wrist and looped it over my palm, giving me a good grip. I closed my numb fingers over it clumsily.


  “It is tied to a tree!” the Glasidhe scout piped into my ear. “Pull yourself to shore!”


  “How much rope do I—” My question was cut abruptly short as the rope snapped taut around my wrist, jerking me under the water as the current tried to sweep me forward and the rope held me in place. The muscles in my shoulder felt like strings ready to snap. I twisted in the water, fighting the current, and managed to get my other hand on the rope, pulling myself back to the surface. “Son of a bitch,” I gasped.


  “Sorry,” Farin said above me.


  I shook my head, my wet braid slapping the water. “Don’t apologize. Go help Luca.”


  “We do not have another rope,” Farin said anxiously, hovering by my ear.


  “Then I have to get to shore faster,” I said grimly, teeth chattering. One small benefit of the icy water was that it had numbed the pain in my injured leg, but that was balanced against the fact that my body was slowly shutting down in the cold. I quickly realized that swimming against the current would get me nowhere fast, so I angled my body and struck out for the rocky bank, just barely visible through the spray of the white-foamed river. The rope tied around my wrist meant that I only had one arm to swim, but it prevented the river from sweeping me downstream. I made sure that the rope was taut so I wasn’t expending unnecessary energy fighting the current. Farin stayed just above me, shouting encouragement over the rushing river. My harsh breathing rattled in my chest, punctuated by coughs, but I forced myself to keep moving, motivated by the thought of Luca rushing downriver, pierced by cold and trying to keep both his own head and Finnead’s above water.


  “Almost there, Tess-mortal!” Farin urged.


  The bank was in clear sight now; Forin had tied the rope to a twisted low-growing tree, its claw-like branches brushing the gravelly ground. I kicked my deadened legs desperately, throat burning as I gasped for breath. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Forin flying fast toward his twin; they conferenced for a moment and then Farin dipped close to me.


  “There is a waterfall, Tess-mortal! They might not survive!”


  I didn’t even have the energy to swear as I struggled toward the shore. Even my mind seemed numb. My taebramh was rendered unreachable by my exhaustion, and the Sword refused to help…I gave one last desparate kick, struggling against the frigid water…and my boots scraped against something. Gravel, I realized belatedly, and I pushed off with my good leg as hard as I could. I landed on my knees in the shallows, blinking dazedly, rocks cutting into my legs. Using my free hand and my good leg I awkwardly pushed myself through the fast-moving shallows, too tired to wince as I scraped the skin from my hands and knees.


  “Take the rope,” I gritted out. I clenched my jaw to still my chattering teeth.


  Forin worked on the knot by the tree and Farin applied herself to the swollen waterlogged knot by my wrist.


  “Cut it,” I panted.


  Farin’s small dagger flashed as she sawed at the rope. I reached around her and held it taut with my other hand, gripping it only by wedging it between two of my frozen fingers. It parted with a wet tearing sound, and the two Glasidhe flew off with it suspended between them. I dragged myself onto the narrow strip of muddy rock-studded bank. I had to look to see if my legs were out of the water because I couldn’t feel them enough to tell. Three claw-marks punctured my right thigh, the blood washed mostly away by the river. Using my good leg to maneuver, I scooted myself backward until I was a good distance away from the rushing waters of the river. My shirt clung to my skin and I noticed with detached amusement that my fingernails were blue. My teeth weren’t chattering anymore either, and a strange sense of warmth flooded through me. My eyes began to close, lulled into sleep by the mysterious warmth. The Sword vibrated but I was so tired, exhausted from my swim and the battle. My eyes slid shut.


  A wave of frigid water splashed over me and I jerked awake with a startled gasp.


  “If you go to sleep now, pretty little morsel, you will not wake up and your flesh will become even colder,” said a sinuous, sensual voice.


  Still struggling against the siren call of sleep, I pushed myself up onto my elbows. An ethereally beautiful woman regarded me from the frigid river, her arms draped languidly over a large rock by the water’s edge. Her flesh was alabaster pale, tinged blue and delicate green in places, glimmering with a frost-like sheen when she moved. There were strands of pearls and water-flowers woven through her deep purple hair, and her eyes were some color between black and blue, fathomless as the drowning depths of the ocean. She cocked her head to one side, watching me with the same hungry expression that a cat watches a bird in a cage.


  The expression on her face was enough for me to push myself back from the edge of the water a little farther, coughing at the exertion. The woman pursed her lips and raised one eyebrow.


  “The river is in your lungs,” she said.


  “Maybe,” I rasped, “but I’ll take my chances with a cold.”


  The beautiful woman smiled, keeping her lips together. “You think I mean you harm, little morsel?”


  “Considering the fact that you keep referring to me as a snack, yes,” I said, coughing again. Without taking my eyes from the woman, I tried to work at the rope wrapped around my wrist.


  “Oh, but there are still tastier morsels still in the water,” the woman said.


  Somehow my numb hand had found a way to grip my long dagger, and it was out, pointed at the woman.


  “So they are your companions, then?” The woman tilted her head to one side again, her almond-shaped eyes considering me.


  “If you hurt them…”


  “Come now, my sweet. You are half frozen, and you would be dead if I had not woken you,” she said admonishingly. “And besides, how would I hurt them since I am here talking to you, eh?”


  The tip of my dagger shook with my renewed shivers, wavering from its target. At least that was a good sign, I thought disjointedly. The shivering, not the…not being able to keep my dagger on target. I blinked, trying to collect my thoughts, and reached tentatively into the spot behind my breastbone, and to my amazement I reached my taebramh. Maybe my anger at her suggestion of hurting Luca and Finnead had helped. I kept the dagger pointed at the woman and used a large rock as support, dragging myself up onto my good leg. There was something in the water behind the woman. I blinked, but it was still there.


  “But,” the woman continued, watching me struggle to stand impassively, “I cannot say the same for my sisters.”


  “If they hurt them…” I trailed off as the woman shifted.


  “You know,” she said, “it is rude to stare.”


  From the waist down, the woman’s body was encased in glimmering scales. She didn’t have legs. She had a tail.


  I was looking at a real, live mermaid.


  The woman raised her tail out of the water and waved it lazily, water flowing down it sensuously. “I could help you.”


  “How?” I rasped suspiciously.


  She paused as if listening. “One of my sisters is watching your two men. The one that is still awake, he has the rope but there is nothing to tie it on, and they are fast approaching the Glass Falls.”


  I pushed myself into a full standing position, head swimming, and tested my wounded leg. A lance of pain shot through it but it held under my weight. I limped forward, picking up speed until I was hobbling as fast as I dared down the narrow bank, navigating through the rocks.


  “You’ll never reach them in time,” the mermaid called out behind me. “Your golden one, he is losing strength fast. He has fought the river longer than any man we have seen for a long while.” She pushed away from the rock. Her torso was bare, and beautiful. I felt a blush burn in my cheeks.


  The mermaid slid into the water and kept pace with my stunted gait.


  “And the dark one, he will stop breathing soon,” she continued conversationally. “The golden-haired one has just slipped below the water again…ah, he has fought to the surface but he is having trouble keeping the other above too.”


  I gave a growl of frustration and helpless anger. “Why are you telling me this?”


  The mermaid looked at me serenely, the Darinwel rushing furiously around her alabaster shoulders. “Because you have a choice.” Her eyes gleamed. “We could help you.”


  “For what price?” I demanded, trying to suppress a cough and failing.


  “Does the price matter?” She raised one eyebrow. “They will both die if you do not accept our offer.”


  In my bones I knew it was true.


  “They will go over the falls in a minute’s time. Be quick in your considerations.”


  I reached for the Sword, but it was silent. I was on my own. My chest felt as though I had been run through with a hot blade, and it wasn’t from the cold water. It was from the thought of losing Luca and Finnead, adding the grief of losing them to the hot pain of Kaleth and Kavoryk’s deaths.


  “All three of us leave alive and whole,” I said, swallowing past the metallic taste in my mouth.


  “Of course. You shall be treated as honored guests,” replied the mermaid, sliding through the water sinuously.


  “And we leave when we wish,” I added.


  “Negotiating when there is such short time is perhaps not wise, but you are spirited,” said the mermaid appreciatively. She raised one dripping hand from the water. “I swear on my sisters’ lives that all three of you shall leave alive and whole at a time of your choosing.” Leveling her fathomless gaze at me, she said, “Now choose, before it is too late.”


  I swallowed. “Fine. Save them.”


  “My sisters will save them. I will take you to them.” She extended her hand to me, swimming close to shore. “The cold will not touch you when you are with me.”


  Though every instinct screamed at me not to step into the frigid water again, I stepped forward, sheathing my dagger.


  “You trust me now?” the mermaid asked.


  “No,” I said, up to my knees now in water, the cold biting into my skin again.


  “Smart little morsel,” said the mermaid, unoffended. “You might want to take a breath before taking my hand.” She grinned at my hesitation. Her teeth were wickedly pointed and there were at least two rows of them. It was like staring into the mouth of a shark.


  I thought of Finnead and Luca. I took a deep breath and placed my hand into the mermaid’s. Her skin was smooth and cold. She pulled me down into the water and flipped her tail and we were racing under the river, weaving through the rocks, the mermaid keeping me close to her side with one arm wrapped around my chest. She’d told me truly that the cold wouldn’t affect me, but I had to focus on holding my breath. The mermaid swam with fluid grace, her huge tail propelling us through the water smoothly, her blue-black eyes focused on the underwater landscape. I struggled to keep my eyes open but after a moment the rushing water forced me to close them. I clenched my jaw as my chest started to ache. Despite the twinge of warning in my stomach at her predatory smile, my hand closed over the mermaid’s arm, as though gripping her would anchor me against the rising tide within me, the need for air crashing through my body.


  “A bit farther, my sweet,” she said into my ear, her voice still somehow clear even in the rush of the water, and I felt her hand stroke my hair.


  Colored stars burst behind my eyelids. I fought against the compulsion to draw in a breath, my fingers digging harder into the mermaid’s arm. I was either going to pass out or give in to the all-consuming, raw need to take a breath. I opened my mouth and my eyes and watched my breath leave in a lacy string of bubbles, and just as water flooded past my lips the mermaid pulled me upward and we burst through the surface. I exploded in a fit of convulsive coughing, but she paid me no mind, merely keeping me tight to her side as she cut hard against the current, swimming perpendicular to the mighty river—not exactly with ease, I noticed between my bone-wracking coughs and wrenching gasps. Then I blinked water out of my eyes as we rounded a large rock. On the other side of the rock was a sheltered little pool, its bank gravelly and grey but protected from the raging currents of the Darinwel.


  “Stay away from him!”


  Luca’s voice was ragged, his breathing harsh, but there was that same determination in his voice.


  Something blurred by me with a hiss and a splash. Another mermaid surfaced behind us, her pale green hair a nimbus about her shoulders. She held up a long-fingered, webbed hand and licked the blood from a shallow cut on her arm, tongue flickering between her rows of jagged teeth. “Such pretty boys,” she breathed, blood smearing her lips.


  The knot in my stomach twisted again. I craned my head and as we came further around the rock into the shallow pool, I saw Luca on his knees next to an unmoving form. Luca’s dagger was stained with greenish blood. My boots touched bottom and the mermaid released me as I struggled forward. One of her hands squeezed my hip and then caressed lower parts of me before sending me off with a pat on the rear and a sensuous chuckle. I didn’t even spare the energy to shoot her an affronted look. “Luca!”


  Relief spread across his face like the sun breaking through clouds. “Tess! Thank the gods.”


  “Tess,” murmured my mermaid behind me. “Such a pretty little name for a pretty little morsel.” She sank low in the water until only her almond-shaped eyes were visible, gazing out from her writhing mass of hair.


  I ignored her and splashed through the shallows, limping now that some feeling had returned to my injured leg.


  “They just pulled us out,” Luca said, brandishing his dagger at two more mermaids observing us stealthily by the huge rock.


  “Where are Forin and Farin?” I asked as I struggled toward them. Toward the unmoving form that I knew was Finnead.


  “Here,” one of the twins said. In my exhaustion I wasn’t sure which one.


  The mermaids were immediately captivated by the glows. “Even littler, even prettier morsels,” breathed one by the rock.


  “We tried to tie the rope but it was not long enough,” Forin explained.


  “We tried,” repeated Farin.


  “I know you did,” I said, reaching completely dry land and resisting the urge to drop to my knees right there.


  “I do not know whether he is alive,” Luca said bluntly as I limped toward them. He held his dagger shakily in his left hand, and the bandages on his right hand had come unraveled. His blue eyes half-closed in exhaustion.


  “Keep an eye on the mermaids,” I said, breathing hard. “Forin and Farin, if you could, please go tell everyone else where we are.” I was careful not to name any names, lest the mermaids get any ideas.


  Forin bowed and hovered while Farin dipped lower. “Tess-mortal—” she began, but Luca gave a hoarse snarl, sounding more wolf than man, and launched himself at her. For a split second I was confused but then I saw the mermaid arcing out of the water like a dolphin, her hand extended like a claw toward Farin, a hungry gleam in her mesmerized eyes. Luca collided squarely with the mermaid and tackled her into the shallows. She shrieked in indignation and Farin, her wings quivering, shot higher.


  “Go!” I said to them, and the Glasidhe flew out of danger’s reach. I stumbled over to Finnead, dropped to my knees and after a split-second’s hesitation, touched his shoulder, rolling him onto his back. Vaguely in the background I heard splashing, and a strange sound from Luca.


  I stared at Finnead’s pale face. His lips were blue, his eyelashes stark coal lines against the whiteness of his skin, his hair plastered to his forehead in wet whorls. Dark blood stained his shoulder. “Finnead,” I whispered. “Please, please…please don’t be dead…” I pressed two fingers against the side of his neck and held my other hand over his mouth. His skin was so cold. The Sword stirred on my back just as I felt a weak flutter under my fingers at his neck. My own heart jumped with hope, even as I wanted to scream at the Sword for leaving me on my own, for letting me make a deal with the fierce jagged-toothed mermaid for Luca and Finnead’s lives. I leaned over Finnead and tilted his head back, ready to breathe for him, but the Sword stopped me with a firm wave of power.


  No, the Caedbranr said in my mind, clear as a bell.


  You just want me to let him die? I demanded frantically.


  Yes, it replied.


  I made a strangled sound of anger and disbelief.


  She will release her hold on him, the Sword explained stoically.


  After a quick moment I realized what the Caedbranr meant. “Mab. You mean Mab will release her hold on him if I let his heart stop.” Fear rose up in my throat. Fear for Finnead. Fear of the grief that would tear me in two if I couldn’t bring him back.


  Yes. She will not follow him. She must release him if she wishes to remain in this realm.


  “This is crazy,” I whispered, but it did make sense. If Mab was bound to Finnead by blood-magic, if she was using her bond to drain the very life from him…she couldn’t very well drain anything from him if she were dead. But I wasn’t sure I had the strength to bring him back. My hands were already shaking, my whole body wet and exhausted. I stared down at my pale trembling hands and tried to believe that they could pump life back into Finnead.


  Not the way you have learned, the Caedbranr said. You will bring him back. You will baptize him in fire.


  The Sword wasn’t going to help me. It was still withholding its power from me, untouchable beneath its iron grip. It suddenly seemed harder to breathe. A shadow passed over the river, darkening the waters. I saw at least one of the mermaids slip beneath the water in a gleaming flash of pale skin and silver. Luca—where was Luca? A cold wind slid over us, reminiscent of Mab’s frosty touch. The sapphire in the pommel of the Brighbranr pulsed slowly once, twice and then went dark. From the darkened sky overhead a clap of thunder echoed, and rain began to fall in large cold drops.


  Perhaps Mab was not so cold-hearted after all, I thought briefly as the skies opened, rain cascading over us like a curtain. I pressed my fingers against Finnead’s neck and tried not to panic as I felt nothing. Moving of their own accord—maybe the Sword told me what to do wordlessly, I couldn’t tell—my hands found my soaked belt-pouch, and the smooth stones that had once been the iron which had trapped us in the clearing. I took out four stones, placed them at the four points of the compass, and then knelt next to Finnead, water streaming down my face. My own hot tears mixed with the cold rain as I reached for my power and felt a warm pulse of taebramh…but I knew in my bones that it wasn’t enough. Desperately I felt for the Sword but it held its silence, nothing more than a weapon in a battered sheath on my back.


  “I can’t do it alone,” I said, voice breaking, as I knelt by Finnead’s body in the cold rain, each moment pushing him farther away from me, toward an unreachable shore. I felt a raw edge of emotion—maybe hysteria, maybe grief—fraying the corners of my mind. “Please,” I said, louder, beseeching. I gripped Gwyneth’s pendant hard, feeling the metal bite into my hand. The rain pounded down around me, washing over the rocks and streaming in miniature rivers over the gravel of the grey riverbank. My shivering returned in full force, wracking my body with tremors. I looked down at Finnead’s pale, still face. Rain streamed over his half-parted lips. I brushed his soaked hair from his forehead with one hand and then pushed myself to my feet.


  My mermaid watched, her eyes barely above the water, her hair curling and twining like a living thing through the water.


  I reached again for my taebramh, and found it flickering. The Sword was a blank stone wall in my mind. I clenched my fists. “You have power?” I asked the mermaid, my voice punctured by the silver rain.


  The mermaid disappeared for a moment and then slid from the water in a sinuous wave. Her tail supported her as she slithered across the gravel, her slim hands extended slightly for balance. I held my ground and didn’t flinch as she made her sensuous way toward me in all her bare-chested alabaster beauty.


  “Of course I have power, my morsel,” she replied sibilantly. Her almond-shaped eyes flickered to Finnead. “You want to bring him back, yes?”


  I nodded wordlessly.


  “Would you trade?” She tilted her head consideringly.


  “Trade…?” I blinked. Then I realized she meant Luca and I stiffened. “Luca is his own man and not a dog for me to sell.”


  The mermaid bared her pointed teeth. “You mortals have such short memories. Not so long ago, women were sold and traded like cattle in your world.”


  “No.” I refused to linger on her words. Never mind how she knew about the mortal world.


  She slid closer, her movements whispering like silk against the rocks. “So you will not exchange your golden one but you wish to keep your dark one?”


  I gritted my teeth and didn’t answer. My taebramh flared and I felt the now-familiar prickle along my war-markings. The mermaid stopped and peered at me.


  “You have power of your own,” she murmured.


  “Not enough, I don’t think,” I said, my voice raspy. “Not after the battle and falling into the river.”


  The mermaid looked at me and looked at Finnead. “Honesty. You must care for him.” Then she turned her gaze back to me with a cat-like smile. “We could keep your golden one as price for pulling them from the river. Fair payment,” she purred, “for saving their lives.”


  I shook my head firmly despite the pit opening in my stomach. I was navigating through dangerous waters.


  “My sister already has him, in our home,” she continued silkily. “Do not worry. He is treated as an honored guest. Very honored indeed.” She arched her back suggestively, water sliding over her silvery skin.


  “Finnead wasn’t breathing when you pulled him from the river,” I pointed out in my best business-like voice, despite my shivers and the cold rain. “You essentially saved me a corpse.” I felt the grief straining against me, an ache building in my chest.


  “You think you are clever, little one?” she said, drawing closer still.


  “Cleverer than some,” I replied with a shrug of one shoulder. “And you said all three of us would leave alive and whole.”


  The mermaid narrowed her eyes slightly. “So for what price would you like me to coax him back from the kiss of the river?”


  I squared my shoulders. “You won’t coax him back. You’ll give me your power, and I will.”


  The mermaid looked intrigued. “You think you can take my power from me?”


  “You’re going to give it to me. That’s the bargain.”


  “And in return?” Her eyes were lit by a hungry, otherworldly light. I fought against the urge to take a step backward though all my instincts screamed at me to run from this beautiful perilous creature with the face of an angel and the teeth of a shark. I remembered suddenly the other mermaid, licking at her own blood, and the sensuous pleasure on her face.


  “Blood,” I said.


  Her gaze sharpened.


  “My blood,” I clarified.


  “Done,” she said, and she was upon me so quick that I stumbled backward, half-falling across Finnead’s unmoving form. Rocks bit into my palms but I barely felt the pain as the mermaid’s hands slid over me, caressing me like a lover; except I felt no surge of heat—not because she wasn’t beautiful—she was a gorgeous creature— but because of the naked bloodlust gleaming in her eyes as her hands raked possessively over my body. Her body was surprisingly light, her skin smooth and silky against mine. For a terrible moment I thought she was going to sink her rows of teeth into my neck—her full lips pressed against my skin and I almost jerked away, but she trailed sensuously down my right arm, flicking her tongue against the tender skin just by the bend of my elbow. I gasped at the warmth of her mouth against my wet skin and then bit back a sound of pain as her razor-sharp teeth slid into me. A wave of nausea crashed over me as I felt her tongue lapping up my blood. She gave a moaning sigh of pleasure and pressed closer to me, her inky hair spread across my chest in wet strands.


  Gwyneth’s pendant, pushed over to the side and touching my skin only at the curve of my neck, heated slightly. I felt a strange vibration, not from the pendant but from the four stones I had placed at the four corners of the compass. I freed my right arm from underneath the mermaid and wrapped my hand deep in her hair, ready to pull her away from me. But she clung like a leech, sucking greedily at my arm, and I fought the urge to be sick, panting as weakness flooded my body. There was a cold metallic taste in my mouth and I couldn’t feel my fingers.


  Call to your blood. I thought hazily that it was Gwyneth’s voice instructing me, her pendant hot enough to burn my skin. With the last of my strength I called up a spark of my taebramh, a speck as small as a dandelion seed, and I bent my thoughts to Gwyneth’s words. My taebramh drifted up from someplace near my heart, which I could hear beating in my ears like a faint and distant drum. It slid down my arm, and into the mermaid’s mouth. She lifted her head, blue-black eyes unfocused, my blood painting her full lips red. I stared up at her, panting, blood trickling down my forearm and dripping onto the wet gray rocks.


  Then the mermaid screamed, and the four stones blazed, and I was awash in power as mighty as the rushing Darinwel.


  The mermaid tried to throw herself back into the river, but she hit a wall of fire, a diamond with the four stones at its points. I pushed myself to my knees, my entire body vibrating with the intensity of the power crashing through me.


  “The fire,” the mermaid cried, falling to the rocks, her tail thrashing.


  “Be still,” I commanded, gesturing to her calmly with one hand.


  She collapsed onto the ground, quivering, her chest heaving and her almond-shaped eyes watching me fearfully. Her power hung suspended between us, thick and tangible as a rope. I reached out and grasped it with one hand. The mermaid gave a terrible gasp. I leaned over Finnead and sent my sweeping power through him.


  It was like being pulled through a door. A door into a cold gray world. I felt my Walker-self leave my body, slipping through the portal, one hand still gripping the rope, anchoring me to the mermaid and the power of the river.


  Finnead knelt by the edge of the gray cliffs, right at the edge, closer than I had been with Allene’s poison coursing through my body.


  “Finnead.” I said his name, and his shoulders stiffened. I held out a hand. “Time to go back.”


  He didn’t turn to face me. He was peering down at something beyond the edge of the cliff. “There’s no going back.” His voice was distant. The Brighbranr was still at his hip, but the sapphire in the pommel was dark and lifeless, no gleam of power emanating from its crystalline blue depths.


  I stepped forward, felt the rope slide forward with me, still sturdy. A few more steps and I felt it beginning to thin, but I pressed on. I walked over to Finnead and stood beside him. He didn’t raise his head. I knelt beside him, and followed the gaze of his sapphire eyes.


  A path wound down the side of the gray cliffs, invisible except from right on the edge. I strained my eyes, following the silvery thread down the side of the cliffs until it was lost in the mists. “Where does it go?” I asked softly.


  Finnead shook his head slightly. “That is not for us to know.”


  I knew in my insubstantial bones that if I let him set foot on that path, he would be well and truly dead, unreachable even by my power.


  “We must all travel it, one day,” he murmured, still transfixed.


  “Not like this, though,” I said, more to myself than to him. Then I said to him, “Today is not your day to travel that path, Finnead.”


  He stared down over the cliffs, mesmerized by a vision below us. There was something else I wasn’t seeing. I kept my grip on the rope with one hand but put the other on his shoulder, and after I blinked I saw the ethereal young woman standing below us on the perilous path. Her alabaster skin glowed even in the dim light, and her raven-black hair fell in a cascade down her back, reaching almost to the ground, sharp contrast to the pure-white dress draped about her slender figure. She wore a crown of morning-glories—flowers that bloomed at night—and her luminous eyes held something unfathomable as she gazed up at Finnead. She extended one slender hand beseechingly. Finnead drew in a shuddering breath.


  There was something terrifyingly familiar about the beautiful young woman, something I couldn’t put my finger on until she spoke.


  “Have you forgotten me, my love?”


  Her voice was hounds, and bells, and wind through the trees.


  Mab’s sister, the Unseelie princess murdered by Malravenar.


  At the sound of her voice, Finnead closed his eyes, his shoulders bowing. “Never.” The single word was wrung from him, low and tortured.


  Her name cannot be uttered, even now. Finnead was one of the escort, and it was a task that should have been easy. Even then he had caught Mab’s eye, and there was talk that he might wed her younger sister….He thought she was beautiful, and probably in time he would have loved her. But they didn’t have that time. The murder of the Princess served as Malravenar’s coronation.


  The Unseelie princess beckoned with her slender fingers. “Come, my love. Come and lay with me again under the stars.”


  Finnead stood, his movements stiff and jerky, like a badly made puppet. Suddenly the memory of my father’s voice at the gray cliffs rose up past the scathing jealousy simmering in my chest. I shook my head fiercely and tightened my grip on Finnead’s shoulder.


  “Finnead,” I said, “it’s not her. It’s not her, it’s the Darkness, trying to lure you in.”


  He looked at me with such confusion that my heart twisted.


  “It’s not her, Finnead. It’s not the princess.”


  Finnead looked back to her. She leaned forward and beckoned him again, and he took a step forward. I gripped his shoulder as hard as I could.


  “If she truly loved you, wouldn’t she want you to live?” I said desperately.


  The Princess’s eyes darkened at my words. Finnead hesitated. He blinked and swayed on his feet. Her eyes flattened to black, like ink spreading through water, as he turned toward me. I pulled him back a step from the edge of the cliff and lost sight of her. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as white mist began to coil around our feet.


  “Finnead, please, look at me.” I risked taking my hand from his shoulder and I pressed my palm to his cheek. “Come back to me. Mab can’t hurt you anymore. You’ll be free of her.”


  A flicker of recognition surfaced in Finnead’s cloudy eyes. He shuddered, and shook himself as if emerging from sleep. Lines of weariness settled into his face again. “Tess?” he whispered hoarsely, brows drawn together in confusion. “What are you doing here?”


  The creature that looked like the Unseelie princess hissed, unseen, from below on the path. The mist thickened, twining around our legs, coalescing into something living and solid. “Never mind what I’m doing here,” I said urgently. “We have to go.”


  “Go…where?” His expression of confusion deepened again.


  With a sound of exasperation I seized his chin in my hand and kissed him hard, pressing my body against his. Even in our insubstantial Walker-forms, heat exploded through us, fire racing through my veins at the feel of his lips on mine. Dimly I heard the creature shriek from the abyss of the cliffs, and with an effort I tore myself away, breathing raggedly.


  “Tess,” Finnead said, and by the way he said my name I knew that he remembered. He reached up with one hand, as if to touch my face. I grabbed his hand and pulled it away.


  “We have to go,” I said again, guiding his hand to the rope of river-power. His sapphire eyes widened. I gave him a push. “Go!”


  We ran. Terrible screams rose from the abyss behind us. The mist suddenly transformed into a slithering solid thing, like snakes about our feet. Finnead stumbled and I unceremoniously hauled him back to his feet, pushing him ahead of me, hoping that we reached the portal before the creature of the cliffs reached us. I felt something in the mist behind us, something gaining on us. With a strange sucking sound, Finnead was suddenly gone in front of me, and as I felt the pull of the portal, the end of the rope of power wrapped around my wrist, I turned and saw the terrible twisted face of the cliff-creature. It still wore the beautiful countenance of the Unseelie princess, but as she was in death—her throat slit, blue blood staining the front of her white gown, eyes cloudy and unseeing. I screamed and then I was through the portal, sliding smoothly back into my body—but she was coming through after me, skeletal hand reaching for me with bloodstained fingers.


  “Let go,” the mermaid gasped.


  I reflexively released the rope of power and it snapped back into the mermaid with a sound like bones breaking and the portal slammed shut. Beneath me Finnead convulsed, and I scrambled to help him as he choked on river-water.


  “Thank God,” I said, weak with relief. He pushed himself to his knees and I put his arm about my shoulders as he almost fell back onto the rocks. He coughed and spit more water, finally drawing huge noisy breaths. The Brighbranr pulsed with a slow, steady blue light at his side.


  I looked over my shoulder at the mermaid. She was still stretched out over the river-rocks—whether it was still from my command, or fear, or exhaustion, I couldn’t tell. “You have had my blood,” I said to her steadily. “Now where is Luca?”


  “Release me and I will bring him to you,” the mermaid replied in a strangled voice. There was still something akin to fear lingering in her eyes.


  “What’s your name?” I asked.


  The mermaid hissed at me. I raised my eyebrows and waited.


  “Riadne,” she answered sulkily. “Your golden one is with my sister Theles.” She twitched her tail—it seemed to be the most movement she could manage. “Release me and I will take you to him.”


  “Which is it, you will bring him to us or you will take us to him?” I asked suspiciously.


  Finally finished retching water, Finnead raised his head and stiffened as he saw the mermaid. In a movement so lightning-fast that I would have been hard pressed to believe he’d been as good as dead a moment ago, he pushed me roughly behind him and drew the Brighbranr, pointing it steadily at Riadne. She bared her teeth and hissed at him from the rocks.


  “You’re not so seductive, now that you’ve tasted my blood,” I commented.


  The four stones still pulsed with latent power, like rocks releasing the sun’s heat after dark falls. I watched them glow slightly for a moment and then picked up the eastern stone gingerly, expecting it to be hot, but it was cool to the touch. Keeping Finnead at the corner of my vision and giving Riadne a wide berth, I retrieved the other three stones and dropped them into my belt-pouch again, feeling their power quiet as they clacked against the other stones. An odd feeling rippled over the rocky shoreline, something akin to releasing a breath held for a long while.


  “I should spear you where you lay, siren,” Finnead said coolly, advancing a long stride toward Riadne.


  Her lips curled from the rictus of a snarl to the soft curve of her sensuous smile as she gazed up at Finnead. She pushed herself up off the rocks with all the languor and self-satisfaction of a cat stretching. Funny, that she made me think of cats, I thought distractedly, when cats hate water, and she was a water creature…


  “Put away your sword, and perhaps I shall let you spear me, my handsome knight,” Riadne purred, her low voice rolling over us like a sheet of velvet, like a silken rope drawing us closer. “And perhaps your young mortal will watch…or join in…”


  Finnead sheathed the Brighbranr dazedly. Even the Bright Sword’s silver song whispered of silky bare skin and steel. Riadne slithered up onto her tail, silvery scales gleaming in the grey mist of the river, alabaster shoulders glowing white beneath the tumble of her tresses. I leaned forward, captivated by the slide of water down her hips.


  “Or perhaps,” she continued, her voice melting over us, caressing us with every syllable, “we shall adjourn to our home beneath the waves, and reunite you with your golden one.” She slid forward and caressed Finnead’s cheek, her long slender fingers lingering on the strong curve of his jaw. My breath hitched. I wanted to feel her skin upon mine, to let her trail her lips down my neck again—but this time I would savor the sensation, let her beauty overcome me as I should have done the first time. My feet moved of their own accord, carrying me toward her.


  Riadne laid her lips upon the tender spot where Finnead’s pulse jumped in his neck. His hands clenched and unclenched as he tilted his head back, eyes closing and lips parting. The siren slid her arms about him and caught him effortlessly as his head dropped. She gazed at me over his shoulder as she laid him on the ground. I blinked, a twinge of concern suddenly piercing the silvery haze of beauty and want.


  “What…?” I breathed, brow creasing in confusion, and then she was close enough to touch, her eyes the crushing blackness of ocean depths, of starless skies, nights without light. Cold darkness, I thought disjointedly as her graceful hands caressed my arms.


  “Such a beautiful young thing,” she sang in her melodic voice. The darkness in her eyes deepened. “But you should have thought twice before releasing me from your blood-spell, young mortal.” She leaned close, drawing me to her bare chest in a deadly embrace, whispering her words into my ear, her warm breath upon my neck sending shivers down my spine. “Steel and fire cannot save you from the tides of desires in your own heart.”


  As she drew back, a hot flash of pain burst in my leg as her tail slid against the claw-marks. I gasped, the veil of seduction torn away by agony, panic flaring through me. I tried to push her away, raising my arms, but she pinned me to her chest with amazing strength, her slender arms like bands of iron, and then she kissed me brutally on the mouth. The burst of pain quickly subsided under a wave of delirious contentment. Her kiss gentled, soothing my bruised lips with sweetness. Lightness suffused my limbs. My arms and legs were insubstantial, boneless; and the last thing I heard as I slid into the welcoming blackness was the siren’s soft, sensuous voice, singing me to sleep.


  


  Chapter 17


  Silver bubbles flowed past like a stream of pearls. I was flying. Swimming. But I wasn’t moving, because I was sleeping….an arm about my chest, and a huge gleaming tail slicing through the water. I awoke from the dream all in a rush, opening my eyes wider, lucidity returning in a terrifying whirl as I stared into the white-and-blue rush of the Darinwel. One hand twitched as I instinctively reached for my knife—but I stopped myself as the siren turned her head toward me, still swimming with supernatural speed through the water. I didn’t need to breathe somehow—some effect of the siren’s poisonous kiss. So I forced down the fear clawing at my belly and let myself go limp and boneless against her side as we rushed toward the siren’s lair.


  She carved a sharp turn through the water and I was able to turn my head just enough to see Finnead. Through my blurred vision I couldn’t tell much, only that it looked as though he was still unconscious from the siren’s kiss. As we sliced through the water, drawing closer to the siren’s lair with every stroke of her powerful tail, I took stock of my options.


  The siren’s spell had taken effect only after I had released her from the blood-spell; I doubted I could trick her into drinking my blood again, and it wasn’t a very savory prospect from my perspective anyway. Her poisonous kiss affected me much less than the Sidhe, but who knew how it affected Northerners—Luca could be wide awake when we arrived at the lair, or he could still be cocooned within the suffocating spell of desire.


  Vell and Merrick would be looking for us, of that much I was sure, but the odds that they would find the sirens’ lair…that I wasn’t sure. Perhaps Merrick could use his map and scrying-stone, but I couldn’t be sure that there wasn’t some sort of glamour concealing the lair from sight. I couldn’t count on their help until we were free of the sirens’ grasp and back on the bank of the river. Even then, I would have to ensure that we were on the right side of the Darinwel.


  I had struck a deal with Riadne, but the sirens no doubt thought of truthfulness and honor in a slippery sort of way. Resolve hardened in my chest. I would kill them before I would let them harm Luca or Finnead, and if they did not stand by their word, I would kill them to secure our freedom. Every moment wasted in their lair was a moment that the Seelie Court slipped closer to falling to the Darkness. Malravenar’s forces were growing in strength, as evidenced by their presence at the Borderlands, so close to both Seelie and Unseelie territory.


  Riadne’s speed through the water slowed. As the effect of the siren’s kiss faded, my lungs began to burn with the need for air, and I desperately hoped that we were close to their lair, and I wouldn’t be forced to show my hand. The cold rush of the river calmed into a gentler current around us. Riadne arced up toward the surface, carrying us with her, and we broke the surface just as spots danced behind my eyes. The first breath was more water than air but I suppressed my cough and surreptitiously glanced at our surroundings.


  We had emerged in a lagoon, the surface still except for the ripples about our bodies as Riadne towed us toward a rock ledge. The stone of the cave arced overhead like a cathedral ceiling, white and sparkling, striated with veins of deep blue and purple. Around the edges of the lagoon, pockets were carved out of the rock, grottoes decorated with bits of shimmering colored glass and candles perched on ledges, and some oddly shaped rocks arranged in patterns, some suspended by fine thread from the arched ceilings of the grottoes. Shallow water covered the floors of the grottoes, and I realized that they were the individual rooms of the sirens. I counted quickly—almost a dozen. My heart sank. But then I looked closer and saw that at least half of the grottoes seemed unused, their candles melted down to blackened wicks and their bits of glass scavenged by the lair’s other inhabitants. As we passed one on our way to the ledge, I stealthily peered at it. The glass was benign enough, colored glass most likely picked from the depths of the Darinwel and arranged in patterns pleasing to the sirens. A few broken gold rings and bangles covered one small ledge, and two candles occupied another stone shelf. But then I got a closer look at the oddly shaped rocks: a few were hung from the ceiling of the grotto, and others were laid out in a symmetrical pattern on a low, broad shelf, the smaller stones grouped about a large, round stone. And then, like when the image in a puzzle becomes suddenly and painfully clear and you wonder why you couldn’t see it before, I realized that the large round rock was a skull missing its lower jaw, staring hollowly out at me amid a carefully arranged mosaic of bleached bones.


  A horrified shiver ran down my spine and goose-bumps flooded my skin. I fought the instinct to fight the sirens right then and there. Riadne’s grin, showing her pointed shark-teeth, flashed through my mind’s-eye. Any death dealt by the sirens would be slow and torturous, for they loved blood and pain almost as much as desire and lust.


  “We thought you had bargained away these two,” purred an unfamiliar voice as Riadne approached the ledge. The second siren grasped Finnead by the shoulders, her creamy-white hands digging into his flesh as she dragged him up onto the ledge. Riadne slithered up onto her huge tail and hauled me behind her. I had to force myself to stay still as the Sword’s sheath dug painfully into my back. Riadne pulled me onto the ledge until my torso was out of the water, my boots still half-floating in the lagoon.


  “Bargains are made to be broken, are they not, Theles?” answered Riadne with a silvery laugh.


  Theles. The siren who had taken Luca. I gazed up at the shimmering white rock overhead, still allowing them to think I was under their spell. If I could see where they were holding Luca, then I could formulate a plan, but I couldn’t risk looking about, not with two of them so close.


  “With three, each of us may taste sweet flesh,” Theles murmured. One of them stroked her hands through my sodden hair, laying it out about my head in a carefully arranged halo of damp waves.


  “They are young and strong,” said Riadne, her tail sliding by me on the rocks as she presumably attended to Finnead in the same manner. “There will be ample time for us to share.”


  “What a pleasant surprise for Ligeia, when she returns,” agreed Theles.


  “We shall arrange them beautifully, for her to feast her eyes upon when she first arrives home,” Riadne said breathily. “Bring the third one. She shall be the centerpiece, with her two men on either side—one light and one dark.”


  “It shall be a beautiful contrast. You are ever the artist, sister mine!” replied Theles.


  I heard Theles slither away behind us, presumably into the dark passageway.


  “Now then,” said Riadne contemplatively. Her beautiful face hovered right at the edge of my vision; then she leaned over me, taking my chin in her long fingers and turning my head from side to side. One long finger ran lightly over the scar across my cheek, and then skated down to Gwyneth’s pendant at the hollow of my throat. She lifted the pendant and turned it in her fingers, examining it. For a terrible moment I thought Riadne was going to take it, to hang among the baubles in her grotto; but she made a disappointed sound and let it fall back down against my skin. She did make a delighted sound when she discovered the emerald war-markings on my right arm. Her long fingers traced the whorls on the back of my hand and my palm.


  Riadne continued in her examination, like a prospective buyer examining a piece of art before purchase. She hissed softly when she found the claw-marks on my thigh. Pulling herself up so that she was even with my face again, she peered down at me and tapped my cheek with two fingers. “Awake now,” she said.


  My heart hammering in my chest, I blinked and let some of the glazed look drain from my face—but not all, since I was still supposedly under the spell of her kiss.


  “Does your leg hurt, my pet?” Riadne murmured.


  “Yes,” I answered in a low, drugged voice, keeping my face blank of expression.


  “How delicious,” she purred, one slender hand gripping my thigh and squeezing. A jolt of fiery pain flashed through my leg and I heard my breath leave me in a gasp of agony. “Broken toys are sometimes much more fun.”


  Well, there went my slim hope that perhaps the sirens would piece us back together before tearing us apart with their shark-like teeth. I took a few deep breaths, allowing a strange dream-like smile to float across my lips and hoping that the sirens’ drugged victims reacted with pleasure to their infliction of pain.


  Theles appeared to my left, dragging Luca across the ledge behind her, one delicate hand gripping his bound wrists mercilessly. He was naked from the waist up, the burn on his chest standing out vividly against his pale skin. A myriad of bruises mottled his ribs, though whether they were from the battle or the sirens or both, I couldn’t tell. Theles laid him by my left side, so that Luca was on my left and Finnead on my right. His eyes were closed, his golden hair almost dry, curling against his temples.


  Riadne slid over to Luca, her slender hands running down the muscled length of his torso, lingering on his broad shoulders and the carved hollows just beside his hipbones. His eyelids fluttered at her touch.


  “He is waking,” said Theles, watching from near Luca’s legs. I let my head fall to the side. Theles gazed at Luca with hunger in her eyes, her green-tinted tresses curling about her shoulders. She was slimmer than Riadne, her tail more slender and the fin a deep green rather than the silver-and-purple of Riadne’s coloring. Riadne sat by Luca’s waist, her back to me and her tail half-curled beneath her like a woman lounging with her legs tucked to one side. She leaned over Luca as his eyes opened.


  The two sirens pinned Luca down with lightning-fast speed as he lashed out at them, Theles gripping his legs and Riadne slamming his shoulders down onto the rock of the ledge with brutal strength, one of her hands pinning his bound wrists above his head. He arched his back and snarled, twisting in their grip.


  “Do not fight us,” Riadne commanded.


  “I do not fear death, temptress,” Luca growled. He freed one leg and kicked Theles solidly in the chest, knocking the siren back into the water of the lagoon. Riadne lifted his torso and slammed him down into the rock again. She reared up and dealt him a stunning blow to the chest with her massive tail. He gasped for breath but his ice-blue eyes still burned with anger.


  She moved and let him glimpse Finnead and me. His eyes widened and as his gaze connected with mine, I let the glazed look leave my eyes, hoping against hope that he’d realize I wasn’t under the sirens’ spell. He blinked and then nodded ever so slightly. Theles emerged from the water of the lagoon hissing, her pointed teeth bared in a snarl of anger. She moved quick as thought and tore Luca from Riadne’s grasp, rearing up on her tail and gripping Luca by the throat, lifting him until his boots no longer touched the ground. She shook him like a rag doll, his face turning even paler as she choked him.


  “Theles, control yourself,” said Riadne mildly, twisting a lock of her hair around one slender finger.


  Theles dropped Luca, who collapsed to the stone of the ledge, coughing.


  “Obviously this one cares nothing for himself,” continued Riadne, jerking on Luca’s bound wrists as she dragged him back over to his place by my side. She slithered over to me. “But you cannot be so out of practice that you do not recognize his weakness.”


  Her hand darted over me and seized my leg. I couldn’t help the small sound of pain that escaped past my clenched teeth. Luca growled.


  “You see? Her pain is much more useful,” Riadne purred, her hand sliding up my thigh, caressing my hip.


  “We should put him under again,” Theles said, a hint of a snarl still in her voice. “At least until Ligeia returns.”


  “No,” said Riadne. “One of them should be awake, to witness the others’ pain.”


  “I do not see why,” Theles said sulkily, sliding back into the water of the lagoon with a small splash.


  “Because,” Riadne replied, her voice sliding from sharp to sweet, “I did not ever say we would wait for Ligeia to begin our fun.”


  Panic rippled through me. The sirens weren’t only interested in seduction and pleasure. They were darker, more dangerous in their intertwined love of pain and lust. I tentatively reached for the Sword, my own taebramh flickering behind my breastbone like a shielded candle-flame. I didn’t expect the Sword to answer, but to my surprise and intense relief its power uncurled into the familiar spot between my ribs, filling my chest and vibrating through my bones. My war-markings flared and glowed emerald. My whole body tensed as Riadne’s head snapped toward me. Theles slid out of the water smoothly, fascinated by the patterns swirling across my skin.


  “I have never seen a glowing one before,” she commented, her voice suddenly child-like and intrigued. She reached for my arm. Riadne slapped her sister’s hand away.


  “Do not touch her,” she hissed. “She has the power of blood-spells, and the Dark One knows what else.”


  “Perhaps you would have seen fit to tell me that before,” Theles said silkily, baring her pointed teeth in the suggestion of a snarl. She cocked her head as she looked down at me, combing her slender fingers through her lavender tresses. “And why are we keeping such a dangerous little thing alive?”


  “Because,” said Riadne, trailing her fingers down Luca’s chest even as he strained away from her touch, “she is the key to them both. She bargained for both their lives, and they would do the same for her.” She straightened, a devious look settling across her beautiful face. “And who knows, my sister. Perhaps with such power the Dark One will give us some sort of reward if we bring her to him alive.”


  Theles balked at Riadne’s mention of Malravenar, hiding her face behind her hair. “I do not see why we owe allegiance to him. I do not like it. We are daughters of the river.”


  “We are daughters of the river, dwindling in number,” Riadne replied, “and if we wish to remain alive, and perhaps one day fill the White Cave with daughters of our flesh, we must ally ourselves with the Dark One. He has laid his hand across the Bright Lands, and soon will reach into the Dark Lands and smite down their ruler. And then his gaze will turn again to the North, and the Borderlands, the wild places where creatures roam free.” There was a sort of sadness in Riadne’s voice as she spoke, I noticed with interest. “He will bring us all under his power, eventually. But those of us who pledge ourselves to him at the beginning…there will be less pain, and more reward.”


  “Or less freedom and more servitude,” murmured Theles.


  I felt the Sword listening. Questions raced through my mind, one after another. If the sirens were in league with Malravenar’s forces, how did they not know of me? How did they not know that the Dark sorcerer had trapped us on the bridge, and we had chosen the river rather than capture? They were clever, but what would they gain by feigning ignorance? And…most importantly, what would they say if I revealed myself and offered to reward them for their allegiance?


  What could I offer them? Part of my mind scoffed at the idea. It would be an insane, dangerous gamble, and I would risk revealing us all to Malravenar, neatly packaged in the White Cave, just waiting for him to come and retrieve us. But the sirens, assuming they were in league with him, would reveal us anyway.


  I would either have to convince them to switch their allegiance, or kill them.


  Turning my attention back to the sirens’ conversation, I realized that they were answering a few of my questions without any prompting at all from me.


  “So what does he demand as tribute?” Theles asked.


  “Ligeia will tell us when she returns,” replied Riadne.


  “If she returns,” Theles said darkly.


  “Do not wish ill upon our sister,” Riadne reprimanded the younger siren.


  “I am not wishing ill upon her. I am saying that we trust this Dark power far too easily.”


  “She speaks truth,” Luca said, his voice hoarse and gravelly.


  For a moment Riadne looked as though she was going to strike him, rage flashing across her beautiful face, but then she sat back, her tail sweeping from side to side thoughtfully. “What experience do you have with the Dark One, my golden morsel?” she asked, the seductive velvet layer added to her voice again. Luca blinked and struggled against it but his breath came shallow and fast as the siren’s power caressed him.


  “I was…captured,” he breathed. “Enslaved.”


  “That is the fate of those who resist,” Riadne said, but Theles’ eyes widened a fraction as she listened. I watched the younger siren carefully.


  “No,” panted Luca, a shiver rolling through his body as Riadne’s words stroked his skin. “It is the fate…of all.” He moaned, half in pleasure and half in protest, as Riadne ran her hands over his hard body. Her tail obscured my view of Luca from mid-torso down, and I was glad, because her hands disappeared below his waist and he arched his back against the white stone of the ledge.


  “Let him speak, sister,” Theles said, more commanding than I had heard her yet.


  “Oh,” purred Riadne, her eyes alight,“he does not want to speak anymore.” She leaned over Luca and he made an inarticulate sound of want. “Come and join, sister.” She smiled coyly over at Theles. An answering hunger ignited in Theles’ eyes, but the younger siren shook herself and crossed her arms over her beautiful bare chest, a pout upon her lips. Riadne shrugged her alabaster shoulders and leaned over Luca, one of her hands pinning his bound wrists over his head and the other still where I couldn’t see. Luca’s eyes rolled back and for a moment he seemed to succumb. Riadne pressed herself closer to him, and suddenly a silver flash lit the cave, blinding me. When my vision cleared, I blinked hard to make sure my vision had indeed returned: Riadne’s huge silvery tail had disappeared, replaced by shapely legs. Just like there were no colored seashells fashioned into a top to preserve her modesty, she was naked from the waist down as well, every inch of her just as beautiful and deadly.


  My eyes widened. I couldn’t help it. Riadne glanced down at her bare legs in satisfaction and leaned over Luca, kissing him deeply. I watched in horrified fascination—what good would it be putting Luca under the poisonous kiss of the siren when she clearly wanted to use him to satisfy her own lust? But Luca didn’t fall unconscious, instead breathing sounds of desire into the siren’s kiss. She straddled his hips and I looked away. I couldn’t watch any more. I had to do something.


  I turned my head and met Finnead’s alert, piercing gaze.


  “Our Northman is putting on quite a show,” he murmured, barely loud enough for me to hear lying a mere arm’s length away.


  “You’re one to talk,” I breathed back, arching one eyebrow.


  The corner of his mouth twitched. “Plan?”


  I shrugged slightly.


  Suddenly a slender hand pinned down one of my shoulders and one of Finnead’s shoulders. Theles peered down at us, her almond-shaped eyes narrowing. “You are awake,” she hissed. Her eyes slid past us, over to Luca and Riadne. I tried hard to ignore the sounds coming from their direction.


  “You are blushing,” commented Theles with a sly smile, her lavender hair brushing against my shoulder as she leaned closer. “How quaint.”


  “Well, you’ll have to excuse me,” I retorted. “It’s not every day two of my friends and I are simultaneously seduced by sirens.” I raised my eyebrows. “Maybe you should consider expanding the grotto, here, if you want to take on more than one client at a time. It would really add to the comfort, I think—”


  Theles slapped me. My ears rang and I blinked away spots from the edge of my vision.


  “We are not some common whores who sleep with men for coin,” she hissed, her eyes black with rage.


  “No, but you bend the knee to Malravenar,” I commented, swallowing the taste of copper. “Knee…tail…whatever.” I shrugged. “It might not be for coin…but that’s still selling yourself, don’t you think?”


  All Theles’ attention had shifted to me. Finnead edged away slowly, one hand on the Brighbranr.


  Confusion clouded the anger in Theles’ eyes. Her brows drew together as she thought.


  “And I hope that you haven’t signed a contract in blood or anything,” I continued, “because I think you need to negotiate better terms. I mean, first of all, the flow of information between you and your boss…it leaves a lot to be desired.” I made a face. “No pun intended.”


  “I do not agree with our allegiance to the Dark One,” Theles said, “but we have something he needs. Something he wants desperately.”


  Well. The ruse was up. They did know who I was. But I hoped against hope and asked anyway. “What do you mean?”


  “The Crown of Bones,” she breathed, a strange light coming into her eyes.


  The Sword’s power snapped to attention. I grimaced as it dug its claws into my rib cage. Easy, I thought at it in irritation, but it only gripped harder.


  “Okay,” I said slowly, “looks like you have a lot of bones around here. What’s so special about these particular ones?”


  Theles opened her mouth to answer but then jerked as a piercing shriek filled the cave. I grabbed her wrists and kicked upward with all the strength I had left, rolling her off me. I went for my dagger with my free hand but Theles’ massive tail crashed into me, all muscle and scales. I skidded sideways on the wet stone, regained my footing despite the agony ripping through my injured leg, and yanked my dagger from its sheath.


  Riadne screamed again, a sound of mingled fury and pain. Green blood ran down her back from the stab wound in her shoulder. Finnead dragged her off Luca, one hand wrapped firmly in her hair and the Brighbranr pressed against her throat. Blood seeped from her lip as well, and when I glanced at Luca he was wiping her blood from his mouth with the back of one hand.


  “Release me!” Riadne snarled, kicking ineffectually with her smooth bare legs. Finnead tightened his grip on her hair and she growled but subsided.


  “Be still,” he commanded. His gaze shifted to Theles. “Come no closer, or more of your sister’s blood will be spilt by my blade.” A thin line of blood appeared on Riadne’s throat. “And the first I feel of your powers, she dies.”


  I actually felt a flash of sympathy for Theles. The young siren looked unsure, her eyes shifting from Riadne to Finnead and then to me.


  “How long does that last, the whole legs instead of a tail deal?” I asked Theles.


  “Once we change, it lasts until our lust has been sated…or the man dies,” Theles answered, poisonous sweetness entering her voice with her last words.


  “Hm,” I said contemplatively, casually testing the balance of my dagger in one hand. “And the whole knockout-kiss deal, that goes away too, doesn’t it, when you get your legs?”


  Theles remained rebelliously silent.


  “Tell me about the Crown of Bones,” I said. I glanced at Finnead. He pressed the Brightbranr into Riadne’s neck. The siren whimpered. Theles slithered forward. I stepped in front of her, dagger pointed at her chest. “Now, we don’t want to be too rough with your sister, so please just answer my question.” The Sword strained to hear the answer.


  “It holds the bones of the First,” Theles whispered.


  “The first? The first what?” I said, even as I heard Finnead draw in a sharp breath.


  “The First Queen, the Queen Over All.” Theles gazed at me solemnly.


  “And what’s the big deal about this crown with her bones? That’s kind of gruesome, by the way,” I said with a grimace.


  “It’s impossible,” breathed Finnead. “A legend, nothing more. A story about the beginning.”


  “But you have it?” I pressed Theles, taking a step toward her.


  Her eyes darted to one of the grottoes. I turned and followed her gaze. I couldn’t see any crown clearly, but it was enough. “Keep ahold of her,” I said to Finnead, and then I addressed Theles. “If you move, if you try to use your power, your sister dies. Don’t think that he’ll hesitate.”


  Finnead’s cold smile was enough answer. Theles crossed her arms over her chest and nodded. I sheathed my dagger and strode across the ledge, doing my best not to limp. I stopped by Luca, grimacing as I knelt. Thankfully, his trousers were still intact and covering all the essential parts. I reached out to him but he flinched and I drew my hand back. “Hey,” I said softly, “hey, look, I won’t touch you, okay?”


  He cleared his throat and pushed himself into a sitting position. Blood still stained his lower lip. “She was inside my head,” he said. He looked up at me, eyes haunted. “I’ve had enough of people being inside my head.”


  I didn’t know what to say to that. After a moment, I said, “Well, she won’t be able to do it to you anymore. I promise. I’m sorry I couldn’t stop it.”


  “You did, though, when you could,” he said with a nod. But his eyes were still haunted. I swallowed and stood, resisting the urge to reach out and touch his arm comfortingly.


  “Right then,” I said, walking over to the edge of the ledge. I really, really didn’t want to get into the water again. Every fiber of my body begged me to just find a warm blanket and curl up in the corner with Luca as my natural heating unit—the Sidhe ran cool, so Finnead wouldn’t be much use to me. But I took a deep breath and fixed my eyes on the grotto that Theles had identified. “Of course it’s the one farthest from the ledge,” I muttered to myself. The Sword expressed its displeasure at the thought of going into the water again, a prickle running over my war-markings. “Trust me, I don’t like it either,” I said. Another breath, and I swung my arms back and pushed off the ledge with my good leg, arcing out over the water in a graceful dive that would have made my brother proud.


  The water was colder than I expected, almost as cold as the first initial shock after falling from the bridge. I clenched my jaw and got a few good underwater strokes in before surfacing and striking out for the grotto with a nice, easy breaststroke. Maybe crawl would be faster, but breaststroke took less energy. I was good at gliding through the water, when I concentrated on making my body one long lean line. That task was complicated a bit by the Sword’s sheath, its straps pulling at my shoulder as I swam, but I focused on reaching the grotto.


  I reached the far side of the lagoon and risked glancing back at the ledge. Luca was up, my plain blade put to good use keeping Theles at bay. The two men were discussing something in low voices. I tried to hear for a moment, then the Caedbranr stirred.


  What is this, this Crown of Bones? I don’t even know what I’m looking for, I thought at it, gripping the edge of the grotto’s ledge with my hands and pushing myself out of the water, swinging my good leg up onto the floor of the grotto. I gave a decidedly unladylike grunt as my injured leg banged against the rock shelf, cursing both my lack of coordination and the strange interior decorating tastes of the sirens.


  The Sword remained silent but I got the sense again that it was searching for something.


  “Are you going to let me in on the secret, or not?” I muttered at it, arranging my leg as best I could and beginning to examine the contents of the grotto. A mosaic of colored glass decorated the edges of the floor, coloring the shallow water purple and blue and yellow in refracted patterns.


  A skull occupied a shelf at eye-level, its eye-sockets filled by flat gold coins, silver and gold chains draped over its polished pale dome. I reached out and touched the ridge below the eye socket, feeling the bone’s satiny smoothness. I shivered, wondering what being had once lived and breathed with this skull within them, smiling with the teeth now bared in a permanent deathly grin, gazing out at the world with eyes now replaced by hard golden coins. Two candles flanked the skull, ivory wax spread like the train of an elegant gown at the base of their slender lengths. I turned and looked at the other shelves: a few gold chains, the bones of a small bird arranged as if it were in flight, a blue feather and the shed skin of a snake, but nothing remotely resembling a crown.


  “It probably doesn’t look like a crown,” I murmured to myself, biting my lip in thought. Somehow I kept turning back to the skull. The silver and gold chains decorating the skull shimmered in the half-light. I leaned closer and slid two fingers under a few of the chains, carefully removing them one by one, laying them out on either side of the skull, in front of the candles.


  “What am I missing?” I sat back, the shallow water lapping against the sides of my legs. I noticed with detached interest that the water around my injured leg was stained scarlet. I reached up and touched Gwyneth’s pendant, tracing its cool curve idly with one finger. I frowned, thinking about the Crown of Bones, and then the vision hit me with such force that I fell back against the stone wall of the grotto.


  “Tess!” I heard someone call—Finnead or Luca or both, I couldn’t tell. The vision had me in its claws and it dragged my vision to blackness.


  The vision was unlike any other I’d experienced. It had none of the clarity and sharpness of Gwyneth’s memories. I understood that the pendant was reaching back through Gwyneth, back through the line of Bearers until it found what it sought. It was like the grainy projection of an old movie, no sound and washed out colors, fuzzy and faded around the edges. But I concentrated and made out a woman seated on a great carved throne, the pillars of her throne melded with the structure of the great throne room in which she held court. Her face was covered by an opaque golden veil, her hands encased in silken gloves, one as dark as night, spangled with shining stars, and one as bright as the sun itself, pulsing with golden light. She wore a blindingly white gown, spotless and immaculate….save for a splash of red at her throat. A great ruby-red stone glittered just beneath the golden veil, suspended by a golden chain.


  Two slender figures knelt before her, bareheaded, one with midnight dark hair and the other shimmering gold. The dark-haired woman knelt before the midnight-gloved hand of the First Queen, and the golden-haired woman bent her head before the hand encased in vibrant sun. The red gem at the throat of the Queen of All began to glow, pulsing like a heartbeat, as she raised her hands in benediction. The golden sun expanded and the star-studded darkness flowed forth like a black tide until night and day filled the great court and there was such power that my bones ached and I couldn’t breathe, and the brightness and darkness combined in such perfect chaos that I wrenched myself from the vision, or the vision released me, and I fell trembling back into the water of the grotto, scraping my palms against the wet rocks.


  I blinked and coughed and scraped in huge breaths. The power I had felt in that room left my bones singed and hurting. I looked down and saw my war-markings blazing through the sodden cloth of my shirt. Words seemed insignificant; oaths rose to my lips but weren’t sufficient to describe half of what I had seen and felt in that bare moment before the throne of the First Queen. I had witnessed the benediction of the Seelie Queen and the Unseelie Queen, their anointing and their baptism in the power of Night and Day.


  No wonder I was feeling a little shaky.


  


  Chapter 18


  “Tess!”


  My name rang against the walls of the White Cave.


  “Gods damn it, Tess, if you don’t answer me I’m diving in,” Luca shouted.


  “I’m fine,” I croaked. I cleared my throat and tried again. “I’m fine! The pendant just shoved a vision down my throat.” I leaned forward in the shallow water, peering at the chains I had laid out beside the skull. No red gems. Then I looked at the skull, at its blank golden stare, its permanent mocking grin. I sighed. “It always has to be the most difficult, gruesome way, doesn’t it,” I grumbled, reaching forward and lifting apart the skull’s jaws as gently as I could. Its jaw creaked, bone rasping on bone, and I silently apologized to the spirit of whomever had occupied the skull in life.


  Inside the skull’s mouth on a black cloth was the red gem, the color of old blood, missing the golden chain and darker than I had seen it but still unmistakably the red gem that had hung from the throat of the First Queen. Why it was called the Crown of Bones, I still had absolutely no idea, but I carefully folded the black cloth around the gem. It was almost as large as my fist, and heavier than it looked. Shutting the skull’s jaws with a bony click, I slipped the jewel into my belt pouch. Then I scooped up the golden chains—perhaps one would fit with the gem, or was powerful in its own right—tucking them into the pouch as well before making sure the pouch was securely fastened shut and tied to my belt. I resisted the urge to keep it clenched in my hand as I prepared for the swim back to the ledge.


  “I hope you are a fast swimmer,” Riadne said with a strangled chuckle. “Ligeia will not be amused.”


  I hesitated. Suddenly, diving into the lagoon with the third siren’s imminent return didn’t seem like such an appealing idea.


  “Don’t listen to her,” said Finnead calmly, pressing the Brighbranr to Riadne’s slender throat. “Sirens will lie for much less than saving their own scales.”


  Every moment I waited, if Ligeia was coming, brought her closer; but I stood at the edge of the grotto, frozen by indecision. The Sword vibrated, a low hum against my spine. Was it supposed to be comforting? Encouraging? I didn’t know anymore.


  “Tess, you must swim back,” Finnead told me in that same unruffled voice. I latched onto the calm gravity in his words. Luca, still with my blade drawn and pointed toward the immobile Theles, kept his eye on the younger siren and stepped over to the edge of the ledge. He risked taking his gaze from Theles, looking toward me.


  “If she comes, I will dive in,” he said.


  I took a deep breath and drank in the sight of the two of them, so calm and sure, like two halves of one whole, and nodded. Checking the belt pouch one more time, I debated for a quick second whether I should draw my dagger, but it would just slow me down, and I’d probably cut myself to boot. “Here goes nothing,” I said to myself, and dove into the cold water.


  I wasn’t a fast swimmer. I was the runner and Liam was the swimmer. I always thought it was easier for him to teach himself to run, to become accustomed to the burn and sting of sweat, the pounding of bones against the ground. The water was another world entirely, and though I was a solid swimmer I was never racing material. Breaststroke was my best, with the glide that favored my long body and let me float for a moment, suspended in the crystalline water. Sweep with the arms, stretch, kick, glide. My heart in my throat, I swam toward the ledge, every stroke igniting a flare of pain in my leg, my water-filled boots straining against my feet as I kicked. I fought the urge to kick them off; then I’d be barefooted as well as soaking wet when we emerged from the sirens’ lair.


  I kept my head above the water as I neared the ledge. Luca glanced at me quickly over his shoulder. A slow line of greenish blood trickled down Riadne’s marble-pale throat. She snarled wordlessly, a hideous animal sound, her face twisted in fury and her slender hands fisted by her side. A few more half-strokes and I would be to the ledge—just as well, since my bones were jelly, both from the swim and the vision.


  Suddenly a manic gleam appeared in Riadne’s dark eyes, a grin curving her perfect lips; and Theles started forward with a small gasp, raising one hand as if to ward off an enemy. I reached for the ledge and the rough rock scraped my fingertips as I kicked with all my remaining strength. Luca leapt toward me, sword still in his good hand, and I reached desperately for him as a sudden wave sloshed water over my shoulders. My hands closed over the unraveled bandage of Luca’s injured hand and he hauled me out of the water with such force and speed that my head snapped back.


  The third siren erupted from the water of the lagoon where I had been just a heartbeat before. Her hands wrapped around my leg, each of her fingers digging into my flesh like a talon. She jerked me back down toward the water and a breathy sound of fear escaped my throat. I didn’t want to drown in the embrace of a siren—of all the ways to die, that was pretty far down on my list. I kicked at the siren. My heel connected solidly with her face and I was rewarded with a gratifying snarl of pain from the creature.


  With a massive heave, buying me some upward momentum, Luca released my hands and caught me with his muscled arm around my back, pivoting to both wrench me away from Ligeia and to free his sword. Vaguely I heard Riadne screaming something stridently in the background, her voice ugly and raw. I threw my arms around Luca’s neck as his sword flashed. Ligeia howled and Riadne shrieked. Even Theles hissed. The iron grip about my leg loosened and then fell away.


  Finnead said a word in Sidhe, his voice rolling with power, and Riadne fell silent, her screams echoing in the white vault of the cave. I clung to Luca, his warm skin against mine sending heat rushing through my frozen body, as he stepped quickly backward, putting some distance between us and the edge of the lagoon. Green blood streaked his blade and I risked a glance at the water. An inky cloud of blood stained the water, spreading until the tainted water lapped against the white stone, tinting it a sickly green. By the edge of the water in a pool of blood lay both of Ligeia’s hands, fingers slightly curled, like dead spiders. My stomach heaved but I pushed it down. I had seen much worse on the battlefield in the Royal Woods.


  Luca pushed me behind him. I fumbled for my dagger and finally got it unsheathed, grasping it with a shaking hand. I saw Finnead’s hand tighten on the hilt of the Brighbranr. “Wait!” I croaked hoarsely.


  Finnead pulled Riadne’s head back mercilessly, but his sapphire eyes fastened on my own. He was listening. Waiting.


  “Riadne, I invoke the right of my companions and I to leave unharmed at a time of our choosing,” I said in a stronger voice. “As you agreed. As we sealed in blood.”


  Riadne bared her pointed teeth at me in answer.


  Theles turned her attention to Finnead. “You may think us dishonest, Sidhe, but we have little use for such pacts, if we exercise our powers correctly.” Her last phrase was aimed at Riadne, a deadly sweet arrow.


  “She has blood-power,” Riadne spat. She glared at me. “I had little choice.”


  I shrugged. “We made the deal before you drank my blood, if I remember correctly.”


  Theles’ eyes darkened. “Their flesh is sweet and their beauty could have sated us for a long while to come. With the Shadow approaching, who knows when we would have had such a feast again?” Her own pointed teeth gleamed in the half-light of the White Cave. “But you, sister, had to make a bargain in blood. A bargain bound not only by word alone, which is easily enough broken.”


  “I will not argue with you, impudent stripling,” Riadne said dismissively. It was hard to look haughty and detached when there’s a sword at one’s throat and a Sidhe knight wrenching back one’s head by the hair, but somehow the siren managed it.


  “Stripling, am I, sister mine?” Theles’ eyes narrowed. “Only the three of us left in this river, and still you would call me so?” She slithered forward, her eyes glimmering dangerously. Riadne kicked one slender bare leg ineffectually, struggling against Finnead’s hold. Luca still watched the water, now calming, smoothing into still glass again—except now we knew that there was a serpentine monster beneath the glass, waiting to lunge at us again. I looked beyond Theles and Finnead, to the tunnel that I had glimpsed, and I touched Gwyneth’s pendant, asking the question in my mind.


  Theles advanced upon her sister, eyes sharp as a dagger, her slender hands alarmingly still by her sides as she moved, like the coiled pause of a snake before it strikes.


  “You strike a deal with the Dark One on our behalf,” murmured Theles as she closed the distance inch by sinuous inch, “though that will put us under the power of the Shadow.” She bared her pointed teeth in a silent snarl. “And then you lead such beautiful morsels back to tempt us with their innocence and their youth, but again you forget the dangers of inviting powers not our own into bed with us.”


  “Tess,” murmured Luca warningly. I risked a glance over my shoulder. A single ripple rolled over the glass-smooth surface of the lagoon. Luca motioned and I moved slowly away from the ledge, putting more distance between the water and me. Now Theles, advancing on her sister and Finnead, was between us and the tunnel. I eyed the distance. The sirens were blasted fast.


  “And now,” Theles said, “your little golden-haired morsel has stolen your precious bargaining chip.” Her voice rose with every word, nearing a shriek, that manic gleam entering her eyes. “So now what will we offer the Shadow?”


  I whirled as there was a quick wet sound from behind me. Ligeia pulled herself from the water in one quick graceful motion, sheets of water cascading from her massive tail. The serpent portion of her body was almost twice Theles’ size. Luca leapt back and blocked her path to me.


  “To break a blood pact you must kill the one who made it,” Theles hissed, her eyes still fastened on Riadne.


  Riadne gave an inhuman snarl and twisted furiously in Finnead’s grasp. I glanced over at him and our gazes connected for a bare second. I understood what he was about to do.


  I pivoted and seized Luca’s arm. “Toward the tunnel!”


  Ligeia swung her massive tail and Luca tackled me, throwing us both to the hard stone of the grotto floor. I rolled over and saw her tail sweeping back toward us and thrust out my long dagger. The dagger buried itself to the hilt in her tail and I wrenched it sideways with all my strength, despite the painful shock that vibrated through my entire body. The blow still lifted both of us into the air. I tried to land as Ramel had taught me, taking the impact on my forearms and rolling, but I was tangled up in Luca. One of his boots slammed into my side and I gasped as pain flashed across my ribs. But we needed to get up. We needed to get up and get to the tunnel before Theles killed Riadne, because then we would well and truly be fair game for the remaining two sirens.


  I scrabbled onto my hands and knees, pulling Luca up as best I could. He pushed me ahead of him and we turned just in time to see Theles launch herself at Riadne. Finnead pivoted, bringing Riadne with him, barely evading the reach of the younger siren.


  “Go!” I shouted as we dodged around him, my injured leg no more than an irritation in the back of my mind with the adrenaline surging through my body. Luca reached the mouth of the tunnel before me and slid to a stop. We glanced back. Finnead held Riadne before him like a shield—or bait. With the cat-quick speed of the Sidhe, he threw the siren toward the lagoon. She tumbled end-over-end with a shriek. Theles darted after her with a snarl and Finnead turned and sprinted toward us, his long legs eating up the distance with quick strides.


  I scrambled into the tunnel, tripping on the uneven stone floor. It sloped upward at a painful angle and I used my hands to balance, climbing as quickly as I could. I felt Luca pushing me from behind, catching my foot when I slipped, urging me on with Northern words. Terrible screams cut through the tunnel from down below. I shuddered and wanted to be sick. What kind of creatures killed their own sister, their own blood, to release a spell? The image of Theles’ pointed teeth stained with green ichor passed unbidden through my mind’s eye and curdled my stomach. I tasted bile in the back of my throat with each rasping breath. My palms stung, scraped against the stone, and in the grayish light I saw dark stains, half-moon handprints.


  “Quickly,” urged Finnead from behind Luca.


  I poured what little strength I had left into climbing. Riadne’s screams faded into a gasping gurgle, and then silence. I strained to hear the sound of scales slithering over rock, but all I could hear was my own heartbeat booming in my ears.


  “They’re coming,” said Luca.


  Blue light blossomed behind me. I risked a glance over my shoulder and saw Finnead, his eyes sapphire flames, his dark hair alight with the sheen of the Aurora, his beautiful face grim with determination.


  “If they take me,” he said to Luca, “all I ask is that she lives, and is safe.”


  “Upon my life I swear it,” Luca replied in a low voice, and the two men clasped each other’s forearms briefly.


  “Nobody is going anywhere,” I told them both fiercely, voice breaking, and redoubled my efforts. Larger rocks studded the floor of the tunnel, paths worn smooth around them for sinuous bodies, like water carves out the riverbed.


  “Faster,” said Luca, “if you want us all to live.”


  I gave a wordless sound of determination in answer. My leg throbbed, adrenaline fading into a dusty desperation. I missed a foothold and fell, gashing my elbow against a sharp ledge. I swallowed a sob and reached for the Sword. Please. I need help.


  And for once, without any sly words or sage wisdom, the Sword gave me a pulse of raw energy. I shuddered as it ripped through me, my body convulsing as the rough power coursed through my limbs. I took a breath and attacked the climb, heedless of the blood dripping down my wrists from my palms. I felt like a wild creature, like a fox or a ferret, winding through the hidden places between rocks, springing up the tunnel with lithe grace. Luca gave half a Northern battle-cry from behind me and kept pace, and Finnead’s blue light washed over everything as he leapt up the tunnel behind Luca, his Sidhe speed barely tested by my Sword-given swiftness.


  “Almost fast enough,” breathed Finnead.


  The crashing sounds of the furious sirens in pursuit reached my ears. I gritted my teeth. Even with the Sword’s push, my lungs burned. We had to be nearly there. I held onto that thought tightly, that slim thread of hope.


  Suddenly the tunnel evened, no longer an upward climb. I stretched my legs and ran as fast as I dared, eyes straining to make out stalactites, one hand poised in front of my face. A faint pinprick of light appeared ahead, a luminous outline. I felt Luca’s solid form right behind me. The sirens were close. Luca jerked me to one side as a rock the size of my head hurtled past.


  The sirens were close, and they were angry.


  Luca grunted as a smaller rock hit him in the shoulder, but he didn’t stumble.


  A furious shriek filled the tunnel, making me want to clamp my hands over my ears. The compulsion was so strong that my knees half-buckled but I shook my head fiercely and pushed toward the light. But why was it a halo and not a…? My heart sank. “There’s a rock over the entrance,” I panted.


  Luca slid past me and ran full speed, swift as a wolf at the hunt. In the dimness I saw him lower his shoulder and strain against the stone. The hideous strength of the sirens in evidence once again, I thought—trust them to use a boulder that a Northman couldn’t easily move.


  “Move your sword,” I gasped, and put my shoulder to the rock, lower than Luca, using my good leg to push for all I was worth. I felt the boulder shift, just a fraction, and I put my injured leg to the ground, ignoring the flash of pain, digging in as much as I could against the loose rocks of the tunnel floor.


  And then Finnead was on my other side, putting his shoulder to the rock, the Brighbranr held high in his other hand. I made a sound of encouragement as the boulder shifted a fraction more and we all strained, breath rasping in our throats, sounds of effort escaping us. Sweat stung my eyes.


  “All together. One, two…three,” said Finnead, and the boulder began to roll.


  The sirens were upon us, their furious faces white in the dimness, their serpentine bodies stretched low to the ground in the tunnels.


  “Again!” I cried, and we heaved against the boulder. Finnead slashed at the face of one of the sirens and she shrieked. The other siren threw herself at Finnead, crushing him against the boulder with terrible impact. I kept pushing as Luca lunged for the siren, pulling her off the Vaelanbrigh with a roar.


  I strained against the rock, my legs working as hard as though I was running up a hill, and the boulder rolled away so suddenly that I fell, only barely getting my hands in front of my face to catch myself.


  “Go!” shouted Luca, wielding my sword with a snarl and holding up Finnead with the other arm. Finnead had dropped the Brighbranr, I noticed, the world slowing. It pulsed with sapphire light. I slid forward, my hand closing around its hilt, and then I scrambled to my feet and tumbled headlong out of the tunnel.


  I slid down the steep embankment and by some miracle didn’t impale myself on the Brighbranr. I heard one of the sirens shriek again. As I slid to a stop, I looked up and saw Luca running swiftly down the embankment with Finnead’s arm thrown over his shoulder. One of the sirens, her face a ruin of greenish blood, tried to follow, but her tail was too large to fit through the opening we had made and she shrieked, thrashing. The boulder rocked.


  Gwyneth’s pendant heated against my skin. I turned and it pricked me sharply. I turned the other way and it sent me a wave of encouragement. “This way,” I said, and Luca followed without even a questioning look.


  We ran. Blazes of pain radiated from my leg. The Darinwel rushed alongside us. My lungs burned and with every stride I thought that my leg might give out, but somehow miraculously I kept running. The Brighbranr glowed blue in my hand, its sapphire light touching my war-markings wonderingly, stroking my skin softly. Finally we rounded a sharp bend in the river. Luca slowed. I looked behind us, searching the gray rocks for any flash of serpentine scales, but found none.


  “They’re not following,” I said, gulping down huge breaths, chest aching.


  Luca helped Finnead sit against a large rock, and then turned back, standing stock still and scanning our path with his ice blue eyes, my ichor-stained sword held watchfully. I limped over to Finnead, trying to hide my grimace as I knelt, my injured leg refusing to yield. I kept it straight and leaned against the rock, inching myself down to the ground on my good leg.


  “You’re hurt,” he said.


  “So are you,” I said conversationally, looking him over with a critical eye. “Let me see your shoulder.”


  His eyes fastened on the Brighbranr. I sighed and placed his sword in his upturned hand; but other than moving his hand slightly, he stayed uncharacteristically still. The shudder of the rock as the siren hurtled into him vibrated through my bones again. I slid closer and pulled aside the cloth of his shirt, unsheathing my knife to cut through the sodden remnants of Vell’s dressing on his shoulder. The wounds from the syivhalla’s talons and the blood-spelled knife still looked starkly raw, but the sickly green and blue cast of the skin about the wound was gone, as were the black threads reaching from his shoulder towards his heart.


  Finnead leaned his head back against the rock and closed his eyes as I searched through my beltpouch. We didn’t have a dry scrap of cloth between the three of us, so rather than bandage the wound I found what herbs were left in the disintegrating packets of my healer’s kit and crushed them in my palm. With a surreptitious glance at Luca, who was still gazing watchfully about, I poured a liberal dose of my taebramh into my hand, thinking of healing, knitting bone and flesh together again, wounds reduced to flat white scars on supple skin. The paste glowed for a moment and then faded. I felt another layer of exhaustion settle onto my shoulders, but if it could take away the harrowed look on the Vaelanbrigh’s face, it would be worth it.


  Finnead shifted when I applied the paste to his shoulder with two fingers. A sigh escaped his lips—barely noticeable, but then again, most Sidhe emotions were barely noticeable. He opened his eyes, brow creasing, as I leaned closer, covering the ugly raw wounds with the paste. I paused. “Does it hurt?” I asked softly, suddenly very aware of his closeness, the deepness of his eyes, the curve of his lips.


  “Yes,” he murmured, “but in a different way.” The crease in his brow deepened, and then he looked at me with something close to wonder in his eyes. “She’s gone. I can’t feel her.”


  “Mab?” I clarified, still working.


  “I…I am still the Vaelanbrigh, but I am no longer one of her Three,” he said. He looked down at me, an unfathomable emotion running through his eyes like a swift current. “If I am not one of her Three, who am I?”


  I finished with his shoulder and experimentally rubbed the remnants of the paste onto one of the puncture wounds on my injured leg. The pain receded from a torrent to a slow pulse. Looking back at Finnead, I told him, “You are Finnead, a Knight of the Unseelie Court. You are the Vaelanbrigh. You wield the Brighbranr.”


  He glanced down at the Brighbranr.


  “But,” I continued with a small smile, “you are much more than that.” My voice dropped lower. “You are the Sidhe who introduced me to Faeortalam. You saved my life and defied the Queen to do it, and now you’re defying her again, traveling with me to the Seelie Court.” I paused. “I’d say it’s high time you’re free of her.”


  He blinked and then the hint of an answering smile touched his lips. We gazed at each other for a long moment, the spare space between us tightening with heat. Then I cleared my throat and rearranged his shirt over his shoulder, reminding myself of our conversation after the battle in the Royal Woods. Finnead didn’t want any distractions, and I couldn’t afford to lose focus, not when the fate of an entire world was resting on my shoulders. I shivered a little and sat back, avoiding looking at my leg.


  “Let me see your hand,” I said to Luca. “It needs to be rewrapped, at the very least.”


  “After I tend to your leg,” he countered. At my scowl, he continued, “All ulfdrengr are trained as healers. We must be able to tend to the wounds of our comrades and our brothers and sisters of the pack.”


  “I will keep watch,” Finnead said.


  “You couldn’t stand just a moment ago,” I protested.


  The Vaelanbrigh gave half a shrug. “I feel much improved.”


  Luca gave my sword a cursory cleaning, wiping the green ichor from the blade before sheathing it and offering Finnead his hand. I noted the way the Vaelanbrigh’s free hand reflexively curled around his ribs when he stood, but I said nothing. He was a Sidhe and a Knight of the Unseelie Court; he had endured much worse and with much less care in his time, I was sure.


  Finnead adjusted his grip on the Brighbranr, scanning the rocky gray banks of the Darinwel. Luca knelt by my side. Wordlessly I handed him my healer’s satchel, a sick knot forming in the pit of my stomach.


  “I might have a bit of trouble,” I said, swallowing back the bitter taste in my mouth, “when you touch it.”


  “All the more reason to do it now,” Luca replied evenly. He unwrapped the trailing bandage from his right hand. “Wash this in the river,” he told Finnead.


  The Vaelanbrigh’s eyes flashed at being given an order from the Northman, but he took the soiled bandage without comment. I thought I saw the hint of a smile on his lips.


  Luca unsheathed a dagger and studied the ruin of my bloodstained and shredded breeches.


  “Try not to take too much away, else I won’t be decent for our first appearance at Brightvale,” I commented, trying for a flippant tone and mostly succeeding.


  Luca chuckled and shook his head. “Between the lot of us, we might be able to put together one presentable outfit at this point,” he replied lightly. He lifted the fabric from my wound as best he could and I jerked. “Hold still now,” he admonished gently.


  I clenched my teeth as he cut away a long oval of fabric along the side of my thigh. The creature had gouged four slanted slashes into my flesh with its claws during the battle at the bridge. My head swam as I glanced down at them and I leaned back against the rock, one hand gripping Gwyneth’s pendant at my throat. “If I pass out,” I said in a gravelly voice, “just keep working.”


  Luca met my eyes. “I’ll be as quick as I can about it, Tess.”


  My name on his lips sent that strange shiver down my spine again, but I was able to ignore it as I tried to keep my head above the waves of nausea threatening to overwhelm me. Finnead returned with the length of freshly washed bandages. Their voices sounded far away. I felt large hands, calloused but incredibly gentle, against the bare flesh of my leg. Luca’s fingers were cool against my hot skin. Then he put something that burned and stung into the gashes, and it was all I could do to hang onto consciousness.


  By the time Luca finished bandaging my leg, I was shivering and sweating, eyes tightly closed as I fended off the urge to be sick. The Caedbranr sent me a small wave of comfort, which did little to assuage any of my physical pain but heartened me all the same. Then there were hands on either side of my face, callouses rough against my cheeks.


  “Open your eyes for me now,” Luca said, his thumbs tracing an arc on my cheekbones.


  I gulped down a deep breath and opened my eyes. The world tilted alarmingly. I closed my eyes again and grabbed for the first solid thing my hand encountered. I gripped Luca’s arm, breathing hard, trying to make the river bank stop spinning. Slowly the world righted itself.


  “Easy,” Luca said as I swayed and tightened my hold on his arm. “Take a few deep breaths.”


  “I’m good,” I said breathily, my voice almost defensive.


  “We aren’t in any rush.” His strikingly pale eyes met mine.


  “We should be,” I murmured, thinking of the crushing vision of the Queen of All. I’d thought that bearing the Sword was a huge responsibility. I couldn’t imagine what would happen if Malravenar came into possession of the Crown of Bones.


  “Between the three of us, we could put together one complete warrior,” Luca told me, his eyes sparkling with suppressed humor.


  Despite myself, I felt my lips turn up in a smile. “It’s sad that I find that funny,” I murmured, shaking my head a bit.


  “Sad but true,” replied Luca.


  I took another deep breath. The sharp pain of my leg was slowly receding to a more manageable ache. Whatever Luca had used to clean the wounds was working, and I flexed my knee, raising my eyebrows appreciatively when the movement didn’t send me reeling into a faint. I looked at the bandage with a clinical eye, comparing its technique against what Eamon had taught me back at the barracks. I recognized the folded pattern from watching Vell work.


  “Does my work meet your standards, Lady Bearer?” Luca asked, only half-joking.


  “Well, I can move my leg without wanting to pass out or throw up, so that’s a good start,” I replied dryly. “Now, let me rewrap your hand.”


  Luca obediently offered his right hand for inspection. I unwrapped the ruin of sodden bandages and examined the puncture wounds in his palm. “They’re healing well,” I murmured. “No sign of infection that I can see.”


  “So, let’s rewrap it and be on our way,” Luca replied.


  “Not so fast,” I admonished, turning his hand over. His fingers still curled downward—not nearly as badly as when we’d first removed the dagger, but still far from normal. “Move your fingers for me, if you can.”


  Luca stared at his hand with a look of concentration. I watched his fingers. Two of them moved slightly, barely straightening. Glancing at Luca, I caught a shadow of frustration passing quickly over his face. “The muscles need to be stretched,” he said, his accent thicker than usual. He shifted uncomfortably.


  I nodded. “That makes sense. I’ll work on it with you when we’ve got a bit more time on our hands.” After I realized what I’d said, I grimaced. “No pun intended. Sorry.”


  Luca shrugged with one shoulder. “Even if you had intended it…” His smile finished his sentence.


  I cleared my throat. “Well, I’ll just put a bit of a dry poultice on it for now and wrap it up.”


  Luca watched with interest, clearly evaluating my choice of herbs and wrapping technique just as I had evaluated his work on my leg. When I finished, he held up his hand and nodded.


  “For a novice, you do very good work,” he commented. “I was lucky to be rescued by you and Vell. Otherwise I might have no hope for using the hand at all.”


  “You’re passable with a sword in your left hand.”


  I paused in repacking my healing kit and looked at Finnead. Had he really just complimented Luca when barely two days ago I’d had to wrestle him away from putting his sword through the Northman?


  Luca, still kneading his injured hand, glanced up as well. “We train with both hands from a young age.”


  I blinked. “Aren’t the Sidhe ambidextrous too? I mean, when I first came to Court Ramel found it incredibly amusing that I couldn’t write with my left hand.”


  “It takes just as much dedication to train your second hand as it does your first. Some do not have the patience. Just like I do not know our Historians’ methods of archiving, some Sidhe do not take the time to learn the art of swordplay.”


  “But you have dedicated masters, do you not?” Luca said, standing.


  Finnead nodded slightly. “Yes. We train as pages, and then an older Knight or Guard selects us as their squire, if we are lucky.”


  “All the children train together, from the time we can walk,” said Luca. “We have—had—a pack-master, a barinvald.” Luca smiled slightly, his eyes distant. “Ours was Thirmonn, and his wolf was Wintaryk. Thirmonn lost one of his legs in a battle against the trolls and Wintaryk was blind in one eye, but for a solid two years the two of them could take on any pair in my year-group.” He shook his head fondly at the memory.


  I cleared my throat. “We should probably get going, if we want to try and find a way out of this gorge by nightfall.”


  “We had a crusty old sword-master,” Finnead said. “He had this timing-glass filled with sand…”


  Neither Finnead nor Luca made any sign that they heard me, still in animated conversation. I grumbled something about the stupidity of men and packed up my healing kit, stuffing it unceremoniously back into my belt-pouch and securing the flap. With a bit of maneuvering I pushed myself up the boulder and tested my injured leg. The ache increased as I put weight on it, but it held, and the pain was bearable. The Sword hummed its approval. I took a halting step, and then another, more confidently. Still a noticeable limp, but much better than my previous hobble. I glanced at Finnead and Luca, shook my head and, with a quick adjustment to the Sword’s sheath, began walking down the riverbank, my strides as brisk as I could manage. I forced myself not to look back over my shoulder.


  After a moment, their conversation paused and there was a call of, “Tess! What are you doing?”


  Luca’s voice. So he’d been the first to notice.


  “Getting something accomplished, which is more than you two are doing comparing training techniques,” I replied without turning my head. “There’s such a thing as walking and talking. You should try it!”


  “Tess,” came Finnead’s voice.


  “Are you going to join me or not?” I asked, focusing on navigating a tricky patch of rocks.


  “Tess,” said Luca.


  “What?” I turned in exasperation to find both of them looking at me with varying degrees of amusement—that half-smile lingering on Finnead’s lips, Luca’s eyes glimmering. I put my hands on my hips challengingly.


  “You’re going the wrong way,” Luca said, almost gently.


  I opened my mouth and closed it. “Well,” I finally said, “it got you two to pay attention, didn’t it?” I walked quickly back toward them.


  Luca chuckled as I passed. “Points for creativity,” he said, falling into step beside me.


  “Shut up,” I muttered, elbowing him half-heartedly, but even as I shook my head I felt the smile spreading across my lips.


  Finnead took up position by my other side, a few feet behind us, our self-appointed rear-guard. I glanced back at him but he was staring out at the river, a contemplative look on his face. I wondered if he was still trying to parse out his place in the world, now that he wasn’t one of Mab’s Three.


  We walked for a few minutes in silence, our boots crunching over the gravel, my steps creating an uneven cadence that countered the steady strides of Luca on my right and the cat-light tread of Finnead on my left. The walls of the gorge rose up on either side of us, the Darinwel rushing between with its harsh song. I couldn’t help but look at the steep sides of the gorge, searching for some foot-trail that led up its seemingly impassable slope. Luca glanced at me and followed my gaze.


  “I do not know of any trails. The land this far south is unknown to me,” he confessed after a moment of study.


  “Finnead? Any words of wisdom?” I looked over my left shoulder and met the Vaelanbrigh’s eyes.


  “There is a reason they drew us to the bridge.” His unfathomable gaze traveled up the side of the gorge and then turned back to me. “How good are you at climbing, Tess?”


  I raised my eyebrows. “Well…I took rock-climbing as a P.E. class last semester,” I said truthfully. “But all our climbing was indoors.”


  “How exactly does one climb indoors?” Luca asked, brow creased.


  “At a climbing wall,” I replied brightly.


  Both men looked at me strangely.


  “Climbing wall?” repeated Luca.


  I paused and studied the imposing wall of the gorge. “Climbing wall. Exactly what it sounds like…a wall with handholds and footholds, and marked routes with different degrees of difficulty. You wear a climbing harness and you’re tied into a safety rope. Your partner belays for you—handles the rope while you’re climbing, and lowers you down once you get to the top.”


  “So…you go up, just to come back down?” Luca asked.


  “Yes.”


  “And you cannot really fall?”


  “No, not really.”


  “What’s the point of it, then?”


  I thought for a moment. “To learn, I guess. To experience what it feels like to climb halfway up the wall, and then know you have to jump for that next handhold, and if you don’t quite make it you’ll fall…and jump anyway.”


  “But you said you have a safety rope,” Luca pointed out.


  I nodded. “Yes, but you still fall. You still have to overcome that fear of throwing yourself toward that next handhold or jumping as hard as you can knowing that you’re going to hit the wall and get banged up.”


  “Like teaching pups how to fight,” he said musingly. “They know that once blood is drawn, one of the warriors will step in, most of the time.”


  “Most of the time?”


  “A wolf who cannot fight and run with the pack is not part of the pack.”


  “A harsh rule,” I commented.


  “The North is harsher than any rules we could devise.” Luca scratched his day-old stubble contemplatively, still studying the craggy cliffs before us.


  I adjusted the strap of the Sword over my shoulder cursorily, more out of habit and boredom now than anything else. Wearing the sheath was second nature to me, as intrinsic as my clothes. “So, how are we going to get out of this gorge?”


  “The bridge,” Finnead said suddenly.


  “The bridge broke. That’s how we ended up in the river…you were unconscious so you might not remember.” I tried to keep most of the sarcasm out of my voice.


  “Yes, but how close to the other side did the bridge break?” the Unseelie knight asked. “If it was closer to the other side than to this one, we may be able to use the remnants as a sort of ladder.”


  I thought back to the bridge, suppressing a shiver as I remembered the terrifying cold voice of the black-robed sorcerer prying into our minds, the snarl of the garrelnost as it advanced upon us, and the white-hot heat of the flames eating away at the bridge. I tried to remember how far it was to the other side—it had seemed like miles, like an unconquerable distance. “There would be maybe a little more than half on that side. I don’t know. I can’t remember exactly.” I took a deep breath. “Retracing our steps would also take us past the sirens’ lair again, and we don’t know how far downstream they took us. I’d say we’re at least a day’s hard travel from the bridge, maybe farther.” My hands had started to shake slightly at the memory of the bridge and the sirens, so I readjusted my sword-belt again. “I don’t know about you two, but I really have no desire to spend the night by this river. It doesn’t seem to have taken very kindly to us.”


  “Nearly drowned two of us,” Luca agreed.


  “There was nothing near about it,” Finnead replied matter-of-factly, looking at me with keen eyes. I shifted uneasily. How much did he remember? He had drowned. I had heard the aching silence where his heartbeat should have been, and then I’d used the siren’s power to lasso him back to his body from the Gray Cliffs, from the ether between life and death.


  “Perhaps I was wrong about you Court types, then,” Luca continued. “You might be sturdier than you look.”


  “Resurrection does require a bit of sturdiness,” agreed Finnead. “Sturdiness…and sometimes a helping hand.” He raised one eyebrow at me.


  “Shouldn’t we be focusing more on rock-climbing and less on philosophical discussions of who is sturdier than whom?” I said with an air of helplessness, not sure where to look as both men surveyed me steadily. I settled for staring down at a rock by my foot.


  “Tess,” said Finnead, sending a shiver down my spine—damn him and his perfect lips and unfathomable eyes. “Before we climb out of the canyon, we must talk about something.”


  I fidgeted, shoving my thumbs into my belt and scowling at him. “Why do I feel like I’m in elementary school and I’ve just been called to the principal’s office?” I noticed that Luca had silently drawn his sword and taken up Finnead’s position as rearguard. What was it with these two? I wondered in frustration. One moment they were bickering, the next they were combining forces to lecture me.


  “Was that a common occurance for you?” Finnead asked.


  “It was a rhetorical question.” I crossed my arms. The Sword hummed a little. I didn’t know whether it was trying to calm me down or rile me up.


  “Look, Tess.” Finnead took a step closer to me. He paused a moment. “I know that I drowned. I know that I…I died.”


  “Only for a moment,” I whispered in half-hearted protest, wishing that I could erase the haunted look in his eyes.


  “It’s only been through luck that I survived this long, with the syivhalla’s curse.”


  “Luck and a nymph’s kiss,” I pointed out.


  He gave a nod, the gray light playing in purple and blue upon his dark hair. “Luck and a nymph’s kiss,” he agreed, “as you so eloquently put it. But my point is, Tess…you cannot keep venturing into the ether to save us.” His eyes burned with a feverish light. “You cannot keep cheating Death of souls and expect him not to take notice.”


  “I didn’t use my own power to bring you back.” It was a weak argument, even to my own ears.


  “Regardless of whose power it was, you were the one Walking into the ether.”


  “It was the only way to break Mab’s hold on you.”


  “I could have remained dead and Mab’s hold would have been broken.”


  “And then you would have been dead,” I said caustically. “Fat lot of good that would have done any of us. Are you saying I shouldn’t have saved you?” My voice rose.


  Finnead fixed me with that arresting gaze. “I am saying, Tess, that you cannot use your power to save everyone.”


  “You used your power to save me,” I pointed out, remembering the sapphire flames in Finnead’s eyes as he coaxed me back from the gray cliffs, Allene’s poison wrapping around my legs with dark tentacles.


  “That was different,” Finnead replied smoothly.


  I cocked my head. “How so? How is it different? You get to save me and play the hero and I’m supposed to stand by and let you die?”


  “I was prepared to pay the price,” he said steadily. “It was not demanded, and I do not pretend to understand why. It is not for us to question.” He gazed at me. “You cannot be the sole judge of who lives and who dies.”


  “What, and Malravenar is a better judge? Or Mab?” My heart beat loud in my own ears as anger rushed through my veins. A building bell-like tone resonated from the Caedbranr’s sheath.


  “It is not the Bearer’s place to be a necromancer as well.” Finnead’s voice was low and deadly. His words hit me like a blow.


  “I am not a necromancer,” I hissed, furious now. But even as I denied it, I thought of Merrick, back at the forest barracks, and Emery, with the ghosts haunting his eyes. And now, of course, Finnead, drowned in the Darinwel and then coaxed back from the edge of the gray cliffs. Am I overstepping my bounds? I entreated the Caedbranr silently, but it didn’t answer me.


  “I did not say that you are a necromancer.” Finnead held up one hand against my glare. “I only say this, Tess, because I have seen others take the path that is before your feet, and it did not end well. Mastery of life and death…that is a power not even the Queen of All possessed, and all those who seek it end in ruin.”


  My hand reflexively touched my belt-pouch, where the great ruby was wrapped and secured. I still had no idea what I was meant to do with the Crown of Bones, much less what kind of latent power resided in the gem. All my anger drained away suddenly, leaving me tired and hungry and cold. “I’m sorry,” I said, rubbing one arm. “I just…it’s easy. It’s easy to blur the lines between healing and…whatever else.”


  “Necromancy,” said Finnead mercilessly.


  “Cheating death,” I countered stubbornly.


  “And the ease…that is what worries me.” The Vaelanbrigh’s mouth thinned into a hard line and his hand traced the sapphire on the pommel of the Brighbranr.


  “So what, I was supposed to just let you die?” I spread my hands questioningly.


  “If that was what should have happened, then yes,” Finnead replied calmly.


  Damn him and his unshakeable serenity, I thought fiercely. “I couldn’t.” I met his eyes challengingly, my throat tightening. “I couldn’t, all right? I couldn’t let you die.” I clenched my jaw and my hands formed fists at my sides of their own accord.


  A small crease appeared on Finnead’s brow. Luca pretended not to hear the conversation—or perhaps selective hearing was a particular trait of the Northmen.


  Finnead and I stared at each other for what seemed like hours, the silence between us silvered by the sound of the rushing river’s waters. I spread my hands, hoping that he would understand that I didn’t have any other explanation than what I had offered. It was more candor than I’d meant to give him, but I supposed the truth had a way of working itself out, like a splinter caught under the skin. It was painful, but it felt a bit better now. And it wasn’t as though I’d confessed my undying love for him. He studied me, waiting for something. I sighed and rubbed my arms.


  “Look. I…” I was about to say “I promise,” but I choked on the words. “I’ll be more careful, all right?”


  He watched me silently, still waiting.


  “I’m not going to promise anything,” I growled at him finally. “I just won’t. So you can stop standing there looking at me expectantly.”


  He raised one eyebrow and smiled slightly. “Still so stubborn.”


  I crossed my arms. “Still the same mortal you brought through the Gate.”


  He shook his head. “No. You’re not the same, but you’re still stubborn.”


  “Can we please not get into a discussion about how I’m mortal but not, the same but not, and all that philosophical crap?” I lost my patience. I was exhausted, still wet from the river, my newly bandaged thigh beginning to ache persistently. I felt my glare break into fragments as my expression softened from anger to frustration to tiredness. “Please. I just want to…find a way out of this damn gorge. And find Vell. And Merrick. And Beryk. And Kav…” I choked on Kavoryk’s name, not remembering in time, and put my hand over my eyes tiredly as tears threatened. Pull it together, I told myself sternly. There would be plenty of time to fall apart after we had gotten out of this gorge and found the rest of our band and pressed on toward Brightvale. I felt a hand on my arm.


  “Come on, then,” he said almost gently, the hard expression on his face softening around the edges. “We’ve all had a long day.”


  I hiccupped a laugh, swiping at my eyes fiercely. “That’s an understatement.”


  Finnead smiled. “I suppose so, and a rather large one at that.”


  We turned and started walking again. “It’s felt like three or four days since we woke this morning,” I said as our boots crunched over the rocks. As hard as I tried, I was still limping as we navigated the river-bank, but Finnead and Luca said nothing. The sound of the river rushing beside us filled the silence. “What do you think will happen to the sirens, now that they’ve lost their bargaining chip?”


  Finnead shook his head. “We don’t know that what you have is even truly the Crown of Bones.”


  I raised my eyebrows. “You know when I spaced out over in the grotto and then fell into the water? That was from a vision that knocked me on my butt pretty hard.”


  “Your dialect is amusing,” remarked Luca, mostly to himself. “Knocked you on your butt,” he repeated speculatively.


  I gave an unladylike snort and then turned it into a cough. “Um. Anyway. The vision took ahold of me and I saw…I saw the blessing, or benediction, or something, of Mab and Titania.”


  Finnead stopped, his hand gripping the Brighbranr so hard that his knuckles showed through his pale skin. “You saw the Making of the Queens?”


  “Making like with a capital ‘M?’ Yeah, that sounds about right,” I replied as Luca and I kept walking. After a moment Finnead caught up to us with long strides. “Do you believe me now?”


  “It is…difficult,” Finnead admitted after a moment, “to believe that not only have I seen the binding of the Iron Sword to a new Bearer, but now the Crown of Bones has surfaced.”


  “You guys seem to have a hard time holding on to really important, powerful weapons,” I remarked. Finnead gave me a sideways look. “Oh, come on. It’s a pattern, you have to admit.” I grinned as he rolled his eyes. “Look at you, an Unseelie Knight rolling his eyes at the Bearer of the Iron Sword. Not very gentlemanly, I don’t think.”


  Luca chuckled and Finnead smiled. I was glad that they played along with my humor. At this point, it was either laugh or break down sobbing, and I didn’t particularly want to become an emotional puddle next to the Darinwel. Fat lot of good that would do anyone.


  “Anyway,” I continued. “You didn’t answer my question. What do you think will happen to the sirens?”


  Finnead shrugged. “There’s a chance that they could continue on, and avoid the hold of the Shadow.”


  “They thought that joining Malravenar would be better than fighting him?”


  “You have not seen the Shadow firsthand.” Finnead’s lips hardened into that thin line again. A shudder ran through Luca.


  I grimaced as my boot slipped on a rock, tweaking my bad leg. After a few deep breaths, the wave of pain receded. “I don’t need to see him to know that I don’t want to join him.”


  “Not all creatures of Faeortalam are so clearly aligned with the Light and the Dark,” Finnead said. “There is Light and Dark in each of us.”


  I nodded. “I’ve heard that before. I know.” I thought of the sweet triumph of bringing Emery back and the victorious feeling of coaxing Finnead away from the gray cliffs. I was learning that there was a good deal more of Dark in me than I’d realized.


  “So you see, the sirens are creatures of the twilight, the time between night and day.”


  “The Unseelie Court is aligned with the night, and that doesn’t make you Dark.”


  “It was a closer matter than you might realize,” Finnead said softly after a long moment of silence. “Even now there are dissidents within the Queen’s Court.”


  “Like the Vaelanmavar?”


  “Like the Vaelanmavar,” agreed Finnead, his voice hard. “Though he was insidious, gaining the Queen’s confidence long ago and twisting his actions to her purposes. Even now I am not sure whether she will execute him for treason. She cannot be pleased that the fendhionne did not gain possession of the Iron Sword.”


  “Molly would have died if she’d become Bearer,” I said, with more force than I intended. “Not right away—she might have lived long enough to take the Sword into the Deadlands, which I suppose was the entire point.” I walked a little faster, welcoming the jabs of pain in my thigh. “Is Mab’s power really that weak, that she can’t abide the thought of someone else with the Sword?”


  Finnead looked as though he was going to correct me at my blasphemous questioning of the Unseelie Queen, but a slight expression of wonder passed over his face briefly. I raised my eyebrows at him.


  “How does it feel, being able to say what you really think?” I asked.


  “I…It is not something I have ever been able to do,” he said slowly. “The Queen’s power…it is ever-present in her subjects. From our blood-baptism, she is a constant presence.”


  “Blood-baptism?” I stared at him. “I thought the only blood-spell you were under was when she made you one of her Three.”


  “The blood-baptism,” he said slowly, as if he couldn’t believe his ability to pronounce each word, “is nothing quite so strong as becoming one of the Three. Every year on the winter solstice, the Queen places a drop of her blood in the Crystal Fountain. It’s really a spring, capped with a wondrous beautiful fountain crafted of crystal. It stands by the Dark Tree in the center of Darkhill, and every Unseelie child is baptized in its waters.”


  “So one drop of blood, once per year, in the spring,” I said. “And that gives her enough power over all her subjects to know if they speak treason?”


  Finnead nodded. “Yes.”


  “How much of her blood was used when she made you her Vaelanbrigh?” I remembered with a sudden lurch in my stomach the image of the skull-chalice that I’d seen in my vision.


  “Suffice it to say, a great deal more, mixed with wine and some other ingredients.”


  “You have to drink it?” I asked.


  “It is not so foreign of a concept,” Finnead said mildly, arching one eyebrow at me. “If I am not mistaken, you drink blood as well, in the places of your worship.”


  I opened my mouth to reply and then closed it. We did drink blood, even if it did have the bitter-sweet taste of wine. “Point taken. I guess I never thought of it quite like that.” I thought for a moment. “But in any case, if a drop of her blood in the springs gives her that window into everyone’s thoughts…what was it like to be one of her Three?”


  Finnead smiled thinly. “It was an honor to be chosen.”


  “Is the approved answer all you’re going to give me?”


  “Yes.” He wouldn’t look at me. “For now.”


  “For now,” I repeated, nodding.


  Luca halted so suddenly that I almost ran into him.


  “Luca? Luca, what’s wrong?”


  He didn’t answer, his pale blue eyes staring into the distance urgently. And then he broke into a run, weaving between the rocks, still holding my sword in his left hand.


  “Whoa,” I called as I increased my pace. I managed a jog, but it was nothing compared to his run. “Luca, hey, what’s wrong?” I looked at Finnead. “Go with him, I can’t keep pace.”


  Finnead shook his head. “I’m staying with you. The wolf-warrior can take care of himself.”


  I growled in frustration. “The last thing we need is for us to split up more!”


  “He’ll stop eventually,” Finnead said.


  “How do you know that?” I limped along as fast as I could.


  “Listen.”


  I obediently fell silent, listening as hard as I could, but all I could hear was the harshness of my own breathing and the scrabble of my boots against the rocks. Finnead, of course, walked with the silent grace of a cat. I could still barely see Luca, and then he disappeared around a bend in the river. “I don’t hear anything,” I said. Finnead smiled. I smacked his arm. “If you hear it, I’d appreciate being let in on the secret.” I clenched my teeth and forced my leg to keep moving. Lift the knees, I thought—I couldn’t count the times that my high school track coach had yelled that during a race. Running was all in lifting the knees.


  Finnead leapt lightly over a boulder. “You’ll hear it soon enough. He will stop soon.”


  We rounded the bend in the river and I saw Luca, standing stock-still and gazing up the gorge. And then I heard it, the sound threading through the air like a ribbon, rising and falling over the sound of the river. It was the howl of a wolf.


  


  Chapter 19


  As soon as we rounded the bend in the Darinwel, I saw two bright little comets appear over the edge of the gorge and rocket down toward us. I could hear Farin shrieking with joy before I could even see the outline of her body in the blazing glow.


  “She sounds like an incoming missile,” I commented dryly.


  “She’s just excited to see you,” Finnead replied with half a smile.


  Forin followed close behind his twin. They reached me before I caught up to Luca. Farin barely slowed her speed and ended up hugging my ear fiercely, still shrieking unintelligible words.


  “Hey,” I said. “Hey, it’s all right Farin, I’m fine, it’s all right.”


  She clung hard to my ear for a long moment and then lapsed into industrious silence. I felt her small hands running over the contours of my body. “Is that really necessary?” I said indignantly—she was clearly intent on a thorough examination.


  Forin bowed gravely to me. “Lady Vell charged my sister with the duty of cataloguing your injuries,” he explained.


  I sighed, and then noticed that Forin was fidgeting. “Yes, Forin?”


  “May I…may I give you a hug as well?” he asked, his small voice gruff with emotion.


  I smiled. “Yes, you may.” Forin hugged my ear as well, and then settled onto my shoulder. Farin reached my leg and gave a little cry of dismay as she inspected the blood-stained bandages. “A creature got his claws into me during the battle,” I explained wearily. I sat on a large rock and craned my neck, trying to see the top of the gorge. I could see the outline of a few figures at the top, and I thought I could pick out Beryk, but I wasn’t certain. “Are any of the others hurt?” I asked Forin.


  “The new wolf-warrior,” he replied.


  “Well, that’s no surprise.”


  “And the navigator, he had a long gash in his arm, but Lady Vell stitched it up.”


  “What about Rialla?”


  “The wolf that Lady Vell shot? She is very pleased that we rescued her warrior,” Forin replied. “She has not left his side.”


  “Beryk?”


  “A few sundry wounds from the battle by the cliffs but nothing serious.”


  I nodded. “So, does anyone have any ideas about how to get us out of this gorge?”


  “If we had three more of us, we could lift you out,” Forin said brightly. “Though I do not know about that one.” He motioned to Luca. “He might be too heavy for us.”


  “I hate to burst your bubble, Forin, but there’s only you and Farin.”


  “An unfortunate fact,” Forin agreed.


  “It is so very inconvenient that you do not have wings,” Farin commented, finishing her inspection. “I shall go report to Lady Vell.”


  “Oh, you’re reporting to her now?” I raised one eyebrow.


  “She took charge after you fell in the river,” Farin replied matter-of-factly.


  “Ask her if she has any rope that could reach this far.”


  Farin gave me a little salute and zoomed away. I studied the wall of the gorge. It was mostly craggy rock, with a few trees struggling out from a patch of soil here and there. I straightened. “Finnead.”


  The Vaelanbrigh looked over at me.


  “I know how to get us out,” I said. “We don’t need a rope that reaches all the way down.”


  “It is a very long way,” he agreed.


  “Look. See that tree there, and then the one above it, and the one above that? They’re spaced out evenly enough that we could use them as anchor points. Tie the rope to the lowest one, climb up to it, have Forin and Farin take the rope to the next highest tree.”


  “What if the trees don’t hold?” Finnead eyed the scraggly trees skeptically.


  “We could use rocks, but if the trees are anything like the ones at home, they have to have some pretty substantial roots to survive growing out of the side of a gorge like that.” I crossed my arms and walked toward Luca to survey the trees from a different angle. “And of course the last person will assume the most risk, because the trees might be loosened a bit by then, especially if anyone falls.”


  “I will climb last,” Finnead said immediately. “And Tess, you will climb first.”


  “I should climb last because I’m the heaviest,” Luca said.


  “Since we both agree that Tess should climb first, let us send her up and then discuss the matter further,” Finnead said coolly.


  “It’s amazing you both agree on something,” I commented.


  “A shared purpose helps to put aside differences,” the Sidhe replied, one hand touching the Brighbranr idly as he followed the route up the side of the cliff with his eyes.


  Forin and Farin reappeared over the side of the gorge, toting a coiled length of rope between them. “This is all the rope that we have,” Forin reported as they deposited the neatly coiled bundle into my waiting hands. “Lady Vell said that she does not think it will be long enough.”


  I eyed the distance to the first tree. “I’m a bad judge of distance, but it looks like forty, maybe fifty feet to the first tree.”


  “The distance between the third and fourth is the greatest,” Finnead said.


  I untied the neat bundle and arranged the coils at my feet, holding the loose end up to Forin. “I need you two to make sure that this rope will reach between each tree.”


  “I will tell Lady Vell of your plan!” Farin said excitedly. Her twin looped the offered end of the rope across his chest twice, arranging it so that it passed precisely between his wings; and he flew away, the rope uncoiling behind him. I gave him a thumbs-up when I saw that the rope would clearly reach from the riverbank to the first tree, and he zoomed on up the rocky cliffside, the rope snaking behind him. He paused at the second tree and surveyed the rope laid out behind him. The bitter end reached well past the first tree. He checked all the lengths, and as he passed the third tree I lost track of the silvery rope among the gray rocks, but Finnead and Luca still watched intently.


  “There’s not much to spare, between the third and fourth,” Luca said, mostly to himself.


  Finally Forin reached the top of the cliff, and disappeared over the edge, the length of rope looking like a mere thread dangling into space. There was a slight overhang at the very top that was going to be difficult to climb, but at least all I had was the Sword, in the way of gear to weigh me down.


  Farin carried the rope back down the cliffside, depositing the free end at my feet. The Glasidhe scout alighted on my shoulder, grasping a handful of hair gently for balance. “Lady Vell says that your plan is just as harebrained as usual,” she said into my ear.


  I chuckled. “Did she tell you to repeat that exactly?”


  “Yes. She also said that it will probably work, unless one of you falls and bashes your brains out on the—”


  “All right, Farin, I get the picture. I don’t think she told you to repeat that part verbatim.”


  “You’re grumpy,” Farin stated.


  “Well, I’m sorry if I’m grumpy after falling from the bridge into a freezing-cold river, battling some pretty nasty sirens—”


  “You saw sirens?” Farin squealed.


  “Ow. Farin, that’s my ear.” I winced at the Glasidhe’s high-pitched little shriek. “And yes, you were there, remember?”


  “We thought they were just merfolk,” Farin said in a hushed tone.


  “Oh. I didn’t know there were mermaids and sirens.”


  “They are two completely different creatures,” Farin explained in that same near-whisper. “They look alike, but I have never seen one or the other before.”


  “Not ever, in all your scouting?”


  “Not ever, in all my scouting,” she replied gravely. “Though perhaps I should have known from the rude way she tried to eat me.”


  “Perhaps,” I agreed. Forin flew down from the top of the cliff and gave me a little half-bow.


  “Lady Vell says that she will tie the rope to a boulder when it reaches her at the top, and to be careful,” he reported.


  I nodded. “All right then.” I turned to Luca. “I need you to tie the bandage on my leg tighter.”


  “I will fetch a fresh roll of bandages,” Forin said. “I assume you do not have anything dry after falling into the river,” he added.


  “That would be a correct assumption,” I replied. “We’re mostly just damp by this point, but some extra bandages would be appreciated.”


  “Sit.” Luca pointed to a rock.


  “This would be the perfect time to make some clever comment about how well-trained and obedient I am,” I said, making myself comfortable on the boulder.


  “From what I’ve seen, you have a bit of a stubborn streak, so I don’t know about obedient,” Luca murmured, kneeling by my leg. “I’m just going to add to what’s already here. No sense in unwrapping it and starting the bleeding again.”


  A roll of bandages soared overhead and Finnead caught it in one hand, tossing it to Luca.


  “Good catch!” said Forin exultantly.


  I hissed through my teeth as Luca began working. He wrapped my thigh quickly, drawing the bandages so tight that a wave of pain threatened to overwhelm me. But I forced it down and as he worked on the second fresh layer, the pain receded to an ache again. When he finished, I stood and experimentally put my weight on it. It hurt, no doubt about it, but with the added wrapping it was bearable.


  I might need your help if my leg gives out halfway up, I said silently to the Caedbranr. I felt its power stir and then a tingle as it sent a questing tendril down to my leg. I waited for a reply but instead a wash of coolness radiated from inside my thigh, as if my bones had been turned to ice. I closed my eyes and sighed at the relief of the hot ache of the claw-marks. The iciness intensified until it was almost painful in itself, and then it retreated. Luca made a sound of wonder. I opened my eyes and looked down. Patterns of frost painted crystalline whorls on the bandage, glimmering in the sunlight. I experimentally touched my thigh, and it was numb—so numb that I could put my entire weight on it without feeling anything at all. I raised myself onto my tip-toes, and then crouched down. Still nothing. I jumped, pushing myself into the air with all my strength, and felt only the slightest twinge.


  It will not last forever, so you should start climbing, the Caedbranr commented in my head.


  Thanks for not giving me frostbite, I thought back. Out loud, I said, “The Sword helped me out a bit.”


  Luca raised his eyebrows. “A bit?” He turned and looked at Finnead, who only shrugged slightly.


  “Let’s get this show on the road,” I said.


  We debated for a moment whether to tie a climber’s chair out of the rope, but Forin was adamant that there was not enough length to spare, and so I settled for tying a double-eight knot after running the rope through my belt. “Well, if my belt breaks, I’m screwed,” I said matter-of-factly.


  “It is good Sidhe leather. It will not break,” Finnead said.


  “Will you do the honors, please, Forin and Farin.” I turned and faced the imposing cliff wall, trying to ignore the nervousness jangling in the pit of my stomach like a hundred tiny bells. My fingertips tingled, anticipating the feel of the rock against my skin. The distance to the first tree was probably greater than the entire climbing wall from top to bottom at our college gymnasium. And I’d never climbed—really climbed—outdoors. I ran through the basics in my head but my thoughts were so jumbled that I shook my hands out, loose-wristed, like before a race, and started saying them out loud. “Keep your hips close to the wall. Try to keep three points of contact. Use your legs to push and your arms to stabilize.”


  “All set,” Farin reported.


  “Don’t look down,” Luca said to me.


  “Was that meant to be encouraging?” I said breathily with half a smile. “I recall you telling me that once before, and it didn’t turn out quite too well.”


  “We’re all here, aren’t we?” he pointed out. “That says to me that it turned out quite well indeed.”


  “Right.” I walked up to the cliff wall, tested the knot in the rope one more time, and looked for my first set of holds. “Get to the first tree,” I told myself.


  “Come on then, Tess-mortal,” Farin cajoled. “We haven’t got all day.”


  I smiled a little, even with my knees turning to water at the prospect of climbing up this damn cliff. I could always count on the Glasidhe to lighten the mood.


  “Tess,” said Finnead.


  I looked over my shoulder, met his steady sapphire eyes.


  “You will be fine,” he said firmly. “Now climb.”


  I nodded and turned back to the rock, and fit my hands into the first holds.


  It turned out that I remembered more about climbing than I thought I did, or that becoming the Bearer had imbued me with some uncanny cliff-scaling skills—or maybe both, because after a few shaky moments in the very beginning, I started to find a rhythm. Find a hold for the left foot, find a hold for the right hand, push up, switch sides and repeat. Before I knew it, I was level with the first tree. “Now for the tricky part,” I said to Forin.


  “Hold still,” he replied, industriously untying the rope from around the trunk of the first tree. I studied the rock in front of my face, marveling at the veins of rosy quartz running through the grayish white layers, acutely aware of just how tenuous my position was as Forin tied the rope around the second tree. The barest suggestion of an ache took hold in my leg, but I brushed it away easily and resumed climbing as soon as Forin finished anchoring the rope to the next tree.


  The wind picked up a bit as I pulled myself higher and higher, plucking at my sleeves and ruffling my hair. I kept my breathing steady and measured. My fingertips began to sting from the scrape of rock upon my skin, and I felt my shirt beginning to stick to the back of my neck as I began to sweat. I forced myself to focus only on the rock face within an arm’s-reach of me. As I tested a ledge with my toe, I felt it shift and barely managed to transfer my weight to my other foot before the rock crumbled, leaving me clinging to the cliff with two hands, balanced on my bad leg. The muscles in my wounded leg began to quiver. I glanced up quickly and saw that I was almost to the second anchor-point. Swinging my right leg up, I found a toe-hold almost level with my waist. I grimaced as my hamstring ached in protest of the deep stretch and looked for the next handhold that would let me stand up on my right leg, breathing deeply. I saw a little jutting shelf that would be a perfect handhold, but it was a few feet too high to reach. I would have to push myself up on my right leg and grab for the next handhold with my left hand at the same time. If I didn’t catch hold of the ledge, I would probably lose my balance and fall—and there was a good amount of rope played out, since I was almost to the second anchor point.


  “Forin,” I gritted out.


  “Yes, Lady Bearer?” He hovered near my shoulder.


  “Can you take out the slack in the rope, please? See if you can….loop it around the tree, or something.” My arms and legs were beginning to tire from being locked in the same position for so long. One of the keys to successful climbing was to keep moving, avoiding cramps and fatigue by staying dynamic. I felt a tug on the rope as Forin took out the slack.


  “It is done!” he reported to me from above me.


  “Thanks,” I said shortly. I took a deep breath, fixed my eyes on the hold for my left hand, crouched down just a bit and pushed off hard with my left leg, pulling with my right arm and extending my right leg at the same time. My body was launched up the side of the cliff and I reached up with my left hand, straining to catch hold of the ledge before my upward momentum slowed too much. As soon as my fingers brushed the ledge I grabbed it—and not a moment too soon, as gravity began pulling me back down. I let out the breath I hadn’t known I was holding and found a slight hold for my left toe—not enough to put much weight on, but enough to help me keep my balance as I found a higher hold for my right hand.


  I made it to the second anchor point without having to pull any more stunts. “Well done,” said Forin approvingly as he untied the rope from the tree. I was concentrating too hard on keeping my balance to do anything more than give a wordless noise of agreement.


  “More than halfway there,” Farin said in encouragement, patting my ear as she and her twin returned from tying the rope to the third tree. I glanced up and thought to myself that it still seemed like a long way up, and there was an overhang at the very top that was going to be an absolute bitch to climb.


  “You can do this,” I said to myself, and the Sword agreed, sending another little spark of cold to my leg. Gwyneth’s pendant heated slightly at my throat, as if to add its voice to my self-motivation.


  By the time I reached the third tree, my leg was aching fiercely, and sweat slid down my back as I craned my neck, trying to see the best place to attack the top of the cliff. It took Forin and Farin a long time to return from ferrying the rope up to Vell, leaving me clinging to the rock face, panting. If it took Finnead and Luca half as long as me to climb, one of them would be climbing in the dark, I thought to myself, watching the shadows creep across the rocks, striating the cliff in gray and black, punctuated by golden bars of sunlight. The rushing of the Darinwel was muted beneath the whistle of the wind. I shivered as the wind pushed my damp shirt against my skin.


  “Last stretch!” piped Farin.


  “Vell has the rope?” I asked, my voice hoarse.


  “Would we let you climb if she did not?” Farin replied indignantly.


  I chuckled. “It’s not as if I have a choice. Up or down, and I’m definitely not interested in the down option.”


  “Then go up!” said Farin, pushing at my ear as if to prod me upward.


  “Up and away,” I agreed, finding my next toe-hold. When I moved my hand, I noticed a slight red stain on the rock.


  “Your fingertips are bleeding,” Farin informed me.


  I tried unsuccessfully to shake an errant strand of hair out of my face with a flick of my chin. “Yes, I can see that.” Farin swooped in close to my cheek and tucked the sweat-damp strand behind my ear. “Thanks.”


  “Up, up, up!” Farin prodded my ear again.


  With a small smile, I obeyed the Glasidhe scout, steadily working my way up the cliff, encouraging myself with the thought that this was the last portion of the climb. Never mind my quivering muscles and the sweat sliding down the curve of my back and the rawness of my bleeding fingertips; at the top of this climb were Vell and Merrick and the new ulfdrengr Chael. And Luca’s wolf Kianryk. And the faster I climbed, the faster that Luca and Finnead would join us at the top. My forearms burned from clinging to the rock face by my fingers, and the strength in my left leg was beginning to be tenuous at best. I felt the rope tighten as Vell took out the slack, and the tension heartened me. If I fell, I would only crash against the rock face, not fall and then crash—closer to the consequences of falling while climbing indoors. It still wouldn’t be pretty and might earn me a serious injury, but there was less chance of, as Vell had so eloquently described it, bashing my brains out.


  “Come on then, almost there!” Farin’s small hands patted my shoulder, her touch light as a feather. When I paused to catch my breath, she busily massaged my tight calves, taking me by surprise; but I let her work on the muscles for a moment.


  “Thanks,” I breathed.


  “I cannot imagine what it would be like not to have wings,” Farin replied, as if that were explanation enough.


  Forin began helping me find hand-holds and foot-holds as I neared the top of the cliff. The rocks were becoming smaller and smoother, taxing my already-tired muscles.


  “Just to the left, there,” he directed me. “A little more—no, too far—” He took my wrist in two hands and directed my grasp. I found the little ledge and gritted my teeth, barely able to fit three fingertips onto it.


  “Is there a better one?” I panted.


  Forin industriously studied the surrounding rocks. “No.”


  I took a deep breath and pulled myself up. It felt as though my fingers were going to fall off. A lance of pain shot through my left leg and I faltered. Farin hovered anxiously.


  “Three or four more reaches, and you’re there!” Forin told me.


  I wanted to tell Vell to put more tension on the rope so that I could maybe lean back against it a little, but then I remembered I wasn’t wearing a harness, I just had the rope tied to my belt; and on top of that, the pressure of the rope against the rock at the edge of the cliff would undoubtedly weaken it for Luca and Finnead. Snapped belt or frayed rope—neither of those sounded like good results, so I clenched my jaw and let Forin help me with the next hand hold. I fought a sudden obscene urge to glance down the cliff face.


  “Now it is going to be harder,” Forin told me. I looked up and traced the gradual overhang of the cliff with my eyes. It wasn’t very severe, but it was enough that I knew it was going to be a challenge, especially at the end of the longest climb I’d ever completed in my entire short rock-climbing career. I eyed the angle of the rope, debating whether I could work some sort of reverse-rappel. If I pushed off from the cliff face and Vell pulled, I could probably be halfway up the remaining distance before I started my swing back toward the cliff face. There was no way I was going to make it free-climbing.


  “Is the rope rubbing against any rock on the edge?” I asked.


  “Dirt and grass,” Forin replied.


  I outlined the plan for him, talking as quickly as I was able. My legs shook and my arms ached. “The trick,” I finished, gulping in a breath, “is going to be the timing. Vell can’t start hauling on the rope until just after I’ve pushed off or else I’m probably going to hit the side of the cliff.”


  Forin shot up the side of the cliff and disappeared over the top. I eyed the overhang again. There was probably only twenty feet to the top of the cliff. My war-markings twinged with a spark of the Sword’s power. “I don’t suppose you can give me the power to levitate,” I muttered to it. Its amusement vibrated through my bones.


  “Lady Vell says she understands. I will give her the word. She is ready when you are,” Forin reported. “I will watch you from above.”


  I nodded. “Okay.” I looked up at the Glasidhe warrior. “Forin?”


  He turned back toward me, pausing in his upward flight. “Yes, Lady Bearer?”


  “Please don’t screw this up.”


  Forin saluted me gravely and positioned himself at the top of cliff. I took a deep breath and slowly put more and more of my weight onto the rope. My belt creaked but held, digging into my hips. “Count it out for me, Farin.”


  “One.”


  I clenched my jaw.


  “Two.”


  I bent my knees, crouching as close to the cliff as I could.


  “Three!”


  I pushed off the rocks as hard as I could and heard Forin shout to Vell. The rope jerked and pulled and I was rushing up past the overhang, still swinging away from the rock face. As I felt my momentum shift, I tucked my elbows into my ribs and used my forearms to protect my chest and face, reminiscent of a boxer protecting himself from his opponent’s strike. Vell stopped pulling on the rope at just the right moment. I landed on my good leg, the shock rippling up through my bones, just on the edge of pain, managing to keep my upper body from slamming against the rocks. Breathing hard, I found footholds and handholds and looked up. The face of the cliff was only a body’s-length above me. I pulled myself up toward it, and suddenly a face appeared over the edge.


  Vell extended her hand to me, her golden eyes dancing. “Come on then, my little cliff-climber,” she said.


  I hesitated.


  “Merrick’s holding my legs, if that’s what you’re worried about,” she informed me.


  I was too tired to grin but I reached up and took her hand. She pulled while I found another foothold and pushed. As soon as she could reach, she hooked her arms under mine and pulled me up in a sort of bear hug. I scrabbled up over the edge and rolled to one side, panting. I laid on the solid ground and stared up at the marbled-blue sky, chest heaving, not quite believing that I had climbed the cliff out of the gorge.


  “You made it!” crowed Farin delightedly. “That was most excellent!”


  “That was….most….terrifying,” I managed, barely able to speak as all my pent-up fear coursed through me. My bones felt as soft as butter and all my joints felt loose, like a marionette whose strings were cut. I felt something tugging at my belt and I raised my head enough to see Merrick busily untying the knot in the rope, his long fingers working industriously. He knew how to untie the tight knot, I noticed with interest, working it between his hands to “break the back” of the knot and feed one side through.


  “Forin thinks the sirens may be in pursuit,” Farin informed me.


  “What?” I sat up, barely missing knocking heads with Merrick. The Sidhe scout sat back and unthreaded the rope from my belt. Stars danced in my eyes. I blinked hastily and took a deep breath.


  “There is something moving beneath the water. Something big. Something fast,” Farin elaborated.


  I swore under my breath, scrambling to my knees. Vell tested the string on her bow as Merrick finished tying the rope to the tail end of one of her green-fletched arrows. The rest of the rope was coiled neatly on the ground. Forin and Farin disappeared over the edge of the cliff with the bitter end held between them to tie it to the first anchor point. I opened my mouth to tell them to hurry but then shut it again; Vell and Merrick moved with intense and practiced focus. My words weren’t going to spur them to any greater speed. Vell nocked the arrow to her bow and stepped to the edge of the cliff, gazing coolly down to the riverbank. She drew the arrow back in a smooth, practiced motion, the green fletching brushing her pale cheek, her golden eyes intent on her target. The arrow left her bow, arcing into the blue of the sky, the rope snaking out behind it like the tangible tail of a small slim comet.


  I stood, my legs shaking, and edged toward Vell. The plunging cliff looked almost harmless, tufts of grass and pebbles studding the ground until the very edge. Even then, it looked as though it could be just a steep hill, until I got close enough to glimpse the dizzying drop. A wave of vertigo washed over me and I shut my eyes tightly, taking a deep breath. I just climbed that. It made no sense to be afraid of it, when I’d conquered it with my own hands. I felt a tug on my belt and opened my eyes in surprise. Merrick stood beside me with a firm grip on my belt.


  “Forgive the liberty,” he said, a blush rising in his boyish cheeks, “but it just wouldn’t do to have you fall over the edge when you’ve just climbed up.”


  “The liberty is forgiven. Thanks.” A breathy laugh chased my words.


  “Can you see?”


  “Over the edge?” I swallowed hard. “Yes.”


  “No. I meant Luca and the Vaelanbrigh,” he said with a faint smile.


  I took a deep breath and edged forward, pebbles scraping against my boots. Merrick stayed right behind me. Not for the first time, I was grateful that I’d given him the chance to accompany us to the Seelie Court. Vell stood by the edge of the cliff, looking like a statue of Athena come to life, her bow in one hand. A tendril of dark hair escaped her intricate braid and framed her face as her golden eyes studied the river. Beryk padded to her side and she wound her fingers in his ruff without taking her gaze from the river. Then she tensed slightly, her grip on her bow tightening. A low growl emanated from the black wolf. “There,” she said.


  I followed the direction of her gaze and saw, very faintly, a thread of silver in the rushing river, traveling unnaturally against the current of the mighty Darinwel. Something large and strong, rushing through the water. Iciness flooded my stomach. “It’s the sirens.”


  “How many?” Vell asked, reaching over her shoulder for another arrow.


  “Two. There were three…but one drank my blood and agreed to let us go free. Her two sisters killed her, to break the blood promise.”


  “You let a siren drink your blood?” Merrick asked.


  “It was either that or…or choose between Finnead and Luca.” I cleared my throat, remembering the way that Finnead had looked at me while warning me about necromancy. “I couldn’t do that.”


  “So you used blood-magic.”


  “I suppose so,” I answered. I looked at Merrick over my shoulder. “I didn’t really have a choice.”


  “There’s always a choice,” he replied, raising his eyebrows slightly. “We could have chosen not to rescue Chael and Kianryk.”


  “And that would have made us little different than the monsters we are trying to fight,” I said firmly.


  “Both of you hush,” Vell ordered. She brought her bow up, arrow held against its length with two fingers as she flexed her right wrist in a few circles before nocking the arrow.


  A second silvery trail had appeared in the wake of the first. Both of the surviving sirens were rushing down the river. As I watched, one of them surfaced, her great silvery tail flashing as she leapt over the water.


  “There’s no way she can hit them from this far away,” Merrick murmured.


  “Says the navigator who has a magical map,” I replied.


  “Didn’t I tell both of you to hush?” growled Vell. She stepped to the very edge of the cliff, making my stomach clench, and drew the arrow back, its green fletching brushing her pale cheek. Gwyneth’s pendant stirred at my throat as a sharp cold wind suddenly gusted around us. Vell’s lips moved slightly as she whispered her Northern words, Beryk standing still as an obsidian statue by her side. She aimed the arrow, lean muscles flexing beneath her tunic, the bow singing sweetly as she released the green-fletched missile. A rush of wind followed the arrow, and then the air fell still again. I watched breathlessly as the arrow hurtled down into the gorge toward the river, straining my eyes as it became a splinter against the rushing waters of the Darinwel. Vell gazed down at the river and was finally rewarded by the faint echo of a furious shriek. “Like shooting fish in a barrel,” she said with a fierce glint in her eye. She turned to me. “Isn’t that the saying?”


  “Yes,” I managed. “There’s still the one though. And I don’t know…I don’t know whether an arrow would kill them.”


  “It will slow them down at the very least,” Vell replied grimly, nocking another arrow.


  “It might be best to save your arrows,” Merrick said.


  “For what? Another time when deadly sirens aren’t racing toward two of us?”


  “You can’t even be sure that your last one hit.”


  “It hit something, which is better than standing here doing nothing at all.” Vell’s golden eyes blazed. But she unslung her quiver and set her bow down, sliding to the edge of the cliff on her stomach.


  “Is it completely necessary to move like that so close to the edge?” I asked weakly. She gave me a withering look in reply and then peered down over the edge.


  “Luca is about halfway up,” she reported, and then her sharp eyes picked out the trail of the sirens. “It won’t be fast enough.”


  “Probably because I climbed so slowly,” I said disparagingly.


  “You climbed a cliff,” Merrick said, tugging on the back of my belt to get my attention. “I fail to see where it says that there’s a minimum speed requirement for that.”


  “When there are two giant blood-thirsty snake-women coming after you,” I replied.


  “Point taken. But Finnead has the Brighbranr—”


  “Those things nearly killed us,” I said hotly, voice breaking. “The three of us. That was with Luca and Finnead and me, all fighting them together. They’re both still hurt—” A wave of dizziness washed over me as my body reminded me of my own injury. Merrick quickly put his arm about my shoulder as I swayed slightly. I tried to shrug him off. “I’m fine.”


  “Tess,” said Vell firmly, sparing me a glance, “sit down before you fall down. Finnead is a Sidhe knight and Luca is an ulfdrengr. Sirens are deadly, but so are they.”


  I glared at Vell, helpless anger bubbling in my chest. “So we’re just going to stand here and wait for them to figure it out?”


  “What else would you have us do?” Vell demanded. Though she kept her gaze on me as she spoke, Beryk still looked at the distant river, his lips drawn back from his gleaming teeth in a snarl.


  I felt like growling myself. “I don’t know, but I hate—”


  “Being helpless?” she finished for me, her voice soft now. “Watching ones you care about in danger without being able to intervene?” She held my gaze with her own for a long moment and then turned back to the edge of the cliff. “Be grateful that at least Finnead and Luca can fight back.”


  The undercurrent of pain in Vell’s normally stoic voice stifled the argument ready on my tongue.


  “Sit,” Merrick said quietly to me.


  I shook my head. “I can’t. I’ll sit when they’re both safe.” Adrenaline from the climb still sped through my veins, making my muscles feel like live wires, quivering and electrified.


  “You’re shaking.”


  “From the climb,” I said in irritation.


  Merrick fell silent. I strained my eyes, trying to pick out again the silver thread through the water that marked the sirens’ trail. They traveled fast. Every heartbeat brought them closer to Finnead.


  “How far does Luca have to go?” I asked, my voice sounding far away to my own ears.


  “He’s almost to the last anchor point. Forin is untying the rope from the tree now….” Vell stiffened, eyes narrowing.


  “What?” I asked desperately, craning my neck. I couldn’t see down the cliff face without getting closer to the edge, but when I tried to edge forward, Merrick held me back with a firm arm about my shoulders. I scowled at him and he looked back at me calmly. “Vell!”


  A wolf howl split the air—very close, and definitely not Beryk. The black wolf pressed briefly against Vell’s leg and then turned, trotting past Merrick and me, disappearing into a small copse of trees just down the slope.


  “Kianryk and Chael?” I asked. “Shouldn’t someone be guarding them?”


  “I was. And then you were climbing the cliff,” replied Merrick simply.


  “I’m done climbing the cliff. Someone should be with them, after all they’ve been through.”


  “They’ve survived the worst and are in the hands of friends. There have been protective runes laid on the trees. They will be fine if they are without a sentinel for a few moments.”


  I looked at Merrick sharply. “Protective runes? Who laid those?”


  “I did,” said Merrick. His lips twitched with a smile. “Try not to look so shocked, my Bearer.”


  A small sound—of fear?—escaped Vell.


  “The sirens?” I asked. The Sword stirred on my back, seeming agitated.


  “Finnead is climbing without a rope. He slipped,” she replied in a tight voice.


  “What?” My voice cracked and I scrambled forward, my wounded leg buckling and Merrick holding me in place with that annoyingly slick Sidhe grace. “By the stars, Merrick, let me go,” I snapped, “or I’ll elbow you in your family jewels!”


  Our young navigator gave a long-suffering sigh. “Please don’t fall over the cliff.”


  “I’ll be sure to keep that in mind,” I growled.


  Luca’s wolf howled again, counterpoint to the ringing in my ears and the roaring of the river.


  “Go to them,” I told Merrick. Vell silently held out an arm to me. I tried to glare at her even though my stomach was trying to crawl up my throat as I limped toward the edge of the cliff.


  “Don’t be a complete idiot,” Vell admonished me. I gave a wordless sound of frustration and let her grip my forearm firmly. “Down to a knee, then.” By stretching out my wounded leg to the side, I lowered myself to my good knee, within arm’s reach of the edge. Vell took a knee next to me. “And now down all the way.” Breathing hard, I slithered to the edge on my belly and peered down into the gorge. One of the twins rocketed past me—I couldn’t tell whether it was Forin or Farin at the speed they were going—trailing the rope behind them. I stiffened, thinking that Vell needed to go tie the rope to the boulder.


  “I’m staying right here,” she said


  I peered down the rock face again and saw Luca, his golden hair shining like a beacon amid the gray rocks. Blood stained the bandage on his hand. But he wasn’t climbing.


  “Why isn’t he climbing?” My heart hammered in my chest, fingertips tingling at the memory of the rough rock against my skin. All I could see was the brightness of Luca’s hair and the whiteness of his hands, his powerful shoulders broad against the rock face. He was looking down the cliff.


  Down at Finnead.


  The Vaelanbrigh was harder to pick out. He was still near the base of the cliff, barely halfway to the first anchor point, and his dark hair blended with the shadows pooling by the river.


  “The sirens,” I whispered. The white thread was now a foaming streak, the water lashed with two great silver tails.


  “Stay absolutely still,” Vell said. She disappeared from my side. It wasn’t hard for me to follow her instructions. I didn’t think I could have moved if I tried, transfixed by the peril rushing toward Finnead.


  “Finnead isn’t climbing fast enough,” I said. “Something’s wrong!”


  “I know,” Vell replied grimly from above me, carefully selecting an arrow from her quiver. One of the twins barreled past my shoulder, momentarily blinding me with their aura. The climbing rope now stretched from the boulder past my right side and down the cliff. Luca was close enough that I could see his face when he looked up. His lips formed words but I couldn’t understand them. I didn’t need to understand them. I saw what he meant to do in his eyes and the set of his jaw. A green-fletched arrow arced down into the gorge, spearing into the churning mass where the silver tails flashed. One of the tails disappeared in a sudden sharp movement and Vell gave a little snarl of triumph. I clutched at a clump of the sparse dry grass as Luca held himself to the cliff by one hand—his wounded hand, at that, because he needed his good hand to grasp his dagger. In one swift motion he cut the rope around his waist, leaving the rope hanging limply just past the last anchor point.


  “What—?” I heard from Vell.


  “He’s going back down to help Finnead,” I said weakly, staring, afraid to take my eyes off either man, as if my gaze was what helped them cling to the cliff.


  “Gods save us from men and their stupidity,” growled Vell, but there was admiration and pride in her voice and she nocked another arrow to her bow with grim determination.


  “Gods save them,” I said, “from vengeful, furious sirens.”


  


  Chapter 20


  Wind plucked at my hair, unraveling its braid bit by bit as I leaned over the cliff, clutching dry grass in my hands, sharp pain radiating from my leg. Luca climbed swiftly down toward Finnead—so fast that I would call it reckless if my heart wasn’t in my throat, watching the silver trail of the sirens. Vell sent another green-fletched arrow whistling down into the water but the two tails flashed mockingly, drawing ever closer.


  Luca reached Finnead as the sirens carved through the water, now no more than a stone’s throw away from the two men. Fear for them both surged in my chest and a wordless sound escaped me. Vell’s next arrow hit the lead siren square in the tail, but after disappearing for a moment beneath the water the tail reappeared, smeared with green ichor and free of the arrow. I hissed through my teeth. I couldn’t see the expressions on the sirens’ faces as they surfaced, cutting through the water with arms outstretched hungrily, but I imagined the bloodlust in their eyes, their sharp pointed little teeth bared in anticipation of sweet flesh. Luca untied the length of rope from his waist and refastened it, creating a lead between him and Finnead. He started to climb again, with a speed that suggested he knew the peril they faced. Forin untied the rope from the last anchor point and brought it down the cliff again. He and Farin tied it to Finnead’s belt, and the two Glasidhe lent their strength to the Vealanbrigh as well, pulling upward, their auras brightening as their wings beat the air.


  Even with Luca’s help, Finnead struggled. His movements lacked their normal grace as he climbed stiffly. I saw Luca turn his head, glimpse the sirens, and he reached down, grabbing Finnead’s arm and hauling him bodily up the cliff. They were almost to the first anchor point. Forin and Farin spun in dizzying arcs around them.


  The first siren slid out of the water in a deadly silver streak. Luca pushed Finnead up ahead of him and then climbed faster than I’d seen anyone climb before. The siren reared up on her tail and clawed at Luca, missing him by mere inches as he pulled himself up past the first anchor point. The siren screamed in frustration and scrabbled at the cliff face, but her tail was too heavy for her to climb. Theles. It was Theles, because the other siren had strange tentacles where her hands should have been, dripping ichor down onto the gray rocks.


  Theles thrashed and screamed again, clawing at the rock, but Luca was above her reach. I felt a warm rush of triumph and dizzying relief, clenching my hands closed on tufts of grass and breathing deeply, willing myself to keep watching.


  Then Ligiea motioned with her sickening tentacles, and Theles picked up a boulder with no more effort than I would have hefted a tennis ball. My stomach turned to ice. “Vell,” I said warningly.


  “I’ve got her,” came the murmured reply.


  The arrow hit Theles in the shoulder just as she threw the boulder, the impact enough to spoil her aim. I stifled my cry of alarm with one hand as the boulder crashed into the cliff above Luca. The Northman swung to the side, holding on by one hand, the muscles in his arms standing out so that I could see them even from so far up. The boulder crashed down deafeningly, birthing a huge cloud of black dust. When the dark cloud cleared, blood obscured Luca’s face. Farin circled Luca, no doubt giving him her version of encouragement as Forin tied the rope attached to Finnead’s belt to the second anchor point. Luca climbed quickly enough to dispel any worry of serious injury, aiming for the anchor point. When he reached it, he paused and then cut the tether between him and the Vaelanbrigh. Another rock crashed up from below, followed by Theles’ furious strident scream. The next few rocks were smaller—not boulders, but still the size of my head. Theles hurled them with increasing accuracy. As Luca hauled on the rope to help Finnead climb, one of Theles’ missiles hurtled into him, smashing into his shoulder and slamming him into the side of the cliff. The sirens shrieked with manic joy as I gasped. Luca lost his hold—I dug my fingers into the dry earth at the edge of the cliff, breathless with fear. He reached, fingers seeking, and grabbed the rope as he fell. Finnead clung doggedly to the cliff, and after a moment Luca swung his arm back up to the rock face, his movement stiff. I let out the breath I hadn’t known I’d been holding as I watched the two men’s painfully slow progress up the cliff.


  “I can’t imagine how you watched me climb,” I commented to Vell.


  “I didn’t,” she replied simply, her golden eyes still intent on the forms of the sirens below. “Think I could hit the one without the hands in the eye?” she asked speculatively.


  The image of Ligiea’s hands on the ichor-stained white rock of the sirens’ cave turned my stomach. I swallowed the bile that rose to the back of my throat with difficulty. Rather than answer Vell, I watched Theles’ ineffectual rage as she hurled rocks that no longer even came close to reaching Finnead and Luca. Her shrieks echoed against the crashing of the river.


  “Almost to the last anchor point,” Farin reported to me.


  I nodded, not trusting my voice.


  “Merrick,” Vell called sharply. The young navigator emerged from the copse of trees, his face drawn. I wondered with a shiver what sight had made his eyes so grave.


  “We’ll get Finnead up here first, and then Luca.” Vell set down her bow and swung her quiver from her shoulder.


  “I’m not going to be much help,” I said truthfully, the ache in my leg rising again as I shifted.


  “I know,” replied Vell. Then she added, not unkindly, “I’m glad we found you three before the sun went down. I would not have wanted to spend the night in a siren’s lair.”


  “We almost didn’t have a choice.” I shuddered at the memory of Theles’ hands against my skin. Or rather, not so much the memory of her hands—she was a beautiful creature—but the memory of the glazed all-encompassing desire that her hands and her poisonous kiss had kindled within me.


  Merrick and Vell set up the rope for Finnead efficiently, having perfected their technique on my climb. Vell tied the rope around the boulder, and then they both gripped the rope, Vell in front of Merrick. On Forin’s command, they hauled on the rope, pulling it through their fingers at an inhuman speed. And again on Forin’s word, they stopped, and Merrick held the strain on the rope while Vell bellied up to the edge of the cliff.


  “Got him,” she announced, and Merrick let go of the rope to anchor Vell’s legs as she helped Finnead up over the edge of the cliff.


  “How do you manage to look graceful even when you’re climbing over the top of a cliff?” I asked indignantly.


  He gave a tired but game smile. “I am a knight of many skills, I suppose.” As Vell ushered him away from the cliff edge, a slight grimace crossed his face, like a minute ripple across a still pond. His hand twitched toward his side. Merrick’s quick fingers untied the rope at his waist, despite the tight-drawn knot; and then Vell and Merrick both turned their attention back to the cliff’s edge. Forin took the bitter end of the rope and dove over the side of the cliff, the rope arcing behind him. After a moment, the Glasidhe scout reappeared and signaled the Northwoman and our navigator. They hauled on the rope, taking in all the slack, and Merrick took the strain again. Shortly after Vell slid up to the edge of the cliff, her legs went rigid with effort.


  “Do you have him?” Merrick called, but as he listened for her reply the rope jerked in his hands. He instinctively dropped into a crouch, all the lithe muscles in his shoulders and arms standing out as he fought to keep the rope from sliding through his hands.


  Vell gave a short little cry and her body slid forward suddenly. Finnead leapt forward and a black streak hurtled past him. Beryk trapped Vell’s legs beneath his long black body, giving Finnead enough time to reach Vell before she slid over the side of the cliff. I slid toward them but Finnead said in a voice clipped with effort, “Help Merrick.”


  I stumbled to my feet, ignoring the flash of fierce pain in my thigh. I grabbed the rope behind Merrick and leaned back, balancing as much as I could on my good leg. We hauled on the rope and Vell pulled, and Finnead grabbed the huge Northman under the arms, heaving his unconscious form up over the side of the cliff. Merrick nodded to me and we both let the rope go slack. Merrick raked his fingers through his hair and took deep breaths. I scrambled over to where Vell and Finnead worked over Luca. By the time I hobbled over, Luca was stirring. Blood covered the side of his face. I didn’t want to think about his shoulder.


  “He hit the cliff when he swung back toward it,” Vell explained. She already had her healer’s kit open, wiping away the blood from Luca’s face with a clean cloth. He opened his eyes and immediately lashed out. Vell leapt back and Finnead pinned him down with lightning-fast speed.


  “Easy,” Finnead commanded, and then he said a Sidhe word that made the air tremble with power. Luca stilled.


  “He won’t like that you used one of your words of power on him,” Vell said balefully.


  “Would you rather I hit him in the head again to calm him down?” Finnead replied. He leaned down and said firmly to the Northman, “Rest easy, brother.”


  Vell raised an eyebrow and looked at me questioningly. I shook my head slightly, hoping she’d understand that I would tell her about our encounter with the sirens later. I didn’t want to shatter the tenuous peace that had settled over Luca. He said something hoarsely to Finnead, who shook his head and put a hand on Luca’s shoulder reassuringly. Vell knelt again next to the two men and added her own murmured words. She spoke in the North-tongue, and Luca immediately looked at her with an expression of longing on his blood-covered face, saying one word again. For a moment I didn’t understand, but then I heard the word he kept saying: “Kianryk.”


  Luca was asking for his wolf.


  “Come on then,” Vell said, standing. Finnead helped Luca to his feet. When the ulfdrengr swayed on his feet, he quickly found himself between Vell and Finnead, Finnead under his good shoulder and Vell with her arm wrapped around his waist. Merrick silently offered me his arm, and I took it, leaning on him tiredly as we limped our way toward the copse of trees. As we walked away from the cliff and the sound of the Darinwel faded behind us, relief rushed up within me. And then, immediately afterward, I felt a scathing wave of guilt.


  “Kavoryk is dead,” I said out loud, more because I needed to say the words than tell Merrick.


  “We know,” he replied quietly. We caught up to the other three, all of us stumbling along side-by-side like drunkards weaving their way home from the neighborhood bar.


  “What I wouldn’t give for a good shot of vodka,” I muttered, every aching muscle in my body protesting my continued movement. “Or vinaess,” I added.


  We reached the copse of trees. Graceful runes carved into the first trees glowed faintly with silver light. Goosebumps skittered in a wave over my skin as we passed the rune-trees and there was a slight sensation of something pulling on my skin, as though I was walking through a sheet of plastic that stretched and stretched and then finally broke. The Sword hummed softly. Merrick glanced at me. “What’s it saying?”


  “The Sword doesn’t particularly like being called ‘it,’” I replied.


  “My apologies,” Merrick replied with a slight smile.


  “The hum, though, is approval. Of the runes,” I clarified.


  Slight color came into Merrick’s cheeks.


  “Are you blushing?” I asked curiously.


  “I appreciate the…compliment,” Merrick replied awkwardly.


  “I didn’t know Sidhe could blush. I though your skin tone was pretty much the equivalent of marble, you know, all the time.”


  Vell turned her chuckle into a cough. Then we all sobered as we neared the center of the copse. Forin and Farin’s auras provided most of the illumination underneath the shadowy embrace of the trees. Beryk’s eyes gleamed. He sat silently next to a huge oak, watching over the two still forms carefully laid in hollows by the oak’s roots. Rialla lay curled around Chael, the silver patches in her fur gleaming in the scant light. I looked over at Luca. His face was a tight mask—Northerners were not quite as skilled at hiding their emotions as the Court-bred Sidhe.


  Merrick gripped my elbow lightly, holding me back as Vell helped Luca forward. He dropped to his knees next to his wolf. I couldn’t see Kianryk’s whole form, but it seemed to me that a Northern wolf should not be able to fit into so small a space. I looked at Merrick questioningly.


  “They’re both alive,” Merrick said quietly, “but it was a near thing.”


  I felt his body tighten with anger. “We got them, though. We saved them.”


  “Perhaps only to die among friends,” Merrick murmured.


  “Don’t say that,” I hissed.


  Merrick sighed. “Tess, sometimes you refuse to see the truth, especially when you don’t particularly like it.”


  “And sometimes you refuse to see hope, especially when something seems hopeless,” I replied rebelliously.


  Vell watched, Beryk standing sentinel by her side, as Luca murmured Northern words over his wolf, his large rough hands tenderly stroking Kianryk’s fur. An ache built in my throat at the gentleness in his movements, and the anguish written openly now across his face. Merrick pulled slightly at my arm, guiding me away from the sight of the ulfdrengr and the wolf.


  “It might be best to give them a bit of time,” he said softly.


  “I can…I should help them,” I said. A thick fog wrapped around my thoughts, exhaustion pressing down on every inch of me. A slight breeze rippled through the copse, pressing my still-wet clothes against me. I shivered, my skin damp with cooling sweat.


  “Vell is a skilled healer,” Merrick reminded me.


  “I know that.” I blinked, my movements sluggish, matching my words. Another, stronger shivering spell gripped me. Merrick steadied me. “Can we light a fire?” I asked through my chattering teeth, even though some small part of me thought that was a stupid question. “The runes...”


  “Runes against discovery. Runes of silence and concealment.” Merrick paused thoughtfully. “I’ll strengthen a few of them, to hide the smoke. But I think we can manage a fire.”


  “Should build it…near the ulfdrengrs. They need it…too.”


  “Vell and Luca will take care of their own,” Finnead said, emerging from the shadows with one of the packs in hand. He nodded at Merrick. “If you would like to start the fire, I will assist our Bearer.”


  Merrick handed me over to Finnead. The Vaelanbrigh’s touch was firm but gentle on my arm.


  “Why am I so…tired,” I wondered out loud. A spasm of shivering coursed through me.


  “It could be mild hypothermia from falling in the Darinwel. Or shock from your leg. Or exhaustion from climbing the cliff. Most likely a fortuitous combination of the three,” Finnead replied. “Here, let’s sit.” He guided me to the ground, supporting me while I arranged my wounded leg, stretching it straight in front of me so that I could sit without agony ripping through me. I still couldn’t help the small groan that escaped me.


  Finnead opened the pack and sorted through its contents deftly. I tried to keep my eyes open. Faintly I heard the sound of flint striking—or whatever tool the Sidhe used to light fires—and Merrick muttering a few curses under his breath as he tried to light the fire.


  “Here.” Finnead touched my shoulder, holding out a white shirt, blue tunic and black trousers.


  “You found my extra clothes,” I said in slow surprise. “I thought they were lost with…Kaleth.” My voice caught. I took a hitching breath and tried to push down the tears pressing behind my eyes. The sound of the black arrow slamming into Kaleth’s side echoed in my mind.


  “They’re not your clothes,” the Vaelanbrigh replied. “They’re an extra set from Vell.”


  My eyebrows furrowed. “Stealing….not good.”


  “I was going to give you the clothes to change into yourself, but that’s clearly not going to work,” Finnead said with a sigh.


  “S’ry,” I muttered. My chin fell forward. I was so sleepy. Still shivering, still pulsing in pain from my leg…but the tiredness overwhelmed me. My eyes drifted shut.


  “Tess,” Finnead said sharply, tapping my cheek. “Stay awake for a few moments more.”


  I opened my eyes. His face was very close to mine. “Your eyes are like the sea,” I murmured, gazing into them. They were so dark, almost black, in the fading light.


  Finnead gave another sigh. “All right. I’ll help you.”


  That shocked me awake. “What?” I squeaked. I cleared my throat, hugging myself as another shiver rippled through me. “You are not helping me change clothes. Get Vell.”


  “She’s busy with Chael and Kianryk,” he replied. “Would you have me call her away from them?”


  “No.”


  “You have to get out of those wet clothes,” he said, his voice even and smooth.


  “No,” I said again, clutching at my elbows.


  “Tess,” he sighed. “Stop being so stubborn. I’ve dressed many a wound and tended many a sick Knight. Not all my Knights have been men.”


  I vaguely remembered the story of Finnead riding into hopelessly overwhelming enemy forces to rescue a female Knight so she could die among her companions, and be buried with proper Sidhe honors. I couldn’t remember her name. I bit my lip. The sleepiness started to hover over me again. I couldn’t believe what I was about to say. “Fine,” I said, gritting my teeth. “But I’m going to punch you in the face if you look.”


  He gave me a measured glance. “You must think me a cad, to suggest such a thing.” In the dimness I couldn’t be sure but I thought I saw his eyes glimmer with repressed humor. He motioned for me to take off my shirt. I angled my torso away from him as best I could. He draped his cloak about my shoulders wordlessly, averting his eyes from the flash of bare flesh. I felt a furious blush rising to my cheeks and was grateful to the darkness. My arms felt so heavy. I didn’t know whether I’d be able to raise them to get the dry shirt on, so I settled the cloak about my shoulders more firmly for a moment.


  “You’ve acted like a cad,” I pointed out truthfully.


  Shrugging one shoulder elegantly as he smoothed the wrinkles from the white shirt, he replied, “I thought you would have surmised the reason for that long ago, my lady Bearer.”


  “Don’t be all formal with me, punk,” I muttered.


  “Punk,” Finnead repeated to himself with a small smile. Then he skillfully held up my shirt for me, holding it open at the hem and collar.


  “Like my mom used to do,” I commented, mostly to myself. “No peeking.”


  “None,” he agreed solemnly, his eyes closed.


  I winced as I slid my arms into the sleeves and tugged the shirt away from his grasp. The dry fabric felt heavenly against my skin. I tipped my head back sleepily. “Don’t think I can do…the pants right now…” I murmured.


  “Come then, at least the boots.”


  I felt a slight tug at my left foot and looked in surprise at Finnead, sliding off my boot with two hands. His knuckles brushed the strip of bare skin between my sodden socks and my shredded pants. I shivered again, but not from the cold.


  “Careful,” I whispered as he gently grasped the right boot. He drew it off with infinitesimal care, but even so I grimaced and bit back a whimper. I almost protested when he slid my wet socks off my feet, but the new dry ones felt so good that I relaxed back into the haze enfolding me.


  A steadily growing golden light danced over us, deepening the shadows. Through half-lidded eyes I saw that Merrick had successfully started a fire.


  “Come on then,” Finnead murmured, wrapping his cloak about me. I couldn’t control my limbs, so I let him bundle me up and lift me closer to the fire. He settled his back against the closest tree and arranged me so that my head leaned back against his shoulder, my bad leg still stretched out. I almost murmured a protest at the intimate position…but the strength of his arms as he drew me closer felt so good. So secure and safe. One of his graceful hands came up and tucked an errant strand of hair behind my ear. The fire warmed my legs. I shivered a few more times and then slowly stopped, relaxing back against Finnead.


  “Does this hurt your ribs?” My words sounded far away, drifting through the dusk.


  Finnead settled me closer against him in reply. “No.”


  “Don’t lie,” I told him, my eyes drifting shut. I turned my head, tucking myself against the curve of his shoulder and neck. I shivered, and not from the cold anymore. Finnead took a deep, deep breath and exhaled very carefully.


  “No,” he repeated in a whisper. “You’re not hurting me at all, Tess.”


  “But your ribs…” A yawn interrupted me.


  “I heal faster than your average Knight, remember?”


  “But you’re not…”


  Finnead cleared his throat. I stopped talking as I heard the soft footfalls behind us.


  “The runes are all reinforced,” I heard Merrick report to Finnead.


  “Well done,” Finnead replied. I felt his voice rumbling in his chest, even though he spoke quietly. It was oddly soothing. “Wake me for the second watch.”


  “No. You need to sleep.”


  I felt Finnead stiffen at Merrick’s contradiction of his orders.


  “No disrespect meant, Vaelanbrigh,” Merrick added softly. “That is to say, I know that you and the ulfdrengr and the lady Bearer endured much this day, and you deserve a night’s rest. Vell and I will keep watch.”


  “And us,” came Farin’s voice from above. “We shall sound the alert if any enemy approaches!”


  I smiled a little, my eyes still shut, at Farin’s enthusiasm.


  “And I thank you greatly for it,” replied Finnead. His voice sounded tired. I shifted against him to find a more comfortable position and he froze, holding carefully still until I settled and quieted. Then he breathed a small sigh and one of his hands stroked my hair with a feather-light touch. “Rest well, my lady Bearer,” he whispered, and I gave myself up to sleep as the twilight deepened into night around us.


  


  Chapter 21


  “You know, Liam,” I said, “I really wouldn’t have thought that I would be the knight in shining armor.”


  We sat by the pool at the house that we’d sold when I was in the fourth grade, soon after Dad died. The summer sun overhead warmed the concrete. I relaxed into the warmth of the dream, letting it wrap around me. It was nice to sit by the pool with my brother, even if it was a dream. Liam wore camouflage pants, rolled halfway up his shins, and one of his brown uniform shirts. The dark ink of a tattoo peeked out from underneath the sleeve of his t-shirt. I tilted my head and frowned slightly. Liam had gotten a tattoo of St. Michael on his right shoulder soon after graduating the Academy, but I didn’t remember the tattoo on his bicep. He leaned back on his hands, feet in the water. I watched the ripples spreading from around his ankles, and the pattern of light playing across the tile of the pool.


  “You’ve never given yourself enough credit, Tess,” my older brother replied, a smile lifting his lips. He leaned over and nudged me with his shoulder, like he’d done when we were kids at the dinner table. It had sent me into a fit of giggles every time when I was younger, for some strange reason, and the memory of it brought a smile to my lips now. “You’ve always been so tough and strong. You just never really realized it yourself.”


  I shook my head, tracing one toe through the water idly. “I wouldn’t have made it without you.”


  “That’s what big brothers are for,” he replied teasingly. Then he sobered. I could see our dad in some of his expressions. Maybe that was why Mom ignored us, because we reminded her of him.


  “You’d think she would have hugged us closer,” I murmured, blinking back the sting of tears behind my eyes.


  “A loss that deep twists people in strange ways.” Liam stared into the water. An expression I’d never seen before lingered on his face, equal parts guilt and grief and an attempt at stoicism.


  A bark rang out across the backyard, joyous and unbridled. I turned to look and saw Lila, our golden retriever. She’d been a Christmas present to both Liam and I when I was five, and I’d been heartbroken when we had to put her down my sophomore year of high school. And now she was as I remembered her in the best years, bounding across the backyard toward us. I smiled. Obviously after the harrowing events of the day, my subconscious was giving me my best memories, weaving them all into one blissful dream. Lila bounded over to us and greeted us exuberantly, jumping on first Liam and then me, whining and grinning, brown eyes warm and loving and trusting. I wove my fingers through her golden coat.


  “This is nice,” I said, Lila settling across both our laps, her tail sweeping across the pavement.


  “It is,” Liam agreed softly, stroking Lila’s head with his calloused fingers. There were scrapes across his knuckles that I didn’t remember. “I wish I was there, Tess. I wish I could figure out what happened to you.”


  A hot stone dropped into my stomach. “What?”


  He shook his head, rubbing Lila’s ears. I noticed, as though seeing it for the first time, a pinkish scar along his jaw, beneath the shadow of a three-day beard. And the tattoo wrapping around his bicep—I looked closer, and saw with clarity beyond dreaming, the script of a Latin phrase. Above the script, I could see the bottom of an image, just the edge of it, beneath his sleeve. Then I blinked. “What do you mean, you wish you could figure out what happened to me?” Was he talking about how I changed after Dad died, or going away to college?


  He sighed heavily and raked his fingers through his hair. Lila whined softly and pressed her head into his stomach. “I haven’t been able to say this out loud, but maybe it makes sense that I’d be able to say it to you.” He looked at me with pain in his green eyes. His eyes were our father’s, deep emerald green with golden flecks in them, framed by our mother’s long eyelashes. “I feel so guilty, Tess. I wasn’t there. I wasn’t able to do anything when he took you.”


  I sat up straighter, feeling a little sick. “What do you mean? I don’t understand.”


  “You were kidnapped, Tess.”


  My heart stopped. “This is a dream.” I grasped frantically for the undercurrent of the dream, the fabric that I could manipulate. I didn’t need to manufacture worries about Liam. I needed to change the tapestry of the dream.


  Liam smiled lopsidedly. “Sure. But it’s the first time I’ve seen you since Mom called me and told me that you were missing.”


  I couldn’t get ahold of the fabric of the dream. It felt like silk in my mind, slipping away from my grasp. “What’s going on? I don’t understand. What do you mean since Mom told you I was missing?”


  “It’s been four months and ten days,” he said, staring down into the water. “I managed to get some emergency leave, just a couple of days, but our op-tempo is so high right now that I had to get back to the guys pretty quick.”


  I felt like I couldn’t breathe. “Let me see your tattoo, Liam.”


  “Which one?” He smiled, but the smile was still tinged with sadness.


  In reply I reached out and pulled up his sleeve. It was a Spartan helmet, done in black-and-white, with the reflection of an American flag skillfully portrayed on the metal dome of the helmet. Beneath the helmet were the Latin words: “Illos quos amo deserviam.”


  “What does it mean?” I asked.


  “For those I love, I will sacrifice,” he replied.


  My lips were numb. “When did you get it?” The words were almost a whisper.


  “Right before we rotated out again.” He shifted. “I wanted to let it heal a bit before I showed it to you…but…” His lips pressed together into a thin line.


  The realization hit me like a hammer. Liam’s unit had gotten a short-notice call to gear up for a mission, as they often did, a few weeks before I’d traveled to Texas with Molly. I’d managed to send a few care packages in advance so they’d hopefully be waiting at the forward operating base when Liam’s unit arrived. But I’d only been able to talk to him in a few short phone calls where he’d assured me that he was fine, and they’d arrived in-theater all right. He hadn’t mentioned his new tattoo. I’d never seen it.


  I’d never seen it in real life, and I’d never even known about it. There was no way my subconscious could have pulled that detail from my head.


  “Oh, God,” I said weakly. Shock rippled through me, followed by a surge of pure unadulterated joy.


  “Is it that bad?” Liam twisted his head to look at his tattoo. “I thought it was really well done.”


  “No,” I said, swallowing against the lump in my throat, “it’s beautiful, it really is, Liam. But…okay. This is going to sound crazy, but you need to listen to me.”


  He smiled. “I’ve missed that about you. Your bossiness.”


  I swatted his arm. “Shut up. Listen to me. It’s me, Liam. You’re not dreaming. We’re not dreaming.” Another wave of joy surged through me. “We’re Walking.”


  “No, Bug, we’re sitting.” He shook his head fondly. Lila panted happily as he renewed his rubbing of her ears.


  “Okay,” I said. “Stay with me here. I’m going to try to explain. Lila…I don’t know, I think that part is a dream. Or something. I don’t know all the ins and outs yet. But you and I—” I poked him in the arm—“we are talking to each other. The real you. The real me.”


  He chuckled. “I didn’t know my subconscious was so stubborn.”


  “Liam. Listen to me.” I shifted Lila off me and stood, pacing by the pool in frustration. My feet left dark wet footprints on the warm cement. I faced Liam, hands on my hips. “How can I prove it to you? How can I prove it’s really me and not a dream?”


  He shook his head. “You know, Tess, I was really happy to just sit by the pool. To be able to see you. I’ve been so worried. Mom has too.”


  I made a noise of dismissal at that.


  “That was one of my mistakes, Tess. Letting you and Mom go on the way you did. I don’t think you remembered enough of what she was like before Dad died. She tried, she really did.”


  “She tried to push us away,” I said bitterly. “And then it got worse after you left.”


  His face fell.


  “Not that it was your fault,” I added quickly. “I would never have asked you to stay home or give up your dreams. Mom was proud of you, too, even if she didn’t approve of your service selection.”


  “Not my fault I’m competitive and an alpha male,” he replied with a smile. “This is more hands-on than being a pilot or anything else that I thought might have been cool.” He leaned back on his hands, not as agitated now. “It was the right choice.”


  Special Operations was dangerous, and I worried about Liam, but he was tough and resourceful and smart. “I know.” I resumed my pacing, and then stopped as an idea struck me. “I know. Ask me something. Ask me something you’ve wanted to know about me, or about something that happened, and I’ll tell you the answer. And then when you wake up you can verify it. It has to be something that you don’t know, that we’ve never talked about, and that you’ll be able to check when you wake up.” I thought for a moment, chewing absently at the inside of my lip.


  Liam chuckled again. “This is ridiculous, Tess. Just relax.”


  “Do I look the same to you?” I demanded. “Do I look the same as how you remember me?”


  He studied me. “No, but memories are never one hundred percent.”


  I was wearing the same long-sleeve white shirt that Finnead had helped me put on before I went to sleep. I shoved up the sleeve and thrust my right arm toward Liam. My war-markings shimmered softly in the sunlight, invisible in the shadows but gleaming where the sun touched my skin.


  “Whoa,” Liam said, sitting up straighter. “That’s some cool ink, Bug, but I wouldn’t have pegged you as a full-sleeve kind of girl.”


  “It’s not a tattoo,” I said.


  “Hm,” Liam said, taking my wrist and turning my arm back and forth to get a better view. “But that doesn’t prove anything. My subconscious can modify you, in a dream.” He grinned. “Hell, last night I dreamed about Angelina Jolie in a bikini. Or at least, she was in a bikini at the start of it. Like, Tomb Raider, Lara Croft Angie….”


  “Ugh. Gross.” I smacked him lightly. “I don’t need to hear about those kinds of dreams.” I lapsed into silence. “Okay. Here’s what you can do. You have email?”


  “Sometimes. At least once or twice a week.”


  “All right. I had a friend at school, her name’s Ingrid Samuelson. We volunteered at the pet shelter sometimes together on Saturdays. There was a puppy there, the last few times we went together, a black lab and German Shepherd mix named Oakley. I wanted to adopt her and even bought her a pink collar. Did you know that?”


  “No.” Liam had stopped petting Lila, and was watching me intently.


  “All right. Can you remember an email address?”


  Liam gave me a disparaging look. “Of course I can. Provided, of course, that I don’t forget this whole dream when I wake up.”


  I told him Ingrid’s email, and he repeated it back to me. “Email Ingrid. Ask her about the dog I wanted to adopt. That should be proof that this isn’t a dream, right?”


  He narrowed his eyes. “I must have heard about Oakley sometime. You must have mentioned it to me.”


  “Liam, stop being so thickheaded!” I glared at him in frustration, desperately needing him to understand. “I need you to believe me. I need you to understand that we’re not…we’re not exactly normal, you and I.”


  He grinned. “That’s an understatement.”


  I stamped my bare foot ineffectually. “No. I’m talking like…we could be characters from a Tolkien book not-exactly-normal.”


  “What do you mean?” he frowned.


  “Have you ever done something…or seen something…or known something…that you really can’t explain? Something you could have brushed off as really good instincts or a sixth sense or whatever, but…you still don’t understand?”


  He blew out a breath and rubbed a hand over his face. “I liked it better when this was a dream, Tess.”


  “So you believe me?” I asked hopefully.


  He ruffled Lila’s ears. “I mean, besides Lila being here, and us being at our old house…everything else seems so real. And it’s the first time I’ve talked to you since you’ve been gone.”


  “About that,” I said quickly. “I’m fine. I’m not…I wasn’t kidnapped, Liam. Molly was, sort of, and I went with her to protect her.”


  “Knight in shining armor,” he commented with a little half-grin.


  “Listen. I’m not…I’ll explain more if—when we see each other here again. But I’m fine. I’m more than fine, actually.” As I said it, I realized it was true. “For the first time in a long time, I’m more than fine. I’m somewhere I belong, and they need me.”


  Liam looked at me suspiciously. “You didn’t join a cult, did you?”


  I laughed. “No. But I’m pretty far away from home. I’ll explain more later. Just believe me when I say that I wasn’t kidnapped or murdered or any of the crazy things that I’m sure they’re saying.” For a moment my happiness at seeing my brother deflated. “God, Liam, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know that you were worried. I would have tried to do this sooner if I’d realized that time was still rolling back in the mortal…back at home.” I sat down again by the edge of the pool, sliding my feet into the water. Lila scrambled up from Liam’s lap, almost throwing herself in the pool in the process, and flopped across my legs, begging for a belly rub.


  Liam rubbed the back of his neck. “This is a lot to take in. I’ll still email Ingrid, when I get the chance. But…what you said makes sense. The part about being able to do things I shouldn’t, see things I can’t explain.” He shook his head. “You know they call me Lucky, right?” When I shook my head, he smiled. “Of course you didn’t. Not really a flattering nickname, sometimes, but it my case they mean that I really am lucky. Unexplainably so. It’s like I can sense things that the other guys can’t. Things that should be impossible to sense. Most of them, I can play off like I just saw a detail that everyone else missed, or I had a hunch. But…” He took a deep breath. “I haven’t told anyone this before, Bug.”


  “It’s okay. You know you can trust me.”


  “Sometimes…and I can’t really control when it happens, but I think it’s triggered by an increase in my heart rate or adrenaline or something…sometimes, I see the future.”


  I raised my eyebrows. “That’s pretty hefty.”


  “It’s not…it’s not like I have a crystal ball or anything.” He struggled to find the words to explain. “And the future…it isn’t a set thing, Tess. It’s more like this intricate braid, with all these strands, all these possibilities. When it happens, I can see a few of the strands at a time. I can see what’ll happen for a specific choice. Like a domino effect. So I can choose the right one. The one that’ll keep my guys safe and hopefully put one on the board for the home team.”


  “So it’s like…watching a film reel, with all the different scenes? Or like one of those Choose-Your-Own-Adventure books, except you get to flip ahead and see what happens with each of your choices.”


  He nudged me with his shoulder. “You’re the one who always did that, Bug.”


  I smiled. “True.” I rubbed Lila’s belly. She hung her head back and let her tongue loll out, wriggling in pleasure. “So you can’t control when it happens?”


  “No.”


  With my sleeve still rolled up to my elbow, my war-markings shimmered fluidly in the sunlight as I petted Lila. Liam’s eyes shifted to my arm again, considering. Thinking.


  “Not exactly normal,” he repeated softly.


  “Like characters in a Tolkein book not-exactly-normal,” I repeated again in agreement with a small smile.


  I motioned with my chin toward his face. “Where’d you get the scar?”


  He shook his head with a grin. “You don’t want to know.”


  My lips stretched into an answering smile. I traced my own scar on my left cheek with one finger. “We almost match.”


  His eyes sharpened with concern and he leaned forward, catching my chin in his hand before I could pull away. “That would’ve been a hell of a cut. What have you gotten yourself into, Tess?” An undercurrent of anger hardened his words.


  I cleared my throat and gently disengaged my chin from his grasp. “When I said ‘knight in shining armor,’ I kind of meant it literally.”


  “You did join a cult.” Liam narrowed his eyes. “A cult that performs at Renaissance fairs.”


  My surprised laugh rang out over the water of the pool. A quick look at Liam told me that he was joking. He’d always been great with deadpan humor. “If I was performing at a Renaissance fair, I must be a pretty bad performer to jack myself up this badly.”


  “Or you might have seriously pissed off one of the jesters. Or tavern wenches. They have tavern wenches at those, right?”


  I laughed again. “You are seriously deprived, aren’t you?”


  He shrugged. “Hey, spending your days with a bunch of sweaty dudes…I mean, we’re all, y’know, good looking…mostly…but they’re still dudes.”


  “I see.” I smiled at him. “Yeah, they have tavern wenches, but I haven’t been performing at Renaissance fairs, Liam. When I say I’m far away from home…it’s not like I can just catch a plane back.”


  He rubbed Lila’s velvet-soft ear between two fingers speculatively. And then he looked up at me and said, “You’re in another world, aren’t you?”


  I raised my eyebrows in surprise, opened my mouth, closed it, and then said, “Yes.” I smiled a little. “That was pretty quick. You went from thinking this was a dream to accepting that it’s me to putting together most of the pieces on your own.”


  My brother looked into the distance, his eyes pensive. “You don’t have to use a portal or whatever you used to get to another world. I know a thing or two about that.”


  “You’ve been to a lot of places. You’ve seen a lot of things. I understand.”


  “No. That’s the polite way of putting it. I don’t think you understand. But thank you for saying that.” It was a carefully rehearsed reply, masking the sudden pain that surfaced in Liam’s eyes.


  I touched his arm with two fingers. “I do understand.” He turned to look at me. I held his gaze. “I’ve changed. A lot. I’ve seen things and done things that I never thought I would…or at least didn’t think I would have to even consider for a few more years.”


  His gaze lingered on my scar for another moment. And then he nodded. “Maybe you do understand. And if you do…I wish you didn’t. You’re my little sister, Bug. I wish I was there to protect you.”


  “You are. Don’t worry. I remember everything you taught me. You’re the one who helped make me as tough as I am.” I tilted my head and smiled.


  “My lady Bearer?”


  I stiffened at the hoarse voice. Instantly Liam was on his feet, Lila bowled over onto the concrete. The dog shook herself and then looked at Liam and braced herself in her version of a guard-dog posture. I looked over my shoulder and saw, standing in the long green grass in the yard outside the pool fence, Murtagh.


  Water slid down my ankles as I slipped my feet from the pool and stood. A prickle of alarm traveled down my neck. “Of course I couldn’t spend some quality time with my brother,” I said under my breath.


  “You know him?” Liam asked tersely.


  As I stood next to my brother, I marveled for a quick second at Liam’s warrior physique: tall, broad shoulders, heavily muscled. He stood with his hands curled slightly by his sides, displaying a watchful stillness that marked him as always ready for a fight. Always be ready for a fight. And once that fight starts, you finish it. You finish it quickly and decisively with overwhelming violence of action. Liam had told me that my junior year of high school, after he’d come home for a few days during a break in training. By the end of that visit, my hook and power punch were ten times better…or at least, that’s what he told me. He fed me snippets of wisdom from beyond the veil of secrecy surrounding his training and operations.


  I shook myself free of the memory. “Yes. I know him.”


  “He doesn’t look good,” Liam said, only relaxing slightly.


  Striding toward Murtagh, I realized Liam was right. Deep circles cast shadows beneath the Unseelie Walker’s eyes. From a distance, his face looked skeletal. He held himself with the same cat-like grace, but there was a strange weariness about him that I couldn’t place. Liam kept pace with me as I unlatched the pool gate and walked across the yard, the grass cool beneath my wet bare feet.


  “You were hard to find, Lady Bearer,” Murtagh said. His once-luminous gray eyes watched me tiredly. They’d once reminded me of the moon.


  “Murtagh,” I said, “what’s happened to you?”


  He didn’t seem to hear me. “Lady Bearer. Please. You have to help.”


  “Help with what?”


  “Tess, who is this?” Liam said, standing close by my elbow.


  “Liam, this is Murtagh. He’s a Walker from the Unseelie Court.” I didn’t pause to see how Liam reacted to that introduction.


  Murtagh didn’t ask me about Liam. It was as if he didn’t see him. “Please. You have to help,” he repeated, his bloodless lips forming the words haggardly.


  “Murtagh, tell me what you mean.” I took another step forward, making my voice as encouraging and warm as possible. “Talk to me.”


  He took a shuddering breath and his eyes shifted from looking at me to looking through me. “I cannot hold out much longer, my lady.”


  I didn’t bother to correct his formality. “What do you mean? Did Mab find out that you hadn’t told her everything?”


  “No. But she…I fear she has gone mad, my lady. We all do. The death of the Vaelanbrigh…we did not know how desparate she had become. But now…she’s mad.”


  “What’s happened? What’s she doing?”


  “She’s draining us,” Murtagh said through bloodless lips. “And the Vaelanmavar…”


  My heart quickened. “What about the Vaelanmavar, Murtagh?” Gwyneth’s pendant heated at my throat. I felt Liam touch my elbow. “Murtagh?”


  The young Sidhe’s form was fading. A grimace of pain twisted his face. “They drew lots…we were told it was an honor…”


  “You have to take him back with you, Tess,” Liam said into my ear.


  I turned and looked at my brother in shock. “What did you say?”


  His eyes were focused on something I couldn’t see. “If you don’t take him back with you, he’ll die. Mab will kill him.”


  “I can’t…I can’t do that though,” I said. “We’re in the ether, we’re not in Faeortalam…I pulled my sword through when I was at the Saemhradall, but that’s the best I’ve done before.”


  “Well, you can do it,” Liam said with such certainty that I half believed it myself. He turned to me, and there was something like the Fae-spark in his eyes. “I just saw it, Tess. You can do it.”


  I thought of Chael and Kianryk, on the brink of death. Luca and Finnead, both sorely tested by our encounter with the sirens. And the distance to the Seelie Court, stretching before us. “We already have so much to deal with.”


  Liam took me firmly by the shoulders. “Are you saying you won’t save him because it will be an inconvenience?” There was a fierce anger now in his words, and this time it was directed at me. “I just saw what you can do, Tess. I just saw your power. I don’t know the whole story, but the part that I did see…you are the knight in shining armor, Bug. You have to be. That means protecting those that can’t protect themselves. You know that.”


  I met my brother’s eyes. “I know that because you taught it to me.” And then I turned back to Murtagh. “Murtagh, hold on. Do you hear me?”


  His voice was faint, but his form grew stronger. “Yes, Lady Bearer.”


  “Hold on.” Liam’s eyes went distant again. “You’re going to take him back in Walker-form, and you have to stay in your Walker-form too. Once you have him back to your camp, you need to go to his physical body as a Walker, and then…” He paused, brow creasing. “It looks like you’re possessing him or something.”


  “I need to merge with him and then bring his physical body back when I go back to my body,” I whispered. “Liam…how the hell…?”


  He smiled tightly. “I told you, Bug. Lucky.”


  I gave him a quick hug. “You always have the right answer.”


  “I try. Now you have to help Murtagh.”


  I nodded. “Promise me you’ll stay safe.”


  “I always do my best.”


  “And find your way back here, if you can,” I said, feeling a dull ache in my chest at the thought of leaving Liam again so soon after we’d discovered our mutual ability to Walk.


  “This is a lot to take in,” he said. “But I’ll try.”


  “Two days from now,” I said, “I’ll meet you here.” I memorized the feel of the ether, of this particular pocket that we’d molded into our childhood home. “Just remember how this place feels, and think about waking up in your dream. That’s the best I can describe it.” Another thought occurred to me. “You know how to get back?”


  “I’ll figure it out,” he reassured me. Then he leapt forward and caught Murtagh as the Unseelie Walker collapsed. “Looks like you’d better get going. He’s not in a good way.”


  I knelt down next to my brother and Murtagh. What little color he’d possessed had drained from Murtagh’s face. Even in his Walker form, he looked like a corpse. Liam laid him on the green grass with a tenderness that made my chest ache more. I couldn’t help myself. I threw my arms around my brother’s neck and he hugged me back. We stayed like that for a moment and then he gently pulled away.


  “You need to go,” he said.


  I nodded, swallowing hard. I wouldn’t cry in front of Liam. Not when he needed to understand that I was okay. “I know.” I cleared my throat. “I love you, Liam. Stay safe.”


  “Love you too, Bug. Give ‘em hell.” He smiled and ruffled my hair fondly. I made a face and ducked away from his hand. He laughed, and before the sound of his voice faded I steeled myself and gripped Murtagh’s arm, felt for the seam in the fabric of the ether, and threw us through it.


  


  Chapter 22


  I hurtled through the ether back into Faeortalam, keeping an iron grip on Murtagh. I couldn’t see him anymore, but I could feel him. He was heavy, like dragging a weight behind me. The trees suddenly whirled around us, firelight smearing across the maelstrom in a dizzying golden arc. I dug in my heels and the spinning slowed. My body drew me toward it like a magnet. Murtagh was alarmingly still and heavy. I used him as an achor, but even so, I slid toward my body inexorably.


  “No,” I gritted out. Gwyneth’s pendant flashed hot against my neck. Murtagh made a sound of pain. My vision cleared and I saw myself, sleeping peacefully against Finnead’s shoulder. Finnead, too, was deep in sleep, looking surprisingly young and vulnerable. The fire had died down before us to glowing, pulsing embers. My feet slipped through the fallen leaves as my body pulled me toward it. I dropped to my knees, still holding on to Murtagh. Finally, after a few moments of scrabbling against the forest floor, I felt the pull lessen, and then stop altogether. I supposed there was some sort of natural reaction for Walkers, when they came back from the ether; and now I had adjusted to Walking in Faeortalam again. I quickly turned to Murtagh and rolled him over onto his back. With both of us in Walker-form, I could touch him like we were substantial.


  “Murtagh?” I squeezed his arm.


  He opened his silvery eyes. “Where…?”


  “Never mind that for now,” I said quickly. “Please, you have to tell me. Where are you in Darkhill? I need to know.”


  “Why?” he whispered through bloodless lips. “I’m dying, Tess. Aren’t I?”


  “What in the gods’ name?” came Vell’s voice. She strode through the shadows, yanking a dagger out of its sheath at her hip.


  “Vell,” I said. “I’m going to bring Murtagh back. I need you to be ready.”


  “What?” Vell’s golden eyes gleamed in the darkness as she looked from me to Murtagh on the ground. For a moment I thought she was going to protest, and then she pressed her lips together and nodded, sheathing her dagger as she strode back toward Luca, Chael and the wolves.


  “Murtagh. Murtagh. Where are you?” I shook his arm.


  A slight smile stretched his lips. “Can’t save me, Tess. She owns me now. She’ll drain me dry. Like she killed the Vaelanbrigh.”


  I glanced over my shoulder at Finnead, sleeping peacefully. Murtagh followed my gaze and his eyes widened.


  “I saved him,” I said softly. “You need to tell me where you are so I can bring you back.”


  A shiver wracked his body. “In…your room.”


  “What?” I was sure I’d heard him wrong.


  “The room…you lived in…while you were at Darkhill.” He took a rattling breath. “Trying to find…something…anything.” With a supreme effort, he lifted his hand and gripped my sleeve. I saw on his sleeve a black armband. “Don’t…I’m already…dead. Near enough.”


  I shook my head. “No. I’m going to help you.” Fierce resolve flared in my chest. “Are there wards around Darkhill against Walkers?”


  He coughed, an ugly rattling sound. “More…against those…escaping.”


  Taking that as a no, I gripped Murtagh’s shoulder. “In my room, the one I used…I’ll be there.” I quickly visualized the room in Darkhill.


  “Vaelanbrigh…will kill me…if anything happens…to you.”


  I smiled a little. “Let me worry about Finnead.” I reached for my well of taebramh and made sure the Sword’s power was caged between my ribs, locked up tight so that hopefully Mab wouldn’t be able to sense me.


  “Hold on,” I told Murtagh. I stood, and gathered myself. Any logical person would point out that there were many, many holes in this plan—so many unknowns, so many things that could go awry. I didn’t know if there were wards around Darkhill. I didn’t know if Mab would know I was there…and she would certainly be furious. Murderously furious. So the endgame was getting in, and getting out, as fast as I could. I envisioned the room in Darkhill, felt for the seam in the ether, and slipped through, thinking of stealth and praying that Mab didn’t have the strength to put wards against Walkers trying to get into Darkhill.


  I slid through the ether without choosing to stay, getting used to the feeling of the in-between, sensing the paths that I could take that would lead me to places unknown, or pockets that I could mold as I pleased. Pockets like the blue rose garden, or my childhood home. I wondered if they slipped back out of existence once the Walkers were gone, or if they spun in the invisible cosmos of the ether like smooth encapsulated moons caught in the orbit of Faeortalam, bright bubbles of creation whirling unseen around the two worlds. Maybe it was some kind of heaven. Maybe the gray cliffs led to the ether, for ordinary folks. But then I thought of the blood-stained snarl of the Unseelie princess, and shuddered, pushing my musings away as I hurtled toward Darkhill.


  When I slipped out of the seam, a great crushing hand engulfed me, squeezing my Walker-form mercilessly. I fell gracelessly to my side. I gasped and choked, even though I was insubstantial and I supposed didn’t need to breathe…and as soon as I reminded myself of that, as soon as I brought my lack of a physical form to the front of my mind, my taebramh sparked and the hand loosened, enough for the spots to clear from my vision. I saw a shining mass of tentacles wrapped around me, and for a panicked moment I thought that I’d transported myself back to the sirens’ lair beneath the Darinwel. I heard voices. The tentacles—which were really ropes, I realized, animated ropes—shifted slightly, enough for me to free my head. I resisted the urge to blast the ropes with my power.


  “Secrecy and stealth,” I muttered to myself.


  The voices grew louder. I glimpsed three pairs of well-worn boots, and the tips of two shining weapons.


  “…should probably just stab it now,” one voice—a woman’s— urged. “Who knows what kind of sorcerer it is?”


  “To have the audacity to infiltrate Darkhill itself, the very heart of Mab’s kingdom…it must be a very strong sorcerer indeed,” a male voice agreed gravely.


  A slightly insane giggle bubbled up my throat at that. I laughed. I couldn’t help it. I knew I should have been thinking of a way to escape the enchanted ropes, but the whole setup struck me as incredibly funny somehow.


  “Wait a moment,” said a third voice—another man. An infinitely familiar and beloved voice. “Evil sorcerers don’t giggle.”


  The ropes fell away and I snorted in helpless laughter as I looked up at Ramel, Emery and Bren. Ramel and Emery had their swords pointed at me, and Bren held an arrow to her bow. They all wore expressions of priceless amazement. I sat up, my ribs aching from the torrent of laughter coursing through me. With an effort, I managed to take a deep breath and corral the urge to break into another peal of laughter. “I’m sorry,” I gasped. “The looks on your faces.”


  “Tess,” Ramel breathed. “By the gods.” He lowered his sword and stared at me in shock.


  Bren lowered her bow, stared at me for a moment more, and then blinked, breaking into a grin, rushing forward to give me a one-armed hug. I tweaked my Walker-form to have slight substance and hugged her back in surprise. The Sidhe weren’t ones for public displays of affection. “Wow. I get a hug,” I said. “I guess I really surprised you.”


  “Surprised us?” Bren repeated, drawing back from me. “We thought you were dead, Tess! When the Vaelanbrigh died…” She paused, a slight hitch in her words and a fleeting expression of deep sorrow crossing her face. Then she rallied. “When the Vaelanbrigh died,” she repeated gamely, “we thought that, most likely…the whole group of you had been killed. Or taken prisoner.”


  Ramel shook his head. “Only some of us thought that. I knew that Finnead would die before he let anything happen to you.” His characteristic smile lifted one side of his mouth. “And I was right.” He strode forward and enveloped me in a hug.


  “Two hugs. This is a record,” I commented. I grinned when Ramel mussed my hair, ducking away from him just as I had ducked away from Liam only a bare hour before. Emery watched soberly, his face Sidhe-smooth. I gave him a nod, and he inclined his head somberly in return. The Gray Cliffs had left their mark on him, no doubt about that.


  “The room is secure,” he told me seriously as he saw me begin to inspect my old lodgings.


  I glanced about the room, saw a slight form on the bed. “Murtagh,” I murmured, rushing forward.


  Bren and Ramel followed me.


  “We did what we could,” Bren explained hurriedly. “But the Queen…after losing the Vaelanbrigh so suddenly, her ability to maintain our defenses is weakening.”


  “How many others is she draining?” Murtagh’s physical form looked almost as bad as his Walker form. His face retained the ethereal beauty of the Sidhe, but with a skeletal edge. Death loomed over him, marking shadows around his eyes and in the hollows beneath his cheekbones. They’d covered him with thick blankets, but he still shivered.


  “Two,” Ramel answered grimly.


  I opened my mouth to ask whether it was anyone else I knew, and then closed it. I could only save Murtagh tonight. I was fairly certain that bringing him bodily with me back through the ether would drain my already depleted energy. Suddenly I noticed that Ramel and Bren both wore black armbands as well. Glancing over at Emery, I saw one on his arm as well. Ramel followed my gaze.


  “Mourning,” he said. “For Finnead.”


  I held Ramel’s eyes with my own. “You’re sure that no-one is listening?”


  “The walls themselves have ears in Darkhill, but we are sure that no Sidhe is eavesdropping,” he replied.


  “Finnead is alive.” I barely breathed sound into the words, and for a moment I thought Ramel hadn’t understood me, but then an incredulous joy filled his eyes in a flash, like a supernova—instant and overpowering, and then gone the next moment. I licked my lips, glanced at Murtagh, explaining quickly, “We were crossing the Darinwel. Mab was draining him. We fell into the river…he drowned, stopped breathing…his heart stopped, for a moment, and she let him go. So yes, he was dead, for a minute.”


  “But you brought him back,” Bren whispered. Uncertainty flickered across her face. “With necromancy?”


  “Don’t be silly,” Ramel admonished her before I could reply. “There are other ways to bring a drowned man back to life, and they are far from necromancy. All it takes is the skill to know what to do.”


  Bren’s face softened in relief. “Of course.”


  I swallowed and tried to ignore the small knot of guilt wriggling against my spine. “Are the Glasidhe all right?”


  “We’ve hidden them,” Ramel said. He glanced at the walls.


  “Don’t say where,” I replied hastily. Murtagh coughed, his body arching off the bed. His breath rasped in his throat.


  “Are you going to ask her, or should I?” Emery said in his cold smooth voice.


  Ramel tried to silence him with a look, but Emery kept his eyes on me.


  “Ask me what?”


  “To come back to Darkhill. To save us before it is too late.” His eyes bored into mine, the gray of silken souls and tattered ghosts. A humorless smile touched his mouth. “But then again, I told them that they did not understand the cost of taking you as their savior.” He ignored Ramel’s flinty stare.


  I clenched my jaw. “I can’t. I can’t come back. We’re across the bridge, in the Borderlands. I can’t risk putting the Sword in Mab’s power.”


  “Reinforcing Darkhill is not worth your time?” Emery’s eyes shifted. Something from beyond the Gray Cliffs stared out at me. A thrill of horror slipped down my back. I glanced at Ramel, trying to communicate my trepidation through my eyes. He gave the merest hint of a nod. I hoped that meant he understood that Emery wasn’t the Emery who had set out from Darkhill before the battle.


  “You should go,” Bren said. “Every moment you stay is putting you in more danger.”


  A chuckle escaped me. “Trust me,” I said drily, “this is one of the least dangerous things I’ve done lately.”


  Ramel raised one eyebrow at me. “So you’ve been a busy, busy Bearer.”


  I gave him a tight smile in answer and turned back to Murtagh. “About to be busier.” I took a deep breath. “I’m taking him with me. His Walker-form is already at our camp in the…at our camp,” I finished lamely.


  Bren shook her head. “It’s not possible, Tess.”


  But Ramel said nothing, giving me a considering look. “It seems that not much is impossible for our Bearer.”


  “I think it will only work with other Walkers,” I said. I looked at Ramel. “How are the gardens?”


  “Not doing particularly well, given the circumstances,” he replied.


  “I always loved walking in the rose bushes,” I continued, hoping he’d get my message as I busily stripped the blankets from Murtagh. A strangely sweet scent hung faintly around him, as though Mab had adopted a new perfume and it lingered about him, even as she ushered him into Death’s embrace.


  “The rose bushes are still thriving,” Ramel replied. “Never fear.”


  “Good. Glad to know there’s some beauty left here.” I looked at Bren and Ramel. “I’ll be back, if I can.”


  “No.” Both Ramel and Bren spoke forcefully at the same time.


  I raised my eyebrows.


  “You will not risk your life again coming here for us,” Bren said fiercely. She tugged at her black armband. “Those of us that wear this will find our own way.”


  I realized what she was saying. Those who mourned for Finnead were loyal to me. Those who wore the black armband were secretly declaring their allegiance to the Bearer. “Doesn’t she still feel your thoughts?” I whispered.


  “These are dark times,” replied Ramel, but he said it as though it was a good thing.


  “Take care of the Glasidhe, and stay safe.” I resisted the urge to give Ramel another hug.


  Ramel nodded. “Aye, my Bearer.” He sounded every inch a warrior taking orders from his captain. I drew my shoulders back, tried to look the part.


  “All right,” I whispered. I looked at my hands, turned them palm up and traced their contours with my eyes. And then I plunged them into Murtagh’s chest.


  I dove into his body. It felt wrong, and every shred of my Walker-form rebelled at being forced into a body not my own. His bones were like liquid fire, piercing me. I held the scream against my teeth, unleashed my taebramh, and threw us toward the seam in the ether.


  As heavy as Murtagh’s Walker-form had been, his body was a hundred times heavier. And then I stopped trying to drag him. I snapped my Walker-form into the place where his belonged, despite how wrong it felt, and then moved us. The sensation changed from that of weight dragging behind me to something like a heavy suit, ungainly and uncomfortable but easier to shift. The room dissolved around us, and we slid through the invisible boundary into the ether.


  I realized that Murtagh’s body couldn’t breathe as we traveled through the ether. It felt as though we were lumbering gracelessly, blundering through the fabric of heaven, rather than the slick speed of an insubstantial soul. I gritted my teeth and drove us forward. At the edge of my mind I noticed that the pain increased, the longer I stayed in his body. It felt as though his body were trying to devour my Walker-form, acid fangs tearing into me. I felt us drawing nearer to the forest, and then there was a sensation like a rubber band snapping within Murtagh’s head. For a moment I panicked, thinking he’d died—and then how would I escape? It was a selfish thought, but immediately relieved as we started traveling faster. I realized that we’d crossed the Darinwel. I’d broken Mab’s hold on Murtagh.


  As we neared the camp, Murtagh’s body seemed to pick up speed on its own. Something like an asteroid entering the atmosphere, I supposed. The close proximity of his Walker-form drew us closer and closer. I felt the seam approaching. I’d have to time this just right, exiting Murtagh’s body just as his Walker-form entered it. I wasn’t exactly sure what two Walkers in one body would do, but I didn’t want to find out. The pain intensified, his body’s efforts to reject me growing stronger as we approached his body and hurtled farther away from Mab.


  I felt his body suddenly jerk downward. Gravity. Ground fast approaching. I threw myself backward with all the force I could muster, unleashing my taebramh. The edges of my vision blurred with emerald fire, and then faded. I slammed back into my body and jerked in Finnead’s grasp, gasping, dragging in huge breaths of air as though I’d been drowning. My entire body hurt, throbbing threads of pain wrapped around every muscle. I bit back a groan.


  Vell leaned over Murtagh. She expertly applied her knuckles to the sensitive spot on his breastbone. I ignored Finnead’s sudden grip on my arm and scrambled forward, my limbs clumsy. Vell stiff-armed me away as I nearly fell atop the both of them. Instead I landed hard on my hip in the leaves, the sound of a sword being unsheathed ringing in my ears.


  Murtagh coughed and sucked in a breath and coughed again. Vell nodded in satisfaction and rolled him to his side, patting his back briskly. She’d stoked the fire while we were gone. Dancing flames painted our faces orange. Two pairs of lupine eyes gleamed in a pocket of shadow a good distance away. I pushed myself up into a sitting position, Vell rolled Murtagh onto his back, where he lay, blinking dazedly; and just behind me, Finnead said in a low, deadly voice, “In the name of the Dark Tree, someone had better explain what is going on before I skewer him.”


  I flexed my fingers. Soreness lingered in my joints, but it didn’t seem as though Murtagh’s body had inflicted any lasting damage. I pushed myself to my feet, wavered and then steadied. “I brought him back.”


  “From…?” Finnead didn’t lower his sword.


  “Darkhill,” I replied simply.


  Finnead turned his head and his night-dark eyes bored into me. I shifted and then stopped, raising my chin. “You did…what?” he said slowly, his voice even lower.


  “I brought him back,” I repeated, enunciating each word very clearly, “from Darkhill.”


  Finnead’s face tightened. He turned and disappeared into the shadows, sword gleaming as he sheathed it in a silently savage motion. I turned, and then thought better of it.


  “Let him go,” Vell said, helping Murtagh sit up.


  “Why is it that no matter what I do, he’s angry?” I murmured tiredly, rubbing my temples with the tips of my fingers.


  Vell didn’t answer me, rifling through her healer’s bag industriously and adding pinches of herbs to an earthen mug. She kept on hand firmly on Murtagh’s back, helping him stay upright as she poured steaming water from a little teapot into the mug. Leaves rustled beneath her knees as she shifted, wrapping an arm around Murtagh’s shoulders and lifting the mug to his lips. A liquid shadow detached itself from the night, resolving into Beryk. The black wolf paced sinuously around the fire, the flames painting his midnight-dark fur with red and gold. He padded behind me and leaned his shoulder into me, and I gratefully wrapped an arm around his neck, twining my fingers in his silky fur. He watched with his eerily intelligent eyes as Vell ran her hands expertly over Murtagh’s body, checking for other injuries with a businesslike air even as Murtagh made a small sound of indignation. Vell silenced Murtagh with a look.


  I leaned back into Beryk’s solid warmth. My bones ached, echoing with traces of the liquid fire that had tried to devour me while I’d inhabited Murtagh’s body. I tilted my head and marveled at the change that had already swept over Murtagh’s face in the mere moments since I’d broken Mab’s hold on him. Even in the firelight I could see the color returning to his face—or rather, his face returning to the pale marble smoothness of the Sidhe from the greyish pallor of looming death. Beryk made a sound low in his throat that reminded me of Lila, the way she’d curled up around me when I’d fallen from my bike and skinned my knee. The black wolf pressed his huge head against my neck and I reached one hand up, rubbing behind his ears. He panted happily, pink tongue lolling over his gleaming white teeth. His golden eyes closed in contentment. Despite my aching body, I smiled.


  “So, my not-so-invisible Walker, you’ve come to join our merry little band,” Vell said, sitting back on her heels and watching Murtagh in the firelight. “Not too much the worse for wear, now that the Winter-witch’s grip on you is broken.”


  “Don’t call her that,” Murtagh said instantly, his voice hoarse but strong.


  Vell gave a little disbelieving huff, shaking her head. “She tried to use you as her own personal power source, and you still bend the knee to her.”


  “Last I checked I’m laying down,” Murtagh replied, lifting one eyebrow. He grimaced as his voice cracked.


  “Hmph,” Vell grunted, unimpressed by Murtagh’s wit.


  Murtagh raised his chin, his eyes traveling across the latticework of branches and night sky arching over us. “Where are we?”


  Vell glanced at me before answering him. She stood and walked around the fire, her boot-steps barely audible. “Don’t worry about that for now.”


  The Unseelie Walker pushed himself into a sitting position with liquid grace. Vell turned and faced him, planting hands on her hips. “Did I tell you that you could move?”


  Murtagh paused. His gaze flickered to me and then back to Vell. A hint of uncertainty entered his voice as he replied, “No.”


  “Then be a good court-bred and stay put.” Vell coupled her authoritative words with a glare. Murtagh, with an expression of disbelief and slight confusion on his face—as though he couldn’t really believe that he was obeying this strange Northwoman—slowly lowered himself back down onto his elbows. He glanced at Vell. She raised her eyebrows and pointed down. With a sigh Murtagh laid all the way down again, crossing his arms over his chest with a slight air of petulance. I stifled my smile. Beryk shifted behind me and laid down as well, as though in solidarity with Murtagh. He rested his chin on his paws. I slid down too, laying on my side with my head resting on Beryk’s side. I listened to the deep steady thump of the black wolf’s heart. His breaths moved my head up and down, but not in an unsettling way. The movement soothed me. I thought groggily that I should tell Merrick and Finnead what I’d learned, that I should introduce Luca to Murtagh and check on Rialla and Chael and Kianryk. But my body settled easily into exhausted sleep, and I thought gratefully that this would be a sleep so deep that my Walker-form would be hard pressed to travel for the rest of the night.


  


  Chapter 23


  A delicious scent drew me from my deep sleep, tantalizing my growling stomach and making my mouth water. I blinked and stretched, wincing at the pull of sore muscles and the sharp cutting pain of the claw wounds in my thigh. Sunlight filtered through the latticework of branches overhead, and by its golden hue I could tell it was already midmorning. A prickle of panic needled my spine—why hadn’t anyone woken me? Why weren’t we on the trail again, pressing toward the Seelie Court? I rubbed the heel of my hand across my eyes and tried to shake some of the weariness lingering in my limbs.


  “Tess-mortal! You are awake!” piped a voice close to my ear. Farin zipped around to face me, her aura as bright and chipper as her voice.


  “Why didn’t anyone wake me?” I asked, my voice gravelly. I swallowed and frowned.


  “You needed sleep,” she replied sagely. “River swimming and siren battling and cliff climbing tire even the most robust warrior.”


  “Ah.” I nodded. It was true, we’d packed about a month’s worth of action into two days. Had it really been only two days? Had we awoken yesterday morning and set off for the cliff, Finnead, Merrick, Vell, Kavoryk and I? A sharp pang of grief pierced my chest when I thought of Kavoryk. With the film of numb tiredness gone, the reality of his death fully dawned on me. I had known him for such a short time, and yet he had pledged his life to me. And given it, without second thought.


  “You slept a whole day!” Farin informed me, bringing me out of my sad reverie. I pushed down the grief adeptly, a honed skill that returned to me easily.


  “What?” I threw off the sleeping-skin and hunted for my boots. “What do you mean, I slept for a whole day?”


  “Exactly that. You slept, after bringing the Walker back, and then kept sleeping. Lady Vell thought it best not to wake you, and the new wolf and wolf-warrior slept as well.”


  I pulled on my boots and looked about the small camp. The fire closest to me had burned down to embers, and a second fire snapped and crackled a short distance away. Merrick tended a spit over the fire, turning what looked to be several rabbits and a small deer. Another wave of the mouth-watering aroma enveloped me. I brushed at the wrinkles in my shirt, gave up with a shrug and decided to try my hand at standing. My sore muscles protested and I couldn’t walk without a stiff limp, courtesy of my wounded leg, but I hobbled my way toward Merrick nonetheless. He glanced up from tending the meat.


  “Good morn, Lady Bearer,” he said, with an impish gleam in his eyes. He sketched a half bow as he turned the spit.


  I shook my head. “Stuck with roasting duty again, I see.”


  “Only because Vell says Murtagh should have another day to rest from his…transport…here,” Merrick replied quickly. “Because you know, he’s the newest member of the group now.”


  “So he’ll have roasting duty once he’s well,” I finished with a grin.


  Merrick nodded, one side of his mouth lifting in an answering smile.


  “Well, fair’s fair,” I said. “Where is everyone?”


  “Beryk and Vell are out hunting. Or rather, hunting more,” Merrick clarified. “Luca is over there, with Chael and the two wolves. Finnead is….”


  “Brooding?” I asked drily, half in jest and half seriously. Merrick shrugged slightly.


  “We have all taken turns reinforcing the runes about the camp,” the young navigator continued. “And we had a watch as well, though it seems nothing occupies these woods.”


  “Except some game that makes for good hunting.”


  I turned at the sound of Vell’s voice. She strode purposefully into camp, the carcass of a small deer slung about her shoulders. Beryk materialized next to her, somehow managing to slide through the shadows despite the bright morning sunlight filtering through the green branches overhead.


  “Well, it looks as though we’ll eat well today,” I replied, my mind strangely slow to provide words. My limbs still felt heavy, and I tried to stretch some of the weight out of them.


  “Sleeping for two days will leave you a bit stiff,” Vell commented, lifting the deer from her shoulders with a deft motion and little effort. She picked up a carved wooden bowl and held it beneath the deer’s throat, catching the blood that spilled out when she slit its skin. I watched as she caught the ruby-red steaming liquid, and to my slight surprise my stomach didn’t turn at all. I was turning into a proper hunter, I thought to myself with a sort of grim pride. Without looking up, Vell explained, “Blood is better than water, for those that are recovering from wounds or illness and need something like a meal but aren’t ready to eat yet.”


  “That makes sense.” I nodded, storing the information in the back of my mind. “How are they doing?”


  “Much better, now that they are with their man and their wolf. Chael might lose an eye, but Rialla will see for him well enough.”


  “When do you think they’ll be ready to move?” I loathed myself even as I asked the question. But Vell smiled a little and nodded at me.


  “You’re learning,” she said.


  “Learning what?”


  “How to be the pack-leader. How to keep pressing forward, driving your weakest along with the pack.”


  “You make it sound so brutal.” Her description left a foul taste in my mouth.


  “Life is brutal, Tess. War makes it even more so.” Vell took the steaming bowl of blood in both her hands and stood. “They will be ready by this afternoon.”


  I nodded. “See to it that they are.” The words left my mouth before I realized I had even thought them, and I started a little at the cold efficiency in my voice. Vell’s smile grew a little wider and she bowed her head slightly in acknowledgement, steam from the bowl of blood wafting up into her face and twisting ethereally before her golden gaze. Then she turned and slid through the shadows, her footsteps silent like the hunter that she was.


  Before I could turn back to Merrick, I caught another movement among the trees out of the corner of my eye. My wounded leg twinged in protest as I automatically lowered into a watchful crouch, my hands ready to unsheathe a blade quicker than thought. I scanned the tall pale trunks of the trees again, and the flicker of movement resolved into Finnead, gliding unconcernedly toward camp with his graceful stride. His eyes slid over me, evidencing no surprise, his painfully handsome face blank as a canvas as his gaze settled on Merrick. Damn him; why was he so hard for me to read? I wanted to growl in frustration, both at how much it irked me that I felt as though I were staring at an inscription written in Arabic when it came to deciphering his moods—and at how much emotion he elicited from me, even in my annoyance. I remembered his hard anger at me, the clipped tone of his voice when he spoke to me after I’d brought Murtagh back, saving him from certain death at Mab’s hands. Undeserved anger, surely.


  “The runes are holding well, Navigator,” Finnead said as he approached the fire.


  His voice kindled a wave of heat that washed over me and settled low in my body, burning near my navel; and my irritation rose as well. I raised my chin and took a deep, slow breath.


  “My thanks for inspecting them,” said Merrick with a nod of his head. He stood and checked the meat on the spit. “Done.”


  With as little effort as I would lift a small stick, Merrick casually moved the spit with the deer and rabbits to a stand fashioned from two forked branches. I was reminded yet again how incredibly different the Sidhe were from ordinary people. Then a slight breeze shifted the leaves of the canopy overhead, and my war-markings glimmered emerald in the golden lattice of sun. “Point taken,” I murmured, and the Sword stirred in its spot just below my breastbone, curling up again contentedly like a lion basking in the sun. Looking up, I cleared my throat. “Good morning to you, too, Finnead,” I said lightly.


  He didn’t take his eyes from the rabbit he was butchering with small precise slices of his bright shining dagger. “So we are back to merely observing the courtesies of the day?”


  I frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  He gave an elegant little half-shrug with one shoulder, inspecting his dagger. “Exactly what I said.”


  “I’m trying to be polite,” I said, an undertone of defensiveness entering my tone no matter how I tried to squash it.


  Finnead half-turned, keeping his head lowered, his eyes in shadow. I resisted the urge to clench my fists, instead trying to unclench lower parts of me as my subconscious imagined, without my consent, where his gaze traveled. “That’s just it, Tess.” He turned to fully face me. “You’re trying to be polite.”


  I was at a loss, genuinely confused now. “I don’t understand how that’s a bad thing. I was only trying to…” My words faded as he advanced on me, closing the distance in three long, lithe strides. He was suddenly only an arm’s length away, the space between us electrified with some strange combination of anger and desire. He gazed down at me through his coal-dark lashes with those soul-baring eyes.


  “You are trying to keep up with the steps of a dance you do not understand,” he said in a quieter voice.


  “Let’s dispense with pretty metaphors, shall we?” I looked up at him, proud of the steadiness of my voice and hoping he couldn’t see the trembling of my hands. “The thing that I don’t understand, Finnead, is you.”


  A flicker of emotion crossed his face. I couldn’t tell whether it was uncertainty, or amusement, or irritation, and I pushed down my own annoyance. I’d gotten some sort of response from him.


  I shook my head slightly. “It seems like no matter what I do, it’s wrong. You were angry at me for saving your life, and then again for saving Murtagh.” The words started to come in a rush, tumbling over one another in my mind. “One moment you’re holding me by the fire, tending my wounds and lulling me to sleep, and the next you won’t even look at me.” I felt my whole body vibrating. “Do you still want to play this game, Finnead? That you don’t feel for me what I feel for you? Are we doomed to repeat this over and over, because quite frankly I’m tired of it and I’d like a straight answer, if you’d be so kind.”


  Finnead’s eyes widened slightly at that, and I realized in female satisfaction that he looked very much like a boy confronted with his first true taste of womanly fury.


  Merrick cleared his throat. I started and looked at him in amazement. He stood by the roasted meat, as awkward as I’d ever seen any Sidhe look. “I’m…going to go…check on…” He stumbled over his words, cleared his throat again, and finished gamely with, “Enjoy the deer!” And with a somewhat awed glance at me and what I guessed was an encouraging nod to Finnead, he hastily abandoned his post.


  “All the grace of the Sidhe, and you couldn’t have just made a silent exit!” I yelled after him in exasperation, cheeks burning. My leg twinged sharply and I grimaced, done with playing the part of emotionless, untouchable statue. I sighed in frustration and looked back up at Finnead. He stood motionless, his eyes following my every movement. “Say something?” It almost came out as a whisper, between the pain in my leg and the pain growing in my heart.


  “What…what is it, exactly, that you feel for me?” His voice matched my own, and as he spoke I felt more than saw his graceful hands encircle my waist. I felt the sword-callouses on his palms through the thin cloth of my shirt. He leaned closer, and I dared to raise one hand, tracing the hard contour of his flat muscled stomach, brushing across the hard plane of his chest, resting my fingertips on the firm muscle of his shoulder. I touched the place on his white neck where I saw his heart jumping, feeling his blood beat against my skin.


  “Tess,” he whispered.


  I’d forgotten that he had asked me a question. And boldly, I traced the full curve of his lower lip with my thumb, as I’d wanted so badly to do since the first moment I’d seen him leaning insolently against the kitchen counter at the Jacksons’ cabin in Texas. I savored the shudder in his warm breath and the strange light in his eyes. The Sword thrummed softly—not distracting, just adding to the lovely warmth building inside me, an undertone of strength that gave me the courage to look up into Finnead’s eyes and say one word:


  “Love.”


  And even as a whirlwind of doubt and fear consumed me, it all fell away as he closed the distance between us. His lips meeting mine felt like the only right thing in the world—the only thing that mattered, the only thing truly real. The golden warmth within me swelled to a fire, and I twisted my fingers in the raven black of his hair, my mouth seeking his hungrily. In answer he pulled my hips toward him, one arm encircling my waist as the other wrapped around my shoulder so that he pressed my entire body against him. I felt every line of hard muscle through the two thin layers of cloth between us. His hand slid up to the back of my neck, and the feel of his bare skin on mine ignited a firestorm. I pressed closer to him, and he pulled me against him roughly. A sharp stab of pain from my leg cut through my fierce pleasure. In an instant my hands were no longer twined in his hair but gripping his shoulders for support as another flare of agony made me grit my teeth. The glow of the kiss still lingered on my lips but somehow I was seated on the ground against a tree, my leg stretched out before me, without remembering moving.


  “Be back in a moment,” Finnead said. The sound of my own heartbeat roaring in my ears twisted his voice, making it sound as though he were underwater.


  I leaned my head back against the tree and closed my eyes, trying to ride out another wave of pain. My lips stretched in a smile as I laughed silently at my terrible timing, brushing one finger against my lips. Apparently all the help that the Sword had given me climbing the cliff had worn off, and it felt as though the wound had just been inflicted, hot bars of pain radiating from my thigh. I gasped a little, half startled, when strong cool hands touched my leg without warning. Opening my eyes, I watched as Finnead unceremoniously ripped the fabric of my already-ruined trousers with no more effort than tearing a piece of paper in two. I tensed as he wiped away a trickle of blood.


  “Easy,” he murmured, glancing at me with sea-deep eyes.


  “Why…aren’t they more healed?” I paused to gulp in a breath between my words.


  He raised one eyebrow. “Probably because you’ve been gallivanting through the ether, bringing people bodily back from leagues away.”


  “That doesn’t seem like…quite the definition…of gallivanting,” I said breathily.


  Finnead smiled a little at that. “Always a witty reply. Now hold still.” One of his hands suddenly held down my leg in an iron grip while he poured a faintly sweet-smelling bluish liquid into the wounds. Starbusts erupted in the blackness behind my eyes and I dug my fingers into the soft loam around the tree’s roots, clenching my jaw around the scream bubbling in my throat. A few strangled sounds of pain escaped, but I pressed my lips down hard until the light-show in my head subsided, leaving me drenched in cold sweat.


  “That affected you more than I had thought it would,” Finnead said with a note of apology in his voice.


  “Do what you have to do,” I said tightly, unclenching my fists and releasing my handfuls of dirt.


  “Murtagh brought interesting tidings,” he said conversationally as he worked. I looked away when he threaded a needle.


  “Do you have to put stitches in?” I asked almost plaintively.


  “Yes,” he replied simply.


  I sighed. “What did Murtagh say?”


  “The Queen thinks I am dead.”


  I couldn’t see the expression on his face as he bent intently over my leg. Not that it would have mattered, since apparently I wasn’t as good at reading Sidhe faces as I’d thought. “You were dead, for a few minutes,” I pointed out.


  He nodded. I felt the cold prick and pull of the needle as he started stitching the first gash. It took all my self-control not to wriggle.


  “She thinks I am dead,” he repeated, as if to make himself believe his own words. “And she cannot christen a new Vaelanbrigh without the Brighbranr.”


  I frowned. “That’s rather inconvenient. Surely there’s been a Vaelanbrigh before who was killed away from Darkhill. Or in Doendhtalam, since the Knights are the Queen’s instruments in the mortal world.”


  “Since the closing of the Great Gate, we have traveled more and more seldomly between the worlds,” Finnead replied. “There has not been a Sidhe killed in the mortal world in over three hundred years.”


  “And where was the last one?” I wondered out loud, not really expecting an answer.


  “A place named Salem,” Finnead replied.


  I started. “Don’t tell me that one of….I mean….were there really witches?”


  “It is not a story that is truly mine to tell, but suffice it to say that when our worlds were closer, when mortals respected and feared the Courts…we kept some of the darker powers in your world at bay. Salem was the dying knell of that time. The Queen could no longer stand to see her people die in a world whose people turned their back on the old ways.”


  “The Sidhe wasn’t burned…burned at the stake? Because I thought you couldn’t die that way,” I said.


  “It is a story for another time,” Finnead said firmly. “I will tell you of our missions in the mortal world when our own world is no longer in such grave danger. But in any case…the answer is that no, there has not been a Vaelanbrigh who has died so far out of the reach of the Queen’s power that she has not recovered the Brighbranr.”


  “Like pulling it through the ether?”


  “Something of the sort.” He shrugged again. “It was not for us to know the intricacies of her power.”


  I frowned. Was what I had done with Murtagh a power that had before been only in the domain of the Winter Queen? The thought sent a shiver down to my bones.


  Finnead said softly, “Your own powers frighten you sometimes.” His graceful long-fingered hands continued their work on my leg, the silver needle flashing in a bit of sun that found its way through the canopy of leaves overhead.


  I swallowed and nodded, not trusting my voice.


  “I doubt it will allay any of your fears, but even the Sidhe doubt themselves sometimes.”


  I glanced at him in surprise. Was he admitting that he’d been afraid of his own power, when he was made Vaelanbrigh, or was he just trying to make me feel better by reassuring me with a generalized statement?


  “You’re trying to decide whether I am talking about myself,” he continued in that same soft voice. I held absolutely still, willing him to keep talking. “Do you think I am?”


  A little laugh escaped me at that. “I just told you that I don’t know how to read you. Hot and cold. Light and dark. Beauty and danger. It’s all wrapped up in you, and I can’t tease them apart.” I frowned a little. “Did you give me something to make me loopy? That was unusually poetic.”


  “The disinfectant had some soothing properties. Perhaps in your blood they make you… poetic.”


  I punched him lightly in the shoulder. “Don’t make fun of me.”


  He smiled, kindling an answering smile on my lips.


  “What were you saying about Murtagh’s news? Let’s get back to that.” I moved my good leg, trying to find a more comfortable position against the tree.


  “Hold still,” Finnead admonished me.


  “Mab thinks you’re dead, and she can’t have a new Vaelanbrigh without the Brighbranr…which you still have,” I said. Then I arched my eyebrows and waited.


  “Her power is rapidly waning. She has the Vaelanseld, who is the oldest and strongest of the three of us, but Murtagh said that it was believed she was still drawing from the Vaelanmavar as well.”


  “He’s imprisoned?” I asked quickly, my body going cold for an instant as I remembered the sickening feeling of his ravenous rough lips on mine, unbidden.


  “Yes. But it takes power to baptize a new one of the Three, and with only two living, and one imprisoned…the Queen will be sorely tried to keep up Darkhill’s defenses, much less create a new Vaelanmavar.”


  “What happens if she just kills him?”


  “Without creating a new Vaelanmavar?” Finnead paused. “The power would be latent. Unused. Unaccessable to even the Queen, at least from what I know of it.”


  “You’d know more than most, being the Vaelanbrigh.” I shifted slightly.


  “I am still the Vaelanbrigh…just not her Vaelanbrigh.”


  “Has that ever happened before?”


  “What, one of the Three drawn back from beyond death?” His lips twisted. “No. Not even the Queen of Winter thinks she has domain over the Gray Cliffs.”


  “If you’re suggesting that I think I have domain over the Gray Cliffs,” I said, “I don’t think that. I just…I can’t sit by and watch people I love die. Not anymore, not now that I have the power to change it.”


  “But sometimes it shouldn’t be changed, Tess. Not even by the Bearer. The balance of it all…” He looked down at his suddenly still hands. “It’s so precarious. So difficult to comprehend. I felt it, a bit of it at least, when I was connected to Mab. That’s part of what gives her power, and why she’s losing ground so quickly now, I think.”


  I shook my head. “I don’t believe that reviving you tipped the balance in Malravenar’s favor.”


  “Not necessarily…reviving me, as you so euphemistically put it. Not that alone. But that among everything else, among all the deaths of those that should be living now, and those that are alive who should be dead.”


  “Isn’t it fate?” I asked, pushing down the growing cold emptiness in my chest, the nameless fear of death that grew against my heart since I’d realized, one hand on my father’s casket, that I would follow in his footsteps one day. I would die and be buried in the ground, next to him or somewhere else, next to another box containing another set of bones. The Sword stirred at my morbid thoughts.


  Finnead laughed humorlessly. “Are you asking whether it is fate, my Bearer, who lives and dies? Truly, are you asking me this question?”


  “There’s no need to be cruel,” I said in small breathless voice. I gathered myself, calmed my trembling hands. “What other news did Murtagh bring?”


  Finnead looked away into the shadows for a long moment. When he turned back to me, his handsome face was once again beautifully composed, blank as a sheet of marble. “You should ask him yourself. He will tell it better than I, and I have no desire to fight any more with you.” He stood and offered me his hand with a courtly bow. I wasn’t sure whether he was being cruel again but I took his hand, trying to ignore the electricity that shivered up my hand at the contact with his skin. He pulled me to my feet in one smooth motion, so fast that the blood rushed loud in my ears and he steadied me with a light hand at my waist. And before the spots cleared from my eyes he disappeared into the shadows, but not before his lips brushed feather-light against my cheek.


  


  Chapter 24


  I tucked an errant strand of hair behind my ear in irritation, testing my weight on my bad leg. It hurt, but not unbearably, so I hobbled gracelessly over to where Merrick had laid out the roasted deer and cut myself a portion with my knife, eating it with my fingers. Red juice slid down my palms before I licked it away. My stomach growled hungrily, and I cut another hunk of meat from the haunch, tearing at the roasted haunch savagely with my blade.


  “I take it your talk with the Vaelanbrigh did not go as well as you desired?” Merrick approached me with something like caution in his step.


  I settled down cross-legged with my second helping of meat. “Not necessarily,” I said, thinking of his kiss. “But I still don’t understand you Sidhe sometimes.”


  “We Sidhe,” echoed Merrick with a small smile. He carved himself a portion of the deer, spearing it on a long dagger. “Why must you group us all together so?”


  I shrugged. “It’s a lot like when a man says something about a woman, but applies it to all women. Like…all women are so weak, or emotional, or whatever.”


  “I do not think women are weak. Or emotional. Some of the very best warriors I have known are women.”


  “I wasn’t looking for validation,” I snapped at him, taking a ferocious bite of deer.


  He lifted one shoulder in the quintessential Sidhe shrug. “You do not need validation. You are the Bearer.”


  The Caedbranr thrummed its agreement with him from across my back.


  “That doesn’t seem to help at all when it comes to understanding what I’m supposed to do sometimes,” I muttered.


  “If I may offer my advice, as limited as it may be?” Merrick regarded me with his luminous gray eyes, waiting for my answer.


  I sighed. “You might as well contribute your two cents as well.”


  “You are the Bearer of the Iron Sword,” Merrick said. “Perhaps trying to pursue matters of the heart in the midst of this war will only make you more troubled. If it is meant to be, it will be, and you should turn your attention to matters of survival.”


  I chewed contemplatively and then squinted at Merrick. “How old did you say you were again?”


  Merrick grinned at me. “I’m a good listener. I can’t take credit for the wisdom of others.”


  “Then you must hang around with a pretty wise bunch. Thanks.”


  “My pleasure, Lady Bearer.”


  “So where’s Murtagh? I need to talk to him.” I finished my second portion of meat, told my stomach that it could wait for a bit before I went for another helping, and stood.


  Merrick gestured with his dagger. “He’s back at the main camp. Twenty paces that way and you’ll see him. The Northerners have set up their side of camp as well in that direction.”


  “Thanks.”


  For some reason, as I hadn’t done for days, I reached behind my head with one hand and touched the hilt of the Sword, felt the well-worn leather grip and the smooth coolness of the emerald in the pommel. Maybe Merrick was right. Maybe it was time I stopped worrying about how I felt about Finnead…because if I didn’t win this war, if I didn’t face Malravenar and return alive…well, then romance was rather a moot point. And maybe Finnead had been right all along, I thought, smiling a little as I remembered his words to me in the barracks, after our first kiss. He was the Vaelanbrigh, after all, a seasoned Sidhe knight well versed in war. I took a deep breath, remembered the feel of his lips upon mine for one last moment, and then banished the thought to the deepest depths of my heart, alongside my other fears and desires that never saw the light of conscious thought.


  “Enough silliness,” I murmured to myself. “Time to truly become the Bearer.” I stepped carefully over a tree’s raised root, sunlight dappling my boots. “Time to put everything else aside.”


  The Caedbranr did not hum its approval or disapproval at my declaration, as I had come to expect. But I shrugged, my new resolve firm, and walked into camp. The protection sigil on one of the trees flared slightly as I passed and I felt an alien tendril of power touch my own taebramh for an instant; and then the sigil faded, satisfied with my identity. I strode across the small clearing, glimpsing a shadow moving through the trees at the edge of the small clearing, weaving between the patches of golden sunlight splashed across the forest floor. A small fire, more embers than anything else, glowed in a ring of stones; Vell sat on her haunches, sorting through herbs with nimble fingers, her healing kit spread out to one side.


  “Come to check on our progress, Lady Bearer?” she said without looking up from her work. The shadow resolved into Beryk, who trotted up to me, tongue lolling. I put out my hand to scratch behind his ears but he shoved his cold nose into my palm for an instant and then walked over to Vell.


  “I’m looking for Murtagh, actually. Merrick said he’s over this way.”


  “He’s been helping to gather what herbs we can find,” Vell replied, picking up a heavy-looking mortar and pestle. The scraping of stone against stone rasped through the air. Beryk sniffed at the herbs, sneezed and prudently retreated a few paces before sitting again, his keen golden eyes observing Vell’s every move. Vell motioned with the pestle. “He said he saw a patch of coltsfoot somewhere over there, and maybe some queensfoil.”


  “Not bad, for woods in the Borderlands,” I commented. “Do you need more help?”


  Vell gave me a considering look. “Luca is a fair hand at healing. We’ve gathered a fair amount, and with what I already have on hand it should be enough for at least three or four days.” Her teeth glimmered in a brief grin. “Hard to kill, we Northfolk.”


  “It’s a good thing, too,” I said.


  She examined the greenish paste at the bottom of the mortar, added some water from a little bronze kettle that I’d never seen before, and stirred the mixture briefly with the pestle. Rising gracefully to her feet without so much as a wobble, she said to Beryk, “Could you please wake up Chael? I have a last dose for him before we prepare to travel.”


  I wasn’t sure whether it would be bad manners to follow Vell as she began walking away from the embers of the fire; I took an uncertain step forward, then muttered, “To hell with it,” and lengthened my stride. “How are they?”


  “Not dead,” Vell replied tersely. Beryk pressed against her knees as she paused briefly. She turned to look at me, her golden eyes serious. “They are alive, and I thank you for that. You did not have to risk your life saving them.”


  “But I did,” I said. “Have to, I mean. I had to because if it would have been Liam, if it would have been my brother that they’d captured—or any one of you, for that matter—I would have fought tooth and nail to get him back.”


  Vell and I gazed at each other for a long moment.


  “Kavoryk died to rescue them,” she said. “We will honor his spirit by fighting just as fiercely for you.”


  “We will all fight against the darkness more fiercely to honor Kavoryk,” I said, my voice hitching slightly at the end of the sentence. I cleared my throat. The loss of Kavoryk felt like a raw wound, just as cutting as the gauges in my thigh that still pulled painfully as I walked after Vell. “What of the Glasidhe?”


  “Our small scouts are out looking at our path ahead,” Vell said. Her boots made no noise as she slid through the woods, silent as one of the shadows. “They’ve taken to the navigator, and he gives them purpose.”


  “Good,” I said.


  Murtagh appeared from behind a tree, his hands covered in dirt. “Queensfoil and coltsfoot, both, and some yellow widowvine as well,” he announced to Vell, a triumphant gleam in his eyes.


  “Flowered widowvine?” Vell picked out the golden threads of the plant from Murtagh’s offered palms.


  “No, but almost,” he replied.


  “Better than I expected to find, truthfully.” Vells scooped the plants into her hands, absorbed in examining them in the afternoon light.


  “You look well,” I said to Murtagh.


  “My lady Bearer.” He dropped to one knee.


  “We’ve been over this before, Murtagh.” I raised one eyebrow. “And you look a little ridiculous, being so courteous with mud up to your elbows.”


  “I forget myself sometimes,” Murtagh said, standing hastily and brushing at the dirt on his pale skin. He raised luminous eyes to me. “But I owe you my very life, my la—”


  I cleared my throat. Vell turned her chuckle into a cough.


  “Tess,” Murtagh finished hastily. “I thought my ability Walking was quite a talent, you see, and then you…you transported me here. From Darkhill.”


  “Mab was killing you,” I replied simply. “I couldn’t let her do that, especially since I had a feeling that it was because of what you didn’t tell her after you saw me in the woods. We need to talk about what’s really happening at Darkhill.” I gestured. “Come on then, show me where you found that widowvine. Sometimes there’s lady’s-veil that grows around the same area.”


  Vell slipped off in another direction, Beryk shadowing her footsteps, leaving us alone in the woods. Murtagh led the way, weaving through the trees until he reached a particularly beautiful patch of birch trees. “Are there any tree-nymphs in these?” I wondered, mostly to myself.


  “No,” Murtagh replied with certainty. I looked at him in surprise and he shrugged. “Legend has it that in my bloodline there’s a nymph, many generations ago. My mother thought that maybe that was what gave me my talent while Walking. The invisibility.”


  I smiled a little as I searched the sunny patches near one of the birch’s roots.


  “Anyway, I can feel them, when they’re here. There aren’t nearly as many as there were.”


  “We need to talk about Mab,” I reminded him, glancing up at the slanting sunlight. “We’re going to be on the move again in an hour or so. I need to know what’s going on at Darkhill.”


  “Where should I start?”


  “What happened after you saw us? After you swore your oath to me?”


  “I reported to the Queen, as I was instructed before I was sent out to find you…to spy on you,” Murtagh corrected himself, his russet hair gleaming in the sunlight. I’d forgotten the vibrancy of his hair and green eyes—they’d both been so dull, tarnished by approaching death, when I’d seen him last in Darkhill. His fingers nimbly picked out more widowvine by another tree. “I told her that I had seen you, and you had seen me. She was furious that you’d been bound to the Iron Sword. The Vaelanseld was there, when I reported to her, and I think it was only he that prevented the Queen from stripping the flesh from my bones where I stood.”


  “That’s…pretty angry, even for Mab.” I pulled aside a cluster of purple flowers and made a small sound of triumph. “Lady’s-veil, I knew it!” The leaves were delicate and lacy and almost white, earning the plant its name. I carefully uprooted a few of the stems.


  “So then, the Knight Ramel arrived back at Darkhill with the Vaelanmavar,” Murtagh continued. “The Court was split in our opinions…some of us thought that the Queen would kill him, and name the Vaelanbrigh a traitor. But again, I think the Vaelanseld counseled the Queen that she could not afford to lose any more power by branding the Vaelanbrigh a traitor when he was out of her reach to execute. She could have called him back to her, but there was always the chance that he would resist her unto death, if he put his loyalty to you above her. She still took his power, so she was content to let him continue on as the Vaelanbrigh. The Vaelanmavar she’s imprisoned, and is deliberating on his fate.”


  “Will he get any sort of trial?” I asked, brushing dirt from the delicate spindly roots of the lady’s-veil and laying it carefully to one side.


  Murtagh gave a short laugh. “There is no trial but the will of the Queen.”


  “That does make sense. So how did she start draining you?”


  “She chose me. Me and two others—”


  “I don’t want to know their names,” I said quickly. “I can’t. I saved you, and that’s all I could do that night.”


  “You sound as though you’re trying to convince yourself of that,” Murtagh said softly. Then he stiffened. “I apologize, if I overstepped my bounds. In any case, we were chosen and bound to the Queen.”


  “Bound how? Like how her Three are bound?”


  “Hardly, though some thought there was some poetry in her choice of three of us. Three of us to bolster the power from the Three who were failing her.” Murtagh added a blue-green plant that I didn’t know by name to our pile. “It was a one-way bond so that she could access our taebramh. All three of us were Walkers, which might have had something to do with our selection.”


  “Walkers have more taebramh than non-Walkers?”


  “No, because most Sidhe can learn to Walk if they desire. For those of us that do not need to be taught, it is a talent present within us from birth. Some think that our taebramh is more accessible, because we use it so readily and so often.”


  I thought of the pulsing veins in the walls of Darkhill. “Isn’t there taebramh in Darkhill itself? Why does Mab need to drain living Sidhe when there’s veins of the stuff running through the walls of her own palace?”


  “The taebramh in the walls of Darkhill belongs to an ancient power. It is not something that the Queen can command upon a whim. Times would be dark indeed if she were siphoning the power of Darkhill itself.”


  “Right, because sucking the life out of her subjects like a metaphysical vampire isn’t dark enough.”


  Murtagh gave me a quizzical look with his bright green eyes.


  “Don’t look at me like that. Never mind. Continue, please.”


  “I was just going to say that vampires have been extinct for centuries in Faeortalam,” Murtagh said.


  “In…Faeortalam…no. No. You are not going to sidetrack this conversation. We are going to stay on topic here and you are going to tell me about how Mab was draining the power out of you.”


  Murtagh gave a small shrug. “There is not much more to tell,” he said. “She did not much care where we were or what company we kept, as long as we were within the walls of Darkhill. She did not even tell us personally that we had been chosen; the Vaelanseld performed that task, and gave us the binding-potion to drink.”


  “And how fast did it take effect?”


  Murtagh took a deep breath. “Immediately. It was like someone had sliced open one of my veins to drink my blood…but it was from my soul, draining my taebramh.”


  I shuddered. “And here’s the vampire metaphor again.”


  “Ramel and his group took me in,” Murtagh continued, either not hearing me or choosing to ignore my last comment. “Bren came to find me after she heard that I’d seen you. I was chosen shortly after Ramel arrived back at Court with the Vaelanmavar as prisoner. He came to talk to me as well. I already suspected then that they were all part of your army.”


  “Part of my army?” I stared at him blankly.


  “The forces loyal to you.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said, “I was unaware that I had an army. Please, do tell.”


  “Those that returned from the battle…they were all different. It was hard to tell with some, but it was there. They’d been marked, touched by your power. And they knew they owed their lives to you. But they did a good job of keeping it all quiet.”


  “That seems pretty miraculous, because last time I was at Darkhill the Queen’s subjects couldn’t even think about treason without her knowing.”


  “But it’s not treason to them. And it really isn’t,” Murtagh explained, his handsome face taking on an endearing earnesty. “They think that you are our last and best hope against the Darkness. To serve you is to serve the Queen, because without you we will not survive.”


  “Last and best hope against the Darkness…blonde chick with a shiny sword.” I made weighing motions with my hands. “Sure, seems about equal.”


  Murtagh let himself smile. “Ramel said you had a particularly singular sense of mortal humor.”


  “Mortal humor. Like deadly humor?”


  Murtagh shook his head. “No, as in you are a mortal,” he said, despite my attempt to stop him.


  “Well. First of all, I know what you meant. I was just messing with you. And second of all, I’m not exactly mortal anymore.”


  He opened his mouth and closed it again, but the question was in his eyes.


  “Don’t ask me what that really means. It’s what the Caedbranr told me.”


  Murtagh eyed the hilt of the Sword. “Fair enough.”


  “So it sounds to me like the Court is…divided.”


  “Not openly.” Murtagh shook his head. “None would dare to challenge Queen Mab, even in her weakened state. She is still capable of terrific power.”


  “And terrific cruelty.” I rubbed one hand across my forehead. “Why exactly is she queen again?”


  Murtagh stared at me as though I’d just sworn in church. Which, in a way, I suppose my question was a form of heresy in the world of the Sidhe. “It is in her blood….just as being Bearer is in yours.”


  “Don’t you dare compare me to her.”


  “I mean no offense. I am merely trying to explain, since you seem to have a great dislike for our Queen.”


  “You still call her your Queen, even though she would have killed you?”


  “I had ample time to think about my impending death,” Murtagh said, looking down at his empty, dirt-stained hands. “And I came to the conclusion that it was necessary. Necessary for me to die so that others could live, so that the Queen could protect her subjects against the encroaching Shadow.”


  “But you still used the last of your strength to Walk. To find me, and ask me to save you.”


  The hint of a sad smile touched Murtagh’s mouth. “I suppose in the end I was a coward. I did not want to die, even for so noble a cause.”


  “Or maybe you knew that you didn’t want to die for Queen Mab,” I suggested. “I’m only suggesting a possibility,” I said defensivly at Murtagh’s offended look. “I’m not saying that makes you a traitor or anything—”


  “So I am either a coward or a traitor, or both,” the young Sidhe Walker said, the offended look fading from his face, replaced with a sad sort of acceptance.


  “Stop that right now,” I said, more fiercely than I intended. I saw his startled look out of the corner of my eye as I gathered up the pile of herbs. “No, you are not a traitor, and not wanting to die doesn’t make you a coward.” I looked directly into his eyes. “It makes you a survivor.”


  He nodded slowly.


  “Come on then. Time to pack up.”


  “Tess,” he said. “There’s something else I didn’t tell you. It’s just a rumor, I heard it while I was sick and the others were talking…”


  “What is it?” I stopped and looked back at him expectantly.


  “If the Queen executes the Vaelanmavar, there has been speculation as to whom she would choose to replace him.”


  “And?”


  “And the majority of the Court seems to think that she will choose Ramel.”


  I stared down at the plants in my hand, straightening a thin golden strand and swallowing against the sudden burst of fear in my chest. I took a deep breath.


  “Tess? Are you all right?” Murtagh tentatively took a step closer.


  “Yes, I’m fine,” I said through numb lips. “I’m just trying to…absorb that last bit. About Ramel being the Vaelanmavar.”


  “Not yet. The Queen would need to execute the current Vaelanmavar.”


  “Right. I know…I…” I shuddered, the image of the last execution that the Sword had shown me rising in my mind’s eye.


  “You do not want to see Ramel chosen as the Vaelanmavar.”


  “No.” I turned and walked back toward camp. “I don’t.”


  “It is a great honor,” Murtagh said, keeping up with me with little difficulty.


  I rounded on him. “You say it’s a great honor? You’d be dead right now if Mab had her way! For God’s sake, we just talked about that, Murtagh! How can you say it’s an honor?”


  Murtagh winced slightly, just enough for me to catch.


  “Let’s just hope that everyone is wrong.” I turned on my heel and strode back toward camp, willing myself to push away the image of Ramel dying on my bed in Darkhill rather than Murtagh. I wouldn’t let him become the Vaelanmavar, I thought fiercely. I would do whatever I could to prevent Mab from getting her claws into my best friend in the Sidhe world.


  


  Chapter 25


  “Here,” I said to Vell, laying the bundle of herbs by her healing kit as I passed. “Half an hour.”


  “We will be ready,” she replied firmly.


  I caught a glimpse of Luca kneeling by the side of a tawny wolf with ice-blue eyes. The wolf was huge—it reminded me more of a lion at first glance—and before I could look away, it turned its massive head toward me and fixed me with eyes that seemed to freeze me in place. Luca glanced over his shoulder and broke into a grin. It was the first time I’d seen him truly smile since the night we’d taken the dagger from his hand, and it was like the sun breaking through clouds. I found myself smiling in return. Luca stood and closed the distance between us in two huge strides.


  “Come, Tess, you must meet Kianryk,” he said. He smelled like ice and pine. I nodded wordlessly and followed him.


  “He’s…huge,” I said breathlessly. Kianryk’s head was the size of my torso. I was pretty sure he’d be able to swallow me in one bite, if he wanted. Which I hoped he didn’t. That thought was reinforced when Kianryk opened his mouth in a jaw-stretching yawn, revealing glistening white teeth as long as my entire hand. My eyes widened involuntarily.


  Luca chuckled and gave the huge wolf an affectionate slap with his good hand. “He is just showing off, I think you call it.”


  “Is he normally this big?”


  Luca simply replied, “He is happy right now.”


  As if that explained everything. “Right,” I said. “So…how am I supposed to introduce myself? They didn’t cover Northwolf introductions in my Fae etiquette class.”


  “It all depends,” Luca said.


  “Well. That really doesn’t help me much.” I raised my eyebrows pointedly.


  Luca grinned again. Kianryk continued to regard me with his blue eyes. His nose was brown and wet and I saw it scenting the air, reminding me of Lila. Except Lila hadn’t been the size of a sabretooth tiger with teeth to match.


  “You must understand, Tess, that in a wolf pack there is a….a sort of ladder,” Luca explained, his Northern accent more pronounced as he struggled to find words.


  “If it works the same as it does in the mortal world, I know what you’re talking about. Social status. There’s the leader of the pack, and then his second, and all the other wolves know their place.”


  “You know more than I thought,” Luca said.


  “Gee, thanks,” I returned dryly. “So an introduction is about knowing the other wolf’s status? Like what rank they are?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then why is it called an introduction if you already know that about each other? What if you don’t know?” I tried not to look hopelessly confused.


  “If you don’t know, then you will find out very shortly.” Luca grinned a wolf-like grin that I recognized from watching Vell.


  “Right. Well, I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t win in a fight against Kianryk, so…”


  “It is not necessarily about who would win in a physical fight,” Luca said, shaking his head. The sunlight gleamed on his golden hair. “It is about…cunning, and toughness, and intelligence…”


  “And that’s all supposed to be figured out in an instant?”


  “For the time being. It is a fluid thing, the order of the pack—it can change, but only through challenge.”


  “You still haven’t explained how exactly I’m supposed to introduce myself. Kianryk’s going to think I’m rude.”


  “He would think no such thing. Come, I will show you.” Luca stepped in front of the huge wolf. I stepped up next to him, keeping my chin high and my chest up. Kianryk stood, massive muscles rippling beneath his tawny coat. His eyes were almost level with my own. I felt a prickle in my war-markings, and when I looked down found them shining through the thin fabric of my white sleeve. Luca began to say something to me, but his words were lost in a whispering rush of power. The edges of my vision bled into gleaming white as I raised my arms. My hands moved without conscious thought, pressing palm down over the massive wolf’s nose, one on either side, my fingers overlapping in the center. I stared into Kianryk’s eyes and pressed firmly on his nose, my shoulders thrown back and my chin held high. A strange sort of coldness seeped into the air around us, counterpoint to the massive warmth of the wolf beneath my hands. Kianryk stared into my eyes for a moment more. I clamped down on his nose harder, and he dropped his gaze. The Sword stirred and a strange thought flashed through my mind: I could make him show me his belly. The part of my mind that was still me and not overtaken by the strange cold power rushing through my war-markings realized that a wolf showing his belly meant total submission. And I didn’t need that from Kianryk. It was enough that he’d looked down, and I released my grip on his nose.


  “And you said you needed to be taught how to introduce yourself,” Luca said, an edge of wonder and suspicion to his voice.


  “Sorry,” I rasped, my voice feeling as though I hadn’t used it in a week. “The Sword and the pendant and my war-markings…they all kind of do their own thing, sometimes.” I looked down and found my arm still glowing with whorls of emerald. I rubbed my hand, trying to make it stop tingling.


  “Does it hurt?” Luca asked. He caught my hand in his own, pushing up my sleeve slightly to better see the intricate design. His touch raised goosebumps on my skin. I resisted the urge to pull my hand out of his grip.


  “Not really,” I said, my voice slightly higher than it should have been.


  “So you are dominant to Kianryk,” Luca said.


  Something about the way he said it sent shivers down my spine. God damn it, what was with this world and its abnormally attractive male inhabitants that made me go all weak at the knees? I’d just finished a whirlwind of a conversation with Finnead, and now touching Luca was like sticking my finger into a light socket. What was wrong with me?


  The Sword stretched like a cat in the sun, the edges of its power brushing against the insides of my ribs.


  I swear, I thought at it, if you’re making me feel like this…


  You are powerful. You are a woman. You will be attracted to powerful men, the Caedbranr replied. Do not be a child about it.


  “I’m not being a child about it,” I muttered.


  “What?” Luca’s brows creased.


  “I’m…not wild about it. The whole feeling of the power taking over sometimes,” I explained lamely.


  Luca didn’t reply, his hand disappearing in Kianryk’s ruff.


  I cleared my throat. “Kianryk looks good.”


  “We heal fast,” he said. “And with a herravaldyr here, we heal even faster.”


  “With Vell and Beryk here?”


  “Yes,” Luca replied simply, regarding me with those wondrous blue eyes. His eyes were like the sky—I wanted to float into them. Finnead’s eyes were like the stormy depths of the ocean, waiting to pull me into their turbulent depths.


  “Is it like with the Sidhe and their monarchs?”


  “No.” He shook his head. “It is a much more…” He spread his hands and paused as he searched for the word. “It is a give-and-take. Our herravaldyr gives us much, but the pack gives back.”


  “Symbiotic,” I said thoughtfully. A smile crossed my lips when Luca repeated the word, tasting the new syllables on his tongue.


  With his hand still resting on Kianryk’s neck, Luca moved back toward where the ulfdrengr had made their camp. I took two steps after him but then stopped. Would they want me intruding on their privacy? Then Luca glanced over his shoulder, one eyebrow raised, and tilted his head in clear invitation. I followed him through the sun-dappled little clearing.


  The part of the Sword that was Northwolf stirred and stretched in my mind’s-eye as I walked after Luca. Despite his size, he moved through the underbrush with almost complete silence, a raw grace to his movements that echoed the huge wolf by his side. Every so often I saw his huge hand reach out and brush Kianryk’s ruff, running the fur over his battle-scarred knuckles, as if to reassure himself that his wolf was still indeed pacing next to him. The painfully gentle gesture squeezed at my heart.


  We approached a small hollow with two trees growing close on either side. Pine boughs and sleeping skins had been used to create a neat little shelter over the hollow. It was clear that the Northerners were adept at life on the move. I eyed the complex interlace of the pine boughs and the taut sleeping skins lashed to the supporting branched, doubting that I could create such a shelter if I was given a whole day to do it.


  Luca said something in the Northern tongue. A shadow behind the shelter stirred and separated itself from among the tree trunks and Kianryk gave a little bark of excitement. Beryk—horse-sized Beryk—leapt over the shelter and barreled into Kianryk. The two wolves rolled off into the underbrush, jaws snapping and playful growls emanating from the whirlwind of black and gray fur. Luca watched them for a moment with a spark of happiness in his blue eyes.


  “He just jumped over that,” I said, turning back to survey the shelter. It was still at least eye-level. “Do your wolves’ physical abilities increase when they’re all together or something?”


  “What is the point of the pack if not to give each other strength?” Luca answered enigmatically.


  “What’s the point of answering questions with questions?” I fired back, crossing my arms.


  Luca glanced at me as if unsure whether I was truly annoyed. When he saw the half-smile playing on my lips, an answering grin lit up his face. My breath caught in my throat. He was truly one of the most handsome men I’d ever laid eyes on—and in a magical world where every man seemed to be carved of marble from a live model of Adonis, that was saying something. The Northwolf pacing in my head paused and flicked an ear and continued its walk through my mind with an air of smugness.


  Hush, you, I thought at it. It switched its brindled tail jauntily at me and yawned, tongue lolling over gleaming teeth.


  Vell pulled aside the sleeping-skin covering the entrance to the little shelter, unfolding herself and standing before us, dusting off her hands. Luca inclined his head slightly. She acknowledged him with a little nod. “You are here to meet Chael?” she asked me.


  “He will be ready to travel soon so I assume he is ready to meet me,” I replied with an air of firm authority. The words spilled from my lips without quite making it into my mind’s filter. I decided I was past being surprised at the things I said without quite knowing I would say them; it was exhausting to constantly startle myself. There was a part of me beyond my conscious recognition now, the part that stretched back hundreds, maybe even thousands of years, through Gwyneth and all the Bearers before her, the priestesses and mages and holy women who had wielded the Sword’s power and the power of their own souls against the darkness in this world and the mortal world alike. Whether it was their voices using my lips, or a portion of my mind that merely existed outside my normal boundaries of thought, I didn’t quite know, but I accepted whatever it was, and the words that came along with it. It was a part of me now.


  I blinked and realized Vell had said something. She recognized the question in my eyes and repeated, “I request a moment to prepare him.”


  I gave the same sort of little nod that Vell had given to Luca. As Vell disappeared, I reached back and brushed the hilt of the Sword with my fingertips, the worn leather of the grip smooth against my skin.


  “Your sword is a beautiful weapon,” Luca said beside me. I’d almost forgotten he was standing there—though how I could forget considering the magnetic attraction between us, I wasn’t entirely sure.


  The emerald wolf in my head paused and flicked an ear, as if deciding whether to accept Luca’s praise.


  “The balance is superb,” Luca continued.


  “You can tell that just by looking at it in the sheath?” I raised my eyebrows slightly.


  “I have handled many weapons in my training,” the Northman replied. A mischievious spark lit his eyes. “Most that require two hands.”


  I felt my lips curve in an answering smile. “So it’s safe to say that most Northmen’s weapons require a firm grip?” It was hard to believe that hours ago we’d been racing for our lives, climbing precariously up a rugged cliff to escape the furious sirens. The Sword-as-wolf bared its teeth in a huge yawn, telling me what it—he? She? I wasn’t sure—thought about the peril that we’d escaped. The primeval wolf grinned at my ribald comment. And again, I wasn’t exactly certain whether it approved, or was just amused for amusement’s sake, like a benevolent elder watching pups play.


  Kianryk made a sound halfway between a bark and a yip that I took as a laugh, while Luca raised one eyebrow consideringly. “It depends on the preference of the wielder of said weapon, of course.”


  I laughed. “Oh, of course.”


  Luca grinned. “It is good to hear you laugh, Tess.”


  The sound of my name on his lips sent a delicious shiver across my skin. We locked gazes, but just as I felt myself start falling into those blue eyes, Vell drew back the entrance-flap and said, “He is ready.”


  It took an almost physical effort to look away from Luca, but I turned and hoped my face wasn’t too flaming red as I followed Vell into the shelter. A small traveling lantern hung suspended from the center of the shelter, casting a soft flickering glow over Chael and Rialla. To my shock, Chael was standing, albeit with one hand buried in his wolf’s neck-fur. My instincts told me that to act concerned or to ask him to sit would be an insult, so I tried to mask my surprise.


  As I looked at Chael, attempting to adopt a nonchalant expression, I was struck yet again by the ethereal beauty of all the inhabitants of Faeortalam, Sidhe or otherwise. Yet Chael’s was a ravaged beauty: his silver hair clung sparsely to his scalp, and one of his amethyst eyes, mirrors of Rialla’s wolf-eyes, was covered by a clean bandage wrapped diagonally around his head. Scars, some silvery and old, some livid and raw, crossed his cheeks and jaw. His face was nothing short of skeletal, but there was a fierce spark in his remaining eye as he looked me in the face.


  “My lady Bearer, it is an honor to have lived to see your return to Faeortalam,” Chael said, traces of gravel still scratching through his voice. He placed the hand not buried in Rialla’s ruff over his heart. I saw with a jolt that another swathe of bandages covered the space where his index and middle fingers should have been.


  I forced my mind into action. It wouldn’t do to just stare at him, not after everything he’d been through. “And it is my honor to have added more Northmen to my small group of travelers.”


  Chael smiled, keeping his lips tightly closed. “Your small group of travelers?”


  “I’m keeping her humble,” Vell informed him.


  “Of course you are,” Chael replied with another close-lipped smile that nonetheless brightened his face and allowed me to see the shadow of the wild beauty beneath his scars. There was something in the gaze between Chael and Vell…I posed a wordless question to the Sword-as-wolf in my head. But the emerald wolf scented something in the wilds of my unconscious and bounded off into the darkness, leaving me to analyze the look by myself. I slid my thoughts to one side, for further inspection later.


  “Well,” I said, breaking the silence, “I trust you are well enough to travel. We need to be moving toward the Seelie Court.” I paused. “If you choose to travel with us, understand that you are committing yourself to our cause, and pledging yourself to me.” A hint of the many-voiced priestess line of former Bearers touched my words.


  “From what Vell has told me, you are our weapon against the Darkness. I gladly pledge my loyalty to you, and ask only one thing in return.” Chael stepped forward, his lone eye blazing passionately.


  “And what is it you ask of me?” I replied quietly, watching him intently.


  “Allow me to slay as many of those foul creatures as I am able, and if I am still alive, allow me to journey with you on the final quest to destroy Malravenar.”


  I heard Vell’s breath hitch as Chael uttered the name of our enemy. Rialla’s teeth drew back and her low, throaty growl rolled through the air. The lantern flickered overhead, casting Chael’s face in stark shadows. Chael’s one eye bored into me. I could taste the heaviness of his pain and hatred for the Dark creatures in the back of my throat, thick and coppery like blood. Without looking away from Chael, I felt Vell glance at me.


  “If that is your wish,” I said, “I will not deny a warrior such as you. But—“ I put up a hand as fierce joy lit his eye—“you must swear to me that you will not throw your life away for revenge.”


  Chael clenched his jaw. “My life was hard-won. Yet now I am not a living being, but merely an instrument of destruction, to be wielded as you see fit against the Darkness.”


  I took half a step toward him. I could have reached out and touched him. I felt the line of power frothing up through me, and when I spoke it was with the thousand voices of the women who had borne the weapon upon my back before me. “I am a living weapon. I understand what it is. But you too are living. You have endured much at the hands of evil, and your soul is blinded to your deliverance.”


  The priestess’ voices rose in volume. The ground began to shake. My war markings blazed. The small, small part of me that realized what was happening groaned something like Not again, but I was already reaching for Chael and the Sword’s power roiled up through me like a flash flood and I pressed both my palms against Chael’s eyes, his cry of anguish barely reaching my ears through the rushing sound of wind and water and power rising over me. The lantern crashed to the ground and vaguely I saw Vell stamping out the flames, golden eyes wild as she grabbed for Rialla and drew the wolf away from us. The power rose up, up like a tide, like a tidal wave, and when it crashed down over us, I saw everything. Darkness and blood and screams of agony, the smell of flesh burning and the sadistic inhuman laughter of the creatures as they tortured Chael, howls of pain from wolf and mens’ throats blending into one sound of absolute despair. The sight of heads impaled on upright stakes—man, wolf, man, wolf, some women, some children, all bloodstained, expressions of suffering frozen on their greenish faces, sightless eyes staring at the survivors, chained to posts in the center of the circle.


  I heard someone sobbing breathlessly. The images continued to wash over me, horrifically bright, so real I felt I could touch them. The image blurred slightly and then I saw Luca on his knees, absolute hatred in his eyes as he watched them bring out Kianryk and Rialla, bound in collars attached to long black poles so the creatures could keep their snapping jaws at bay. Some of the creatures used crude wicked pitchforks to jab at them, screeching with manic glee. The wolves, though they were gaunt and their fur blood-matted, laid their ears back and snarled and fought, and Luca lunged for a creature, snapping its neck in his bare hands, and Chael hurtled into his captor, and they all fought with teeth and claws and fangs, ripping and shredding, but there were more and more and more creatures, piling onto them, grabbing limbs with misshapen hands….until something flashed darkly near my eye—near Chael’s eye—and there was a flood of red all-encompassing pain. I gasped and choked as the agony flared over my face. There were hands—some small and child-sized, some more like paws, some with long black nails, some soft and webbed—hands all over him, holding him down, no matter how he tried to struggle. When he blinked away the blood enough to see again, the two wolves crouched, still snarling, but not attacking; and Luca was on his knees again, this time letting a slobbering creature brutally bind his hands behind his back. Chael shouted hoarsely at him, words in the North-tongue, but I could feel his desperation—better that they let him be killed and keep fighting than give in to those foul creatures. He stayed conscious long enough to watch them collar Kianryk and shoot him with a black-feathered dart. The huge wolf fell to his side and they bound his paws and slung him onto a pole, holding a dagger to his neck so that Luca would not try to fight. Rialla, collared but still snarling, stayed close to Chael, her amethyst eyes seeking him among the crush of twisted bodies. He reached out, and she strained toward him, and he managed to brush her nose with his fingertips before something hit him from behind and all went black.


  When Chael’s vision returned, I saw Luca, his muscular body stretched over a twisted rack constructed with only the dark purpose of torture. I watched as hooded creatures glided around him, their silence somehow more frightening than the gibbering goblins and slobbering toad-creatures. They brought the black twisted dagger and used it to sear the runes into his flesh, and then they bound it to his hand, piercing his flesh with their own long claws. I caught the glimmer of black fangs from within the shadows of their hoods.


  And then they brought out Rialla, her silver and black fur mottled with blood but her magnificent eyes still bright and seeking Chael. He tried to move but discovered he was bound, hand and foot, to a pole behind him, a brutal collar encircling his neck. Savage spikes gouged his flesh when he twisted to see his wolf, but kept her within his sight, blood running in rivulets down his chest. She was weaker than he’d ever seen her, even as a pup; and he felt a rage hot enough to burn through all the bones in his body as she stumbled and one of the goblins kicked her to make her walk on. She snapped at the goblin, almost catching its arm in her jaws, and walked on with all the predatory grace she could muster, and he felt tears of pride and love rising in his good eye. If they killed her, he decided, he would break free and kill them all, or die trying.


  Four creatures at once rushed her and she snapped one’s neck before one of them stabbed her with a pitchfork and she went down with a yelp of pain. An incoherent bellow of rage tore itself from Chael’s ruined throat. He heaved against the chains binding him to the pole and choked as the collar tightened. A hooded figure appeared, gliding toward Luca and Rialla. What would have been its head turned toward Chael and with a flick of its wrist the sorcerer tightened the spiked collar further. Chael’s vision grayed at the edges. He strained to breathe, fought to hold onto the blurred images in his one good eye to see what happened to his beloved wolf and his brother-in-arms, his fellow ulfdrengr, the sole survivors of their ruined tribe. He watched as they held down Rialla and the sorcerer placed the black collar on her, her beautiful body jerking as if in its death throes, foam lacing her muzzle. Even with his eyes glazed from the pain of the dagger-binding, Luca fought, all the muscles in his neck standing out like cords as with a great effort he broke the torture-rack in two, like Hercules breaking the pillars, his face a mask of wild rage and the undaunted courage that comes from accepting one’s own death. He swung one side of the rack, impaled two creatures, charged the sorcerer with the other half of the rack held like a spear.


  And the sorcerer raised his hand. Such a slight motion, almost effortless, but it stopped Luca in his tracks as if invisible ropes had suddenly snaked around his body. He strained against them. Chael whispered words in the North-tongue, trying to call the power of snow and ice and pine forests to him, but the darkness around them was suffocating. The sorcerer let Luca hang in mid-air for a moment, and then with a flick of the wrist slammed him to the ground. Chael heard Kianryk howl somewhere behind him. Luca shuddered and then lay still. The sorcerer passed his hand over Rialla, and then Luca, and a sickening tight feeling crept into Chael’s chest. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t feel Rialla, couldn’t hear her wolf-heart beating in his veins if he half-closed his eyes. He couldn’t use her eyes to see, or her magnificent nose to smell, or her amazing ears to hear.


  He was blind, and he was deaf, and he was alone.


  With a despair so absolute that he thought it might be death, Chael gave in to the darkness, and let it sweep him away.


  


  Chapter 26


  I rose from Chael’s memories like a drowning swimmer breaking through the surface of the ocean, suddenly aware of my own lungs gasping for breath. My hands still covered Chael’s eyes, and he was shuddering with silent sobs. I tasted salt and realized my own cheeks were wet with tears. I sent a silent plea to the Caedbranr:


  How do I help him? I will bear his burden if I can. I need to help him.


  Power still flowed through me into Chael, but it was a slow and gentle stream rather than a crashing wave. The Sword-as-wolf awoke, and stretched, and with a strange painful rippling feeling—as though the wolf was a part of me, birthing from me, stretching my skin and bones—the wolf made itself corporeal. Not shimmering emerald light, but a flesh and blood creature, heavily muscled and primal and filling the rest of the shelter with its wolf-scent. I felt the Sword retreat—which didn’t make sense to me, because the Wolf grew, emanating its own light, not glowing but radiating softly.


  “Luca,” I heard Vell say, but it was a summons, full of wonder and a bit of reverence.


  And as my vision cleared I saw the three ulfdrengr down on one knee in front of the Sword-as-wolf. Light coalesced around the wolf, making it difficult even to tell what color its fur was—one moment I thought it was white, tinged with gold, and then when I blinked it was black as midnight with stars spangled across its body. I realized with a thrill of something like fear that the Sword was channeling some other power, something connected to it but not wholly of it, just as I channeled power when the Sword opened itself to me. But even Chael’s eye shone with some unspeakably joy as he gazed into the primal savage eyes of the Wolf. I felt the Sword vibrating in its sheath, heating until I felt my hair begin to curl, but I couldn’t break the stream of power by moving the sheath. I was slightly afraid of this creature, this apparition that Chael and Luca and even Vell viewed with such awe. And then I heard, layered with the hum of the Sword, the bell-like clarion tone of the Crown of Bones emanating from my belt-pouch where I’d carefully wrapped it. I didn’t feel the call of the Crown deep within me, like the voice of the Caedbranr, but the sound of its singing power warmed the air around me, speaking at once of both fields under the bright noon sun and silver forests beneath the luminous moon. The two legendary objects sang together, layering their voices with the sharp cold power of the Wolf.


  The Wolf gazed at the three ulfdrengr. Chael was the first to move. He slid forward on his knee and offered the Wolf his throat, closing his eye as the great jaws closed about his neck. My own breath caught in my chest as the Wolf lifted its head, teeth stained with the barest hint of scarlet. I looked down at Chael. His neck wasn’t even bleeding anymore, but instead he had a Mark running up the side of his neck, a pattern of small circles all in a row. It was the imprint of the Wolf’s teeth, I realized, and it gleamed like pearl against Chael’s pale skin.


  Vell made a sound almost like a sob of joy as she lay down to let the Wolf put its Mark upon her skin. Luca closed his eyes and a great sigh escaped him. The three ulfdrengr still lay at the Wolf’s feet as though exhausted, gazing up at it with varying expressions of adoration and awe. The Wolf threw back its head and howled. A great wind tore apart the walls of the shelter, and I heard the other three wolves howling, a beautiful terrible chorus with the power of the Wolf singing through the air. My vision went white, and when I could see again, we were sitting in the shelter, the camp lantern flickering overhead, Chael and Rialla standing before me as though I’d just walked in. No primal Wolf with fur the color of midnight and stars spangled across its body. No great wind or tidal rush of power. For a moment I thought maybe it had all been a vision, just in my own head; but then Chael put a hand up to his neck and touched the pearly Mark there in wonder, and he reached over and grabbed me with a surprisingly strong grip, pulling me to him, and then there was Vell on the other side and Luca behind me and the three wolves all twining in a joyous pack as we sank down onto the ground.


  For a moment I couldn’t tell what limbs belonged to whom; it was all just warmth and fur enveloping me, surrounding me with the scent of the pack. After a few minutes, we all settled down, and I ended up with my head pillowed on Beryk’s dark side, Vell next to me and Kianryk lying snug against my other side, Chael on Vell’s other side and Rialla between Luca and Chael. Kianryk’s tail swept across my shins as his tongue lolled in satisfaction. I got the sense that this was what it felt like after a good hunt and long run over moonlit moors, hills white with snow, imprinted with the shadows of pine trees. My eyes half-closed, I murmured to Vell, “What was that?”


  She brought one hand up and brushed the Mark on the side of her throat. “That was Odinryk. The Father of Wolves. The Wolf of Sun and Moon.”


  “So…that was some sort of…deity?” My mind started to catch up, but it was like awakening after a long nap. It took a while to get the gears rolling again.


  “We do not view gods the same way that you do in Doendhtalam,” explained Vell. “Here they are real. They are…well. You just saw.”


  I didn’t quite know what to say to that, so I asked another question instead. “What does it mean, the Mark it gave you?”


  “In the Beginning,” came Chael’s voice, “there were the First Men of the North. The winters were hard. Many perished. But one tribe survived, because its leader, Koryn, saw the cunning and speed of the wolf, and emulated them. His tribe watched the wolves, learned from them. Koryn and his wife Tal taught their sons and daughters the ways of the wolf, and they not only survived, they became the best hunters of all the Northmen. They tamed the horse, and rode, but were also swift of foot and skilled with bow and sword.”


  I shifted a little, making myself more comfortable, enjoying the genesis tale of the ulfdrengr.


  “One day when Koryn was grown, and his son’s sons were grown, a great fire ravaged the forest where they lived. They had followed one pack of wolves—the fastest, and the best at hunting—for many seasons, and the wolves, while still wild, had grown accustomed to the scent of the Northmen. One of the females of the pack had given birth to nine pups not a full moon before, and one of the grandsons of Koryn had seen the den and marveled at the beauty of the wolves from a distance. When he saw the stain of smoke on the sky, he mounted his horse and rode into the forest just as the fire threatened the den. The pack was away hunting, and the mother wolf was trying to move her pups, but the fire was too fast and too hot. The grandson of Koryn carried the nine pups in his pack, the mother wolf running alongside his horse as they fled the fire.”


  “Why didn’t she tear the son of Koryn apart when he went to touch her pups?” I asked.


  Vell smacked my hand lightly. “Don’t interrupt. It’s rude. And she didn’t tear him apart because she understood that he was the only way her pups would live.”


  “When the pack scented the fire, they tried to reach the den, but the flames had already overrun it. They howled in mourning for their lost pups. Three days later, when the fire finally burned to ashes, they found the den empty. When the pack emerged from the forest and found their nine pups and packmate unharmed, tended by the grandson of Koryn, there was such rejoicing that Odinryk himself heard in the farthest reaches of the Northern Mountains. He saw how good it was when the children of Koryn and Tal helped the wolves, and how the children of Koryn and Tal had learned to survive from the wolves; and he set his Mark upon five grandsons of Koryn and four granddaughters of Tal, binding them to the young wolves saved from the fire. And the sons of Koryn and the daughters of Tal became the first ulfdrengr, growing into skilled warriors and huntresses. The nine tribes of ulfdrengr are descendants of the sons of Koryn and daughters of Tal. The grandson of Koryn who saved the pups from the fire—Talon was his name—became the first of the herravaldyr, and it is from his line that all herravaldyr are descended.”


  “So you’re a descendant of Talon,” I said to Vell when I was sure the story was over.


  “Yes,” she answered. And then a peculiar light came into her eyes. “And so is Chael.”


  “Oh,” I said in surprise. Then, again, “Oh,” as I realized what that meant. Two herravaldyr. One male wolf, one female wolf. They did not have to be the last of the ulfdrengr. “Was that…was that why Odinryk Marked you?”


  “He Marked us as he Marked the nine children of Tal and Koryn,” Vell replied.


  Chael said, “We will fight this war with you. We will help you defeat the darkness.”


  I thought about how precious their lives and the lives of their wolves were: the last survivors of a proud and noble race, willingly offering themselves to me in battle.


  “There will not be a Northland to return to if we do not defeat the darkness,” Vell said, answering my unspoken question.


  “Lady Bearer!” Forin’s call cut through the silence and the glow slipped through the entrance to the shelter. The glasidhe sketched a bow to Vell. “Forgive the intrusion, but we are ready to travel. The Vaelanbrigh bid me tell you.”


  “Thank you, Farin,” I said.


  The glow hovered. “My lady…may I ask a question?”


  “Not if you keep calling me a lady,” I said, only half joking as I stood and brushed myself off. The three ulfdrengr followed my example, the wolves slipping out in silence as Vell began packing.


  “My…Tess,” Forin corrected himself with difficulty, “I was not sure, but there was a great wind, and the feel of something powerful…”


  “Was it one of your works of power?” Farin asked, zooming into the shelter to hover next to her twin. “There was something moving, and we heard the Sword, and something else.”


  “What do you mean, you heard something else?” I asked.


  “Another voice, another power,” Farin said, her aura brightening with interest.


  For a moment I thought that perhaps Luca didn’t remember the Crown of Bones—both he and Finnead had just been awoken from the sirens’ kiss, after all, and they’d been holding two of the wily serpentine women at bay. But I made the mistake of glancing at him and met with a crystal-clear blue gaze, glimmering knowingly. I took a deep breath and shook the tingling feeling from my arm, the vestiges of the alien Northern power prickling down my war-markings, sliding along the inked whorls like raindrops after a storm. “Is everyone ready to go? I’ll explain.”


  Luca showed no sign of surprise, and I didn’t know whether it was a good or bad thing that he already read me so well. Farin alighted on my shoulder, her weight no more than a hummingbird, and whispered mischieviously into my ear: “That looked like fun.”


  I couldn’t help but smile a little at that, but then I sobered as I considered what I needed to tell my small, loyal band of followers. Hello, so you all volunteered to escort me through varied perils to the Seelie Court, braving death and worse to ferry me across the Borderlands, and I decided to pick up this bauble in a siren’s lair that turned out to be even more powerful than my own legendary weapon…so you can count on probably not making it to the Seelie Court alive, thanks to my penchant for shiny things that hold unbelievable magic power. The Sword stirred in amusement at my caustic line of thought, but the Crown of Bones mercifully remained silent. It seemed as though the Crown had no interest in connecting with my power, which left me feeling vaguely relieved. I wished I could rest my forehead against Kelath’s smooth, warm muzzle, or stand next to Kavoryk’s huge, comforting presence. The ache of their loss pulsed just beneath my breastbone, coming to life at my yearning for them. I swallowed down the lump in my throat as I emerged into the sunshine, lifting my chin and drawing my shoulders back. They deserved a self-composed, regal leader, and I would try my damndest to give them one.


  Murtagh and Finnead stood near the center of the clearing, Finnead swathed in a pool of shadow, Murtagh’s russet hair gleaming in a sunbeam. I looked at Finnead but his face betrayed no emotion. He might as well have been a statue as he gazed coolly at me, his deep blue eyes traveling beyond me to linger on the ulfdrengr walking in my wake: Vell and Beryk, and then Chael, walking slowly with his hand fisted in Rialla’s fur, and then Luca, Kianryk padding beside him regally. Something flashed through Finnead’s eyes when his gaze reached Luca, but it was there and then gone, like a ripple through a deep pool, so fast I couldn’t identify it even with my improved skills at interpreting Fae expressions. Chael wavered, but neither Luca nor Vell paused to help him, and it was clear from the fire burning in his amethyst eye that he would have refused their help had they offered. It was a point of pride, I supposed, watching the slight sheen of sweat form on his silver-scarred skin.


  “All right, all right, I told you I’m coming,” Merrick said, waving a leather canister at Farin, who harassed him delightedly, tracing neon trails around his head and tugging on his hair affectionately. Farin’s sweet high laughter rang through the air. “Take a bit too long with the maps and everyone is all in a rush…” Merrick cleared his throat when he saw the rest of the group and looked slightly sheepish before slinging the map carrier over his shoulder and brushing at his hair with one hand. “I’ve…ah…I’ve reviewed the route,” he said in a firm voice.


  “How long until we reach the Summervale?” I asked.


  “Well, there seems to be some variations in the scrying-lines that are preventing me from seeing with as much clarity as I am accustomed…”


  “What you’re saying is you don’t know,” Vell interrupted.


  Merrick arched his eyebrows at her, blinking in scholarly dismay. “I wouldn’t say that I don’t know. What I’m attempting to convey is that I am not able to read the map with as much precision.”


  Vell arched one eyebrow in reply, a hint of a smile turning up one side of her mouth. We had all formed a loose circle, with me slightly in the center, the ulfdrengr ranged on one side, Vell and then Luca and then Chael. Next to Vell there was Merrick, staring at her with a hint of both irritation and admiration; Finnead, and then Murtagh. That put Finnead across from Luca, and I noticed with a sinking feeling that the former Vaelanbrigh’s inscrutable eyes stared over my shoulder unblinkingly, not even sparing a glance for Merrick and Vell’s conversation.


  Great, I groaned to myself, this is just what I need. A Sidhe Knight and a wolf-warrior playing rooster while we traveled the perilous road to the Seelie Court. Surely a centuries-old Sidhe and a well-disciplined ulfdrengr, raised in the ice of the North, would be mature enough to keep their manly squabble on hold until we defeated the Big Bad. Finnead’s gaze hardened, and I looked over my shoulder to find Luca staring at Finnead with a devilish gleam in his eyes. A gleam that said, Yes, you just saw the Bearer come out of our shelter with wrinkled clothes and mussed hair, and wouldn’t you like to know what went on inside? The slight curve in Luca’s lips suggested he found the Sidhe Knight’s gaze amusing somehow…and Finnead’s unwavering flat stare conveyed that the Sidhe Knight was deadly serious. I sighed internally and tuned back in to Merrick and Vell’s conversation.


  “…some degree of certainty, I can say that it will take us longer than expected. There’s something strange in the scrying-lines, some sort of disturbance that I cannot rightly discern with just a looking-glass,” Merrick said. “Perhaps if I had—”


  “We shall scout!” announced Farin jubilantly, her aura erupting in a sunburst of excitement. “We shall discover this disturbance, and if it is a dark creature we shall slay it!”


  Vell hid a smile at both the Glasidhe’s exuberant proclamation and Merrick’s look of annoyance at the interruption. “I am sure you will slay any Dark creature stupid enough to cross your path,” she said to Farin, who bared her pointed little teeth in gleeful answer.


  “So what time frame are we talking here?” I asked Merrick. “Give me at least a ballpark.”


  Everyone except Finnead looked at me quizzically. “Estimate,” I said, my voice choked with sudden and suppressed laughter.


  Merrick took a deep breath and ran his hand through his dark hair again. “Anywhere from a fortnight to a month, best I can guess.”


  I raised my eyebrows. “You weren’t kidding. There’s some pretty major stuff going on with those lines of power, isn’t there?”


  “Yes,” Merrick said soberly. “There is power reaching out, corrupting the very land.”


  I shook my head. “The faster we get to the Seelie Court, the better.” But no-one moved. It was as though they were all waiting, as though they all knew that I had something earth-shattering to tell them. I reached back and touched the hilt of the Sword for reassurance and took a breath. “I’ll try to keep this brief, then. When we were in the sirens’ lair, we…I…we found another, um, object.” Forin and Farin hovered just above Merrick’s head. The Sidhe and the ulfdrengr all waited for me to continue. “Another object of power. I knew it was important because one of the sirens talked about using it to bargain with Malravenar in exchange for their continued freedom.”


  Vell snorted and Chael spit to one side, his lovely scarred face twisted with loathing at the mention of our nebulous enemy’s name. A low growl rolled from Rialla’s throat. The merriment was gone from Luca’s face, his handsome countenance pale at the mention of the beautiful, terrible sirens.


  I pushed away the memory of Riadne’s hands gliding over my body, swallowing hard against the mental image of her long lithe body undulating in the rushing waters of the Darinwel. “Anyway,” I said in a slightly strangled voice. “I…we…took it from them.”


  “What, exactly, did you take?” Murtagh asked, his green eyes sharp.


  “Are the runes of concealment still strong?” When Merrick nodded silently, I opened my belt-pouch and drew out the tightly wrapped bundle. In answer to Murtagh’s question, I held the Crown of Bones cradled in one palm, heavy as a bird’s egg, and carefully drew back the cloth covering it. For a moment it looked like just a ruby—I laughed a little at that, in the privacy of my own head. Just a ruby the size of my fist. The Sword stirred contemplatively. The relative privacy of my own head, I amended.


  Then a cloud overhead shifted and a shaft of sunlight pierced the Crown of Bones and set it aflame. I almost dropped it as it burned brightly, diaphanous scarlet flames shimmering on the surface of the stone. And then it wasn’t a ruby, but a stone with night and day within it, collected under a dome the color of bright blood, moonlit moors and sunbright vales under a sanguine sky. My hands began trembling with the weight of such power, and with a great effort I rolled the Crown of Bones back into its cloth swaddling, hiding the mesmerizing sight.


  Merrick murmured something to himself in the Sidhe tongue. Finnead, unsurprisingly, looked almost bored, his face blank and smooth as a marble statue.


  “The Crown of Bones,” said Murtagh, voice bright with interest. For a Sidhe, he was jumping up and down with excitement, I thought to myself drily.


  “You should have left it in its watery grave,” Vell spat suddenly. I turned to her in surprise, the Crown still cradled in one palm. “Put it away,” she said in a hard voice, and I slipped it back into my belt-pouch, collecting my confusion to reexamine later.


  “So now we are doubly in peril,” Merrick said, but he didn’t make it sound like a bad thing.


  A strange light came into Chael’s eye. “I welcome any Dark creature who thinks to attack the Bearer.” Chael and Merrick locked gazes, and Merrick nodded slightly, all trace of the slightly sheepish Navigator gone, replaced by a cool Sidhe warrior recognizing the thirst for revenge in the eye of the ulfdrengr.


  “Are you bringing it to Titania?” Murtagh asked.


  “Not in particular,” I said. “To be honest, I’m not quite sure what I’m meant to do with it. Until then, I suppose I’m just safekeeping it.”


  “We are safekeeping it,” Murtagh said, grinning.


  “Fair enough,” I said with an answering smile. At least not everyone was mad at me over picking up the Crown of Bones. “Let’s prepare to move.” I glanced at Vell, but she refused to meet my gaze, staring stonily at the ground. My smile faltered. Was the Crown of Bones really an evil instrument, to garner such a reaction from Vell?


  It is not evil, the Sword answered immediately. The herravaldyr’s rage stems from the death of her people. Perhaps such power could have saved them.


  “You will take my mount,” Merrick told me, “if that is all right, my Bearer.”


  “That’s fine,” I answered absently, pushing away the hollow feeling that accompanied my thought of Kelath. I concentrated instead on solving the puzzle of Vell’s hatred for the Crown of Bones. As I mounted Merrick’s fine-boned Fae steed, I almost asked how the ulfdrengrs would manage with one mount between the three of them, but then I saw that Murtagh had taken Kavoryk’s big steed, and he offered a hand to Vell. Vell glared at him for a full minute, but then nodded to Chael, who took her small fleet mount, and she slipped up behind Murtagh, barely touching him, her hands resting primly on her thighs. Luca didn’t need a mount, I supposed, because he slipped off into the shadows, Kianryk beside him. Merrick rode the mount that we’d used as a pack-horse, a raw-boned animal that lacked some of the grace of the other Fae mounts but seemed strong and sure-footed.


  Merrick took the lead, Forin and Farin zipping ahead until their auras were lost amidst the canopy of the forest. He sketched a rune in the air, and my ears popped as runes on the trees flared and pressure built and released, a slight wind rippling across the clearing. We were vulnerable now. Merrick motioned forward silently with two fingers. Finnead fell in behind him, Chael behind me, and Murtagh and Vell on Kavoryk’s steed last, Beryk a liquid shadow streaming through the underbrush. I took a deep breath, settled into the saddle and tried not to jump at every shadow that flickered across our path; the Dark creatures would surely be hunting us, but we were across the Darinwel, and making our way through the perilous Borderlands, drawing closer every moment to the Seelie Court and, hopefully, rescuing its Queen, adding one more great Power to our side before facing Malravenar.


  


  Chapter 27


  We traveled for the rest of the afternoon, and when sunset tinged the leaves red, Merrick reined in his mount and turned to me.


  “My Lady Bearer—Tess,” he amended at my snort of disgust at the honorific, “I put it to the company that it would be safer to travel through the night, when the creatures of the Dark will roam, and sleep during the day.”


  Murtagh guided his mount around a slender ash tree at the edge of the narrow path. Vell sat behind him with her hands still laid neatly on her thighs. “It would be easier to keep watch during the day,” he said in agreement.


  “Vell?” I asked.


  She shrugged. “To keep watch during the day or at night, it matters not to a wolf.”


  “I’ll take that as ambivalence then. Chael?”


  “Vell speaks for all of us,” Chael replied, his silver hair shimmering in the fading light. The fresh scars patterning his beautiful face looked even deeper and redder than before.


  “I’ll keep that in mind. Finnead?”


  “It will take a few days to adjust, but it would stand us in good stead.”


  “Just remember, the Skin-wraiths attacked at sunset, so they don’t necessarily keep strictly to the night. And I expect that they’re getting stronger.”


  “We will kill them if they attack you,” Chael said, one hand tightening on his faehal’s reins. His mount tossed its head and huffed, pawing the forest ground.


  “I have no doubt about that,” I said. I glanced up at the last vestige of the day, blood-red as the light filtered down through the branches of the forest. “We travel until sunrise. Let us make best speed.”


  Merrick grinned a little at me. “You sound more like one of us every day, Tess.”


  “I don’t know whether that’s a good thing or a bad thing,” I replied drily, raising my eyebrows.


  “Well, we are wickedly handsome, so that might make it a bad thing,” Murtagh offered. Vell echoed my expression, golden eyes skeptical as she surveyed the back of Murtagh’s head, crossing her arms. “Or a very, very good thing. It all depends on your perspective, ma saell doehndhine.”


  I jumped a little at the nickname, a blade of something like sorrow flashing through me as I remembered the other dear friends who had first used those words to describe me: Allene, now no more than a pile of ash in the clearing, stabbed through the heart; Ramel, still back at Darkhill, braving Mab’s capricious and terrible moods.


  “You’re rather cheeky for someone who was almost dead less than a day ago,” Vell commented. Murtagh twisted in the saddle to offer her what he clearly thought was a roguish grin—and he was very, very handsome; but she stared at him blankly until he turned back around with a little shrug, as if to say, What more can I do?


  I cleared my throat and pushed the sorrow down. “You must have picked that up from Ramel,” I said, trying to keep my voice light.


  Murtagh nudged his faehal closer to me. We couldn’t ride side by side, but I could hear him. “He spoke of you as often as the wards would allow.”


  “The wards?”


  “We placed wards on your old rooms,” he explained. “Used them as a meeting-place beyond Mab’s ken.”


  “Isn’t that dangerous?”


  “Oh, undoubtedly.” Murtagh’s crooked grin glimmered in the half-light. “But we needed some way to keep hope alive.”


  “Things are that bad.” I said it as a statement, remembering Emery’s angry, accusing stare when I rescued Murtagh.


  “I was only a stripling at the time of the closing of the Great Gate, but from what I remember, times have never been so dark.”


  “Well,” I said, “we will just have to light a fire to push back the darkness. And the first thing we must do is reach the Seelie Court.”


  “Enough talk,” agreed Merrick, pushing his raw-boned mount to a quicker pace.


  I was not as sore yet as I’d expected, the gash in my thigh still tender but surprisingly painless as we pushed through the gathering shadows, threading through the skeletal forest on our fleet-footed Fae mounts.


  We stopped once during the night, inky blackness pressing in all around as we dismounted to stretch our legs. Vell unrolled her kit and gave a concoction of dried powders to Chael, who swallowed them uncomplainingly, his remaining eye glittering amethyst in the moonlight. Luca appeared, his golden beauty luminous even in the darkness. He flexed his hand silently. The three wolves appeared with glistening muzzles, and I wondered suddenly whether it was a deer or a Skin-wraith they’d downed; but Kianryk stretched with the lazy fullness of a well-fed dog, and my nerves eased.


  I checked the bandages on my thigh myself, and found them to be a bit grimy but still unstained by any blood. The leg felt stiff but there was no sharp hot pain warning of infection, so I decided to let it be. I wanted to conserve the healing supplies that we had, because I had the nagging feeling we would need them again before we arrived at the gates of the Summervale.


  When we began our trek again, Murtagh again pulled his mount up close. I couldn’t see his face throught the cloying darkness. “Did Ramel ever teach you the rune of self-weaving?”


  “Self-weaving? What in the world is that?” I frowned.


  “It’s a rune that essentially weaves your Walker-self with your body. It prevents you from Walking.”


  “Why would I want to prevent myself from Walking?” I asked, even as a burst of hope flared in my chest: the waking world was exhausting enough, but then to be dragged out of my body while I was asleep…it made for never-ending days. No rest, no respite from the heart-pounding adventures of Faeortalam. Murtagh raised one eyebrow slightly at my question. I pressed my lips together, unwilling to show weakness. Besides, I had to meet Ramel and Liam…I counted quickly in my head. Not tonight, I realized with another wave of relief. Tomorrow. I cleared my throat. “Perhaps you could show me, when we make camp.”


  Murtagh nodded, his eyes glimmering in the shadows. We rode in silence for a moment, and then he said, his voice so low that I barely heard, “Tess, you do not always have to be strong. We are all here for you.”


  And without waiting for a reply, Murtagh pressed his heels to his mount’s sides. I swallowed thickly. Murtagh had been with the company mere days, and granted, I had saved his life, but in perilous Faortalam it seemed that everyone saved one anothers’ lives twice before breakfast, so I didn’t count it as much anymore. For him to declare such a thing, for a Sidhe, was even rarer than declaring their fealty: it was not only pledging loyalty, it was pledging emotion and support—two things that the inscrutable Sidhe did not seem to openly lavish on one another, much less a mortal interloper. Though I was as much an interloper as any of them, now, I corrected myself. I breathed in the silky night air, tasting the deepness of the earth and the sharp tang of the forest, a cool breeze whispering through the trees. Faeortalam was as much a part of me as my own home now.


  We traveled the rest of the night in silence, keeping a brisk pace on our sure-footed mounts despite the thick darkness cloaking the forest. As we journeyed onward, the night seemed to press around us more closely, the shadows clotting between the branches of the trees and strangling the moonlight. Slowly the sounds of the night forest died away, and we traveled in true, eerie silence: no whirring of wings or cricket-song in the shadows; no rustling of little creatures on the forest floor or branches bending beneath the weight of a leaping squirrel. Even the slight breeze died down, leaving the air hanging heavy and still as curtains about us.


  I sensed the growing watchfulness of my companions. Forin and Farin dampened their auras as they made their scouting reports to Merrick, and they no longer teased the navigator as they had at the beginning of the evening. When the sky lightened to struggling grey and a weak twilight filtered down through the webs of shadows, I glimpsed moving shadows on both sides of my mount. My heart jumped, but then I recognized Beryk, on the left, threading through the ever more skeletal trees with sinuous grace; and on my right, unmistakable even in the predawn gloom, was giant Kianryk, shadowing my mount with a silence I would have thought impossible for a wolf of his size. I watched him move for a few moments, struck by the wild beauty of the muscles rippling beneath his tawny fur. I searched for vestiges of his imprisonment, and glimpsed a few scars parting the thick fur of his pelt on his sides and back, but other than that, and the fact that his ribs still showed through his skin if he moved just right, I was amazed by the wholeness of him. Chael bore the most physical signs of his imprisonment, with his scars and his eye; but then again, I thought grimly, Chael’s memories surfacing within my own mind, it might not be the visible scars that changed him the most. And that led me to think about Liam. As we’d said in the dream, I was beginning to understand his life. I didn’t pull the trigger on a weapon, but feeling my sword slice through flesh was perhaps even more visceral. My battle, I was sure, sounded much different—no staccato report of gunfire, or ear-ringing explosions, but all the same, I knew what it was to leap into danger with my heart in my throat, not knowing whether I would be alive to see the end of the battle, or no more than an empty husk littered on the ground with the other battlefield dead, my flesh cooling beneath the hungry stare of carrion crows.


  When I saw my brother again, I wanted to ask him whether it ever went away, that feeling of standing on a knife-edge, waiting to see what random chance dealt out for those I loved. Because no matter how good a warrior’s skills, all it took was one arcing slice of a blade, one whistling arrow, one miscalculated step—and their skills didn’t matter. It was all chance, no matter how hard you fought.


  Not entirely, the Sword whispered into my mind, the words barely more than a suggestion; but it was enough to stem the rising tide of despair welling from my morbid thoughts. Not entirely, I thought again, sitting up a little straighter on my mount. The slight movement quickly illuminated my stiffness, and my leg began to ache, a dull pain that hovered at the back of my consciousness like an annoying insect. I glanced up at the sky: barely lighter than twilight, but I was sure it had been at least an hour since the darkness began to lift. My mount shook his head as if trying to shed the lingering night chill. I rubbed my own arms and then habitually checked for my weapons: knife in my boot, plain sword lashed to the saddle, the Sword in its beaten scabbard across my back, natural as one of my own limbs. My hands went to check for my bow and quiver before my mind remembered that they’d been lost at the cliff with Kelath. I swallowed and took a deep breath. At least Vell still had her bow and quiver, and she was a better archer than me, I thought.


  Finally, at some unspoken signal, all the faehal drifted to a halt. I wasn’t sure the forest could be called a forest anymore: gray trunks clustered here and there, with enough room to see the weak daylight between them, their branches bare of leaves. On the ground, a few stunted bushes with half-dead leaves struggled to survive. The only living thing that seemed to thrive were thorny briars that snaked along the ground and up the trunks of the bony trees, creating thickets of bony vines and wicked-looking thorns.


  “The Shadow’s minions dislike the day,” Finnead said. “We should make camp.” The ulfdrengr regarded him silently, Vell sliding sinuously to the ground from behind Murtagh, standing beside Luca, who had emerged silently out of the trees. Chael still sat astride his mount.


  “We should press on,” Vell said, her voice low and steady.


  A peculiar tension tightened the air, and not for the first time I wondered what Vell and her wolf-warriors weren’t telling me, what backstory existed between the ulfdrengr and the Sidhe. Murtagh and Merrick looked on silently. Rialla appeared on the other side of Finnead, her amethyst eyes gleaming in the half-light. Beryk ghosted out from the trees beside Rialla, his midnight-dark fur rippling with blues and purples and greens. Kianryk stood solidly by me, but his sharply intelligent gaze rested on Luca. A thought entered my mind, no more than a hunch, but I reached my hand down, slowly, and brushed Kianryk’s fur with my fingertips. A shiver coursed through me, and a power that felt akin to static electricity played about my skin. I knew the wolf felt it too: his great muscles tensed, just slightly, and he lifted his great head. One of his expressive ears twitched toward me, as though he was listening for me to say something.


  “We cannot continue to travel without rest,” Merrick said, reining in his mount beside Finnead, his tone conciliatory.


  “Do they not teach you any endurance during your training, pup?” Chael said, a barely concealed sneer in his voice.


  Merrick looked slightly wounded. Finnead’s face went cold and still as marble at the veiled insult. The young navigator glanced at me, and then said, “It’s not to say that we couldn’t press on, it’s just that we must ensure we have the strength to fight whatever it is we encounter on this perilous road.”


  “Perilous,” Vell said under her breath. “You have never seen anything truly perilous, Court-bred.”


  “Hold now,” Murtagh said, even as the aloof irritation in Finnead’s eyes burst into a controlled blaze of anger. “Not two days ago, we rescued your kin, and now this hostility?”


  Vell laughed, a cold hard laugh that sounded foreign coming from her mouth. Her gaze was hard and flat as a golden coin, tempered by a strange anger that reached deeper than this petty argument. “You did not rescue my kin, Murtagh. You were busy letting your so-called queen drain your power to protect your own gates.” Her face was white with fury now, and the marks of the White Wolf blazed silver from her neck.


  “Do not speak of our Queen in that way,” Finnead said.


  “She is no longer your Queen, if I understand it rightly,” Vell spat back at him. “You had to die to escape her murderous clutches. Just as she let our people die rather then send us aid.” She spread her arms to include Chael and Luca. Together they looked like a trinity of Viking dieties: Vell a goddess of vengeance with her beautiful face cold in fury, Luca standing behind her right shoulder, his gaze impassive; and Chael, his scars only illuminating the perfection of his beauty, his single eye fixed on Finnead with ruthless intent, a god of cold revenge. “We are all that is left of the ulfdrengr, a people that defended the North from the Shadow as was our charge and our sworn duty.” Vell took a step forward, her voice rising inexorably with her fury. “We discharged our duty, Knight, even unto the death of all our kin! But when we called for aid, when we warned that the Shadow was rising in the Borderlands, what help did your Queen send?” Her question arced through the air like an arrow. Merrick flinched. Murtagh lowered his gaze. Finnead, still astride his faehal, looked down at Vell impassively, the flash of anger in his gaze carefully covered. He was once again the untouchable Vaelanbrigh.


  “It is not for us to know the inner thoughts of our Queen,” he said, echoing the sentiment I’d heard so many times at Darkhill. Murtagh couldn’t raise his eyes. Merrick seemed to be have trouble finding somewhere to look.


  “Your Queen is responsible for the annihilation of my people!” Vell hissed, taking another step forward.


  Why was this happening now? Why in the middle of this perilous dead forest was Vell confronting something she must have known….coldness gripped my stomach. Vell hadn’t known what had happened to her people, not really. Not until we’d separated Luca from the cursed dagger, and freed Chael from his torment in that camp of horrors. Not until we’d opened Chael’s mind and seen ulfdrengr’s heads speared on stakes, gore-streaked and staring. With a jolt I remembered Vell saying that her sister’s eyes had been cornflower-blue. I tried to call up the grisly image from Chael’s memories, but my mind rebelled. Had Vell seen her sister among the dead in Chael’s memories? She must have had other family too, a father and perhaps brothers, a mother…the thought of seeing my own brother in such a state made me feel sick.


  “The might of Darkhill, too, has suffered from the Shadow,” Finnead replied. He sounded so cold, so unfeeling. I wondered how I’d felt anything like love for someone so detached and aloof.


  One of the wolves growled, long and low. The sound drifted along the bare ground. Vell took another step forward, her two warriors echoing her movement. Luca stared intently at Merrick, and Chael’s gaze was locked on Murtagh. Vell’s eyes never left Finnead. I realized that if I didn’t do something, the Sidhe and ulfdrengr would be at each other’s throats, and though the Sidhe’s skills were tremendous, I wasn’t sure they were a match for the raw fury emanating from Vell. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Forin and Farin’s neon trails overhead. Either they didn’t know what side to take—Farin, after all, was exceedingly fond of Beryk and Vell, and I’d seen Forin talking seriously to Luca in the previous hours—or they’d decided that the most prudent course of action was to stay out of range until everything was decided.


  “Suffered from the Shadow,” Vell echoed. “Oh, I am sure you have suffered, shut behind your walls with your glorious feasts and jousting matches and all the trappings of a false Queen leading a failing kingdom.”


  As I saw Murtagh’s jaw tighten and Merrick raise flashing eyes, I reached down, gripped Kianryk’s ruff and said loudly, “Enough.” My voice resounded with the barest hint of power, cracking like an ethereal whip through the tense air. A jolt of power shivered up my wrist from Kianryk’s fur and Luca’s eyes snapped to me. I held his gaze for a moment, then switched to Finnead, who looked at me impassively. Finally I looked at Vell. She stared at me, at my hand on Kianryk, something like disbelief etched on her face.


  “You would compel an ulfdrengr?” she said in a strangled voice. “One of my warriors?”


  “I was unaware that Luca was your warrior,” I replied. “And I only sought to stop this unnecessary conflict.”


  “Unnecessary?” Vell stepped toward me now. I tightened my grip in Kianryk’s fur as I tasted snow and pine needles, Vell’s power sending tendrils toward me.


  “We are not playing this game of power. Not here, not now,” I said firmly, creating a sort of wall between myself and Vell with my own power. It was like glass, and her power hit it and fathered downward, spiraling like mist toward the forest floor. Leaves curled with frost where her power touched it. Vell showed her teeth in a flash of white.


  “You know, Mab likes to turn things icy too,” I commented casually, raising my eyebrows slightly.


  And with that, the tension broke. I felt Vell let go of her stream of power as suddenly as if she’d released a bow-string. Chael put a hand on her arm, his one eye still blazing angrily and fixed on Finnead.


  “We shall press on,” I said, stroking my fingers through Kianryk’s long fur as I released my grip. I saw Luca take a deep breath, his broad shoulders rising, and I wondered suddenly if the wolves and their warriors shared any feeling. Had he just felt my fingers upon his skin in a caress as I’d drawn my hand over Kianryk’s pelt? I pushed the line of thought away as I felt my cheeks heat.


  “But, my lady, aren’t—”


  I cut off Merrick with an upheld hand. “For goodness’s sakes, I’ve told you more than once not to bother with silly titles. And I’m fine.” I’m fine, I repeated to myself, trying to convince my mind to forget my aching legs and back, and the pull of the claw-marks still healing in my thigh. “We must make best speed to Brightvale.”


  “Then we shall press on,” Finnead said.


  “Vell, will you ride beside me?” I asked.


  “I will not ride with him again,” she said, looking at Murtagh.


  So we had to reconfigure the riding arrangements. If I hadn’t been so relieved that the argument hadn’t turned into a brawl, and so sore, I would have found it comical: Vell, eyes blazing, still sliding venomous glares at Finnead, and Murtagh, looking a bit put out that he wouldn’t have Vell as his passenger again. In the end, I offered Vell my smaller mount, which she accepted, and Murtagh, in an act of gracious concession that made me respect him even more, gave his mount to me with a glance at Luca.


  “If we are to press on, I will take my turn on foot,” he said.


  I hoped that my face didn’t betray how appealing I found the idea of riding while nestled against Luca’s broad chest. I carefully arranged my features into what I thought was a neutral expression. “My legs are sore,” I admitted with a rueful smile. “Luca, would you mind riding with me to make sure I don’t fall off?”


  “I doubt you would fall, Tess,” Luca replied, “but if you ask, I shall ride with you.”


  He offered me a stirrup made from his hands as I prepared to mount the much-taller, brawnier Northern mount. After delicately handing me up, he swung up behind me with an eminently masculine ease, so different from Finnead’s cool cat-like grace. My insides shivered.


  Power attracts power, the Caedbranr inserted into my mind devilishly.


  Quiet, you, I thought at it.


  Vell rode on my mount, Murtagh was now on foot, and I was riding with Luca. Merrick raised an eyebrow at me. I raised both of mine and added an innocent shrug in answer: What? This was the only logical arrangement.


  “I’ll take the lead,” Finnead said coolly, leaping lightly back into the saddle. Forin streaked ahead, his aura less distinct in the watery light. Farin hovered at eye-level.


  “Lady Tess, would you mind if I rode with you as well?” she asked mischieviously.


  I ignored her inflection. “Of course not, Farin, as long as you don’t call me ‘Lady’ again.”


  The Glasidhe settled onto my shoulder and swung her legs around so that she faced Luca. “I wouldn’t dream of it. I wish to ask you, wolf-warrior, a few questions.” Her last sentence dipped into dulcet tones. Clearly I wasn’t the only one who’d noticed Luca’s shining masculinity.


  “Of course, my lady Glasidhe,” Luca answered seriously.


  I smiled a bit, gathered the reins and nudged our mount back onto the trail, Kainryk padding beside us, and so we continued on the perilous path to the Seelie Court.


  


  Chapter 28


  As the day wore on, the light changed very little. I began to feel the effects of traveling all night and then pressing on, as I’d known I would. I tried to fight the heaviness weighing down my eyelids, and succeeded only in scaring myself a few times by half falling asleep and then awakening fully with a jolt, not quite remembering where I was or why I was astride a horse or why I had a gorgeous Viking astride my horse behind me. Finally Luca touched my arm—a bit tentatively—and said into my ear, “It is all right, Tess, you can go to sleep. I will stay awake. I will make sure you do not fall.”


  After a moment of hesitation, I nodded. Farin squealed gleefully into my ear when I rearranged the Sword so that I could settle back against Luca. I winced and swatted at her half-heartedly as she spun in circles around my head. “First you make me deaf and now you’re making me dizzy,” I complained at her. She only gave a trilling little laugh and twirled a few extra times right in front of my eyes.


  Now that I was nestled against Luca’s broad chest, it was easier for me to talk to him. “Was what I did earlier…was that taboo?” I asked softly, leaning my head back against his shoulder. He arranged his arms carefully around me, clearly trying not to seem forward with his placement of his body against mine. I smiled a little. For a Northern warrior, so ruggedly handsome and skillful with a sword as well as banter, Luca was, when it came down to it, a bit shy around women.


  “If you mean when you touched Kianryk and reached through our bond to break through the anger…no, it was not…taboo, as you say. It is just…unusual. I have not known anyone who was not a herravaldyr to be able to reach through bonds.”


  “Hm,” I commented sleepily. “I didn’t mean to cause any trouble.”


  “Oh, you are trouble,” Luca said into my ear, his voice low, breath brushing my neck.


  Suddenly I wasn’t so sleepy anymore. I felt every place our bodies touched acutely. “You know that…the Vaelanbrigh…”


  “I know that there was something between you, and perhaps there still is,” he said. “But you are something like herravaldyr, and in our world, herravaldyr women always have many suitors. Some even fight to the death for the chance to be her mate.”


  “Well, I don’t want anyone to fight to the death over me,” I said quickly, but something about the idea tugged at a primal part of me. “What about Vell? She is a herravaldyr.”


  “She will make her own choice,” Luca said unconcernedly.


  “And anyway…this is silly talk, with a war going on,” I said, clearing my throat and trying to ignore the heat rushing through my skin at the feel of his torso pressed against my back.


  “War and love often go hand in hand,” Luca replied.


  “All’s fair in both,” I agreed in a murmur, mostly to myself.


  Luca’s low laugh rumbled through me. “I like that,” he said, his Northern accent pronounced. “All’s fair in love and war.”


  “It’s from one of our mortal poets,” I explained.


  “You still lay claim to mortal poets?” he asked light-heartedly. “You are the least mortal-seeming mortal that I have ever met.”


  “I’ll bet I’m the only mortal you’ve ever met.”


  “That is true as well, but from what I have been told, most mortals cannot do what you can do, Tess.”


  That surprised a quiet laugh out of me. Merrick, riding in front of us, looked over his shoulder at me, one eyebrow raised again. I gave him the same both-eyebrows, shoulder-shrug answer.


  “He shines like gold, even in the dimmest light,” Farin whispered into the curve of my ear. I took that to mean she approved of Luca.


  “You shouldn’t be taking sides,” I murmured at her.


  “I have been messenger for the Dark Court but that does not mean I owe them my loyalty,” Farin said. “In any sense,” she added wickedly.


  “Hush,” I admonished, a smile in my voice. I tipped my head back slightly and watched the arching arms of the trees overhead, their bareness stark in the grey-washed light.


  “The forest is dying,” Farin said, loud enough for both Luca and I to hear.


  “Or it is already dead,” Luca agreed in somber tones.


  “Do you feel it, Tess? Do you feel the difference?” I felt Farin shift on my shoulder, her wings brushing my neck and fanning my hair.


  I paused and took a deep breath, settling into the state of awareness that let me feel through my taebramh. Normally when I sent seeking tendrils of power afield, I felt some sort of response from the veins of taebramh that ran through the earth of Faeortalam like veins. Sometimes they were deep beneath the earth, inaccessible, but I still felt them. Here, in this skeletal forest, I felt nothing from the earth and trees. I sensed the glowing pulses of the Sidhe, and amongst the trees there were the three wolves, twining fluidly together and then separating, already running as a pack. But I couldn’t feel any life in the earth of Faeortalam itself. It was like shouting into silence and hearing only your own echo. I felt my own returning power, but no more. “Yes,” I whispered, chilled. “I can’t feel any…any pulse. There’s no power at all, none in the earth or the trees.”


  “No nymphs,” Farin said sadly.


  I felt her tiny hand stroke the soft flesh of my earlobe; whether it was for her own comfort or for mine I couldn’t tell. I shivered, the grey landscape taking on an even more alien cast as we plunged deeper into the dead forest. “I’m not very tired anymore,” I said, feeling a spike of anxiety. What creatures roamed these woods that I couldn’t sense? Shadow-wraiths, gore-crows, some other monsters of the Shadow’s creation? I shivered and felt the pull of the claw-marks in my thigh.


  “We will be through this forest soon enough,” Luca said. “In the meantime, you should at least catch rest while you won’t fall off your mount.” He tightened his hold on me slightly to emphasize his point.


  I sighed, trying to tamp down the wave of uneasiness washing over me. After a few moments, it receded, and I tried to take Luca’s advice, checking the Sword more out of habit than necessity before leaning my head back on his shoulder. Farin nestled against my neck, her small body warm against my skin, and began singing a haunting lullaby in the Glasidhe tongue, her voice soft and sweet. Perhaps there was a bit of Glasidhe spell-work in the lullaby, because I found my eyelids heavy and I drifted into sleep.


  I didn’t dream, but I came half-awake every now and again when Luca replied to something one of the riders asked; his voice rumbling in his chest vibrated against my cheek, but I soon slipped back into sleep. Once I thought I felt a large hand smoothing my hair and ensuring the slumbering Farin was still secure in the hollow above my collarbone.


  Luca awoke me gently as our mount came to a halt. I started, almost falling off the faehal and dislodging Farin, who awoke with a surprised squeal. Luca caught Farin in one hand and steadied me with the other, his blue eyes dancing with suppressed laughter when I twisted to look at him, still blinking dazedly.


  “Where are we?” I asked, clearing my throat and trying to regain some portion of my dignity.


  “Still in the forest, but we’ve stopped for a little while,” Luca replied.


  “Stretch break, great.” I covered my mouth as I yawned. “Sorry,” I said to Farin as she leapt lightly from Luca’s outstretched hand. She spun a few dizzying circles around my head and then settled, hovering just above us, so I assumed that meant she accepted my apology.


  Luca kept one hand on my back and dismounted. He didn’t offer me his hand but he saw my expression of discomfort and slight panic when my legs wouldn’t exactly obey my command to move; without a word, he reached up, placed his hands around my waist and lifted me from the faehal with as much effort as lifting a child. I tried to stand but only succeeded in affirming my theory that my legs were numb and mostly useless; I wobbled for a precarious moment like a newborn colt and then fell against Luca with a frustrated wordless exclamation. He caught me like it was the most natural thing in the world and helped me to sit down on the bare forest floor.


  I scrubbed at my face with the heel of my hand. “Thanks. You’d think that being the Bearer would give me an extra helping of coordination, but I guess not.”


  “We’ve been riding for almost a full day without a stop,” he said. “Not many would be able to do that, and not many would be able to completely sleep through most of it.”


  I gave him a half-hearted smile, kneading my thighs and flexing my legs carefully. I gritted my teeth as the blood flowed back into my muscles, bringing a wash of stabbing needle-jabs. Luca stood a few paces away, his blue eyes far-off. I saw him flex his right hand and rub the knotted scar tissue reflectively.


  “Here.” Vell handed me a piece of kajuk. She narrowed her eyes at me. “Even though you broke up what would have been a solid brawl.”


  I raised my eyebrows at her and she stared back, holding her serious expression for a long moment, and then her golden eyes glimmered with something between droll amusement and irritation.


  “I was a little concerned,” I replied lightly, tearing into the kajuk enthusiastically as I realized how long it had been since I’d last eaten.


  “As you should have been.” Vell folded her legs with that fluid wolf-like grace and sat beside me on the forest floor.


  I chewed the slightly sweet, smoky meat and leaned my head back, tracing the skeletal boughs of the trees against the flat gray sky with my gaze. In the corner of my vision I saw Merrick talking to Murtagh, Finnead standing with his back to them both, one hand on the hilt of the Brighbranr. Wind rustled through the forest, rattling dry leaves like a dying man’s last breath. I sat up straighter as I caught some edge of a scent on the air, something foul-sweet and decaying. Beside me, Vell rolled forward onto the balls of her feet, a long dagger gleaming in her hand; Beryk slid sinuously out of the shadows, his teeth showing white in the half-dark, glistening counterpoint to Vell’s blade.


  My skin prickled with goosebumps, and my war-markings stirred beneath my skin. The sixth sense of my taebramh and my connection to the Caedbranr heightened, the air about me growing heavy as I strained to hear any movement through the forest. Vell gave a little hiss through her teeth. I felt the low rumble of the wolves’ growls in the bones of my chest, and it was then I knew that there was something hunting us.


  I slid to my side, using my good leg to push me to my knees. I didn’t trust my weary legs to hold me in a graceful predatory crouch like Vell. My right hand found the leather pommel of my plain blade at my hip, sliding it from its sheath with a silver whisper. A pulse of something—Warning? Anticipation?—coursed up my war-markings, prickling my skin, but thankfully the emerald markings didn’t illuminate as they were wont to do. I realized belatedly that it was getting darker—the shadows were deepening, even though it was approaching noon and the grey light should have held. An icy sense of foreboding settled in my stomach. I swept my eyes across the swath of forest in front of me, trying to pick out the Sidhe and wishing that the ulfdrengr and Sidhe hadn’t separated themselves. Searching for Merrick, Murtagh and Finnead, I picked up a slight movement, slinking low among the trees, and my heart surged into my throat before I realized that it was one of the wolves. By the silver sheen on the wolf’s fur I guessed it was Rialla.


  The Caedbranr’s hum crested as the darkness deepened around us. Vell tightened beside me, coiling her body like a spring. I felt my breath coming faster, shallower, my lungs compressed by the instincts screaming at me to run, to flee the trap before the hunter leapt upon us. Sweat slid down my back despite the chill night air, and that breeze came again, that deceptively gentle ribbon of air curling around us, stronger than the wave of air before it, blanketing us even more strongly with the smell of death…now accented with the bright copper scent of fresh blood. My stomach seized but I forced it down. The Caedbranr’s power swelled warningly between my ribs. The Sword wasn’t omniscient but it felt danger. I raised my blade slightly and got my feet under me somehow, straining to see in the oily darkness enveloping us.


  A scream split the still air, echoing between the bare trunks of the trees. I was on my feet without a second thought, blade held at the ready, even as I sensed Vell moving in front of me, Beryk circling behind me, his growl subsiding into deadly silence. I couldn’t tell where the scream had come from, whether it was human or beast, only that it rang with the sheer and final terror of imminent death. A gust of wind laden with sulfur and blood and death blew my hair back from my face, and suddenly the coolness of the darkened air changed. With the sulfur came a creeping heat, and another terrible scream cut short with a wrenching crack of bone.


  “Vell, what is it?” I whispered.


  From her silhouette, I saw Vell rise from her predatory crouch, her head tilted up toward the sky. For a bare moment she lowered her blade. Half of the carcass of the large raw-boned faehal crashed down through the trees and slammed into the ground.


  “Vell,” I said again, voice rising as another blade of wind blasted over us, making me lean into the force of it. I took a step backward, my feet moving of their own volition. I reached for Vell’s arm, intending to pull her back, even as I recognized that the wind wasn’t wind.


  It was wingbeats.


  Vell turned, her face so close to mine that I saw the gleam of something close to fear in her eyes. “Dragon,” she said in an awe-struck voice. And then, one more word, as she spun me around and pushed.


  “Run!”


  Dragon. Dragon. Dragon.


  The word echoed in my head, tangling around my scattered thoughts. But my instincts took over as Vell pushed me and I lurched forward into an ungainly stride. Another blast of air, now hot enough to slick sweat down the back of my neck, shoved at us from behind. I belatedly realized that I’d be much slower running with my sword in my hand, skidded as I jabbed it at the sheath and almost stabbed myself but by some incredible luck slammed the blade home. Both hands free now, I sucked in a breath of acrid air and pumped my arms. I knew that Vell could easily outstrip me but weaving between the trees and leaping over fallen logs quickly consumed my attention.


  How could we outrun a dragon? My mind slipped at the sheer impossibility of the word. Another wingbeat, closer, almost knocked me off my feet. An edge of panic swept up my spine as my mind conjured up images of dragons from books and films. As the rancid stench of death enveloped us again, swirling around the dark trunks of the trees in a hot miasma, I was certain that this was a dragon more along the lines of Tolkein’s invention than a brightly colored children’s cartoon. The scar on my cheek from the cadengriff stung with the memory of airborne enemies. I concentrated on running, blocking out the persistent ache from the claw-marks in my thigh and the soreness from the cliff climb and travel.


  We ran blindly. I didn’t know where we were going. I wasn’t sure whether Vell knew either, and I could only hope that Merrick, Murtagh and Finnead were running too. As we flashed between trees, another wingbeat caught us—not stronger, but not weaker, warning us to keep our pace. My lungs burned. I stumbled, barely stopped myself from tumbling to the ground, and then a warm wolf body slid beneath my still-reaching hand, ghosting away after I righted myself and crashed on through the bare trees.


  Without warning the forest ended as if cut by a knife. One minute we were sprinting through the trees, the next minute we were streaking across an open plain, flat and just as dead as the forest we’d left behind, with only a dying twisted tree here and again breaking the monotony of the plain. Vell swore vehemently in the North-tongue. I wondered how she had the breath to curse, heaving air into my lungs, every part of my body from my legs to my shoulders on fire. I risked a glance over my shoulder and immediately wished I hadn’t.


  Behind us what looked like a massive stormcloud spread its darkness across the sky over the deadened forest. The blackness—smoke, I realized—swirled and eddied violently as two massive talons appeared at the fore of the cloud and sliced down through the sky, shearing the smoke and allowing me to glimpse a creature that dwarfed any living thing I had ever seen. My brief glance captured bat-like wings, tipped with wicked talons at the joints, and sinuous body so massive the sheared smoke cloud still obscured its true size from my view. Another talon cut through the smoke far to the left of the dragon—the dragon, my mind said again in disbelief—sweeping in a lazy circular pattern. Its tail, I realized. The third talon belonged to its tail.


  The glimpse of the dragon slowed me, awe seeping into my limbs, fear catching at my heart with icy tendrils. I felt my foot catch a rock and I fell, skidding onto my knees. I rolled over to look back at the forest, my mind still reeling at the impossibility of that single brief glimpse. Grit seared across my face as another hot wingbeat swept across the open plain, no trees to break its rolling momentum.


  A hard hand grabbed my arm, hauling me to my feet.


  “No time to be awestruck,” Vell said into my ear.


  I steadied on my feet but remained facing the forest, transfixed by the approaching blackness and the monster it contained. “What good will running do?” I stared at the talons cutting through the smoke. “How can we run from…from that?”


  “Don’t make me slap you,” growled Vell, giving a hard tug on my arm, pulling with enough force that I had to take a step to keep my balance. And then like a wind-up toy she pulled another step out of me, and another step that turned into a stride, and we were running again. As my legs found their rhythm again, my heart pounded in my ears. My mind reached out to the Sword, but it rebuffed me with a hot pulse of power that stung more than Vell’s threatened slap. I hissed in frustration at it.


  Am I just a vessel to you? I yelled in my mind. I didn’t have the breath for words. First the river, then the sirens, now a goddamn dragon and it’s still not worth your effort to protect me?


  The Caedbranr’s reply almost knocked me off my feet with its internal force, each word hitting the bones of my ribs and echoing against my sternum, vibrating through my entire body.


  You are the Bearer. You will prevail through your own power.


  After the ache faded from the teeth, I thought at it dryly, Thanks for the reassurance.


  We couldn’t run forever. I strained my eyes to see whether there was any cover, any hope of evading the dragon. Vell suddenly pulled me to the left, and I hoped she’d spotted something that I hadn’t yet seen.


  “Something dead over there,” she said shortly, Beryk twining between our running bodies like a corporeal shadow. “Hide us. Mask our scent.”


  I could hear the strain in her words and for some reason it gave me a burst of energy. I wouldn’t be the reason that she and her beautiful wolf no longer held the hope of rebuilding their shattered people. A dark shape suddenly loomed in the grayness and Vell arrowed toward it. It seemed to take us an eternity to reach it, our strides kicking up dust on the desparately flat ground. As we neared the corpse I recognized it with a sick lurch to my stomach and a hiccupping laugh escaped me. We skidded to a stop behind the bulk of the dead creature and Vell pulled me down.


  “It’s a cadengriff,” I said, my voice bordering on hysterical. “We’re using the corpse of something that tried to kill me to hide from an even bigger thing trying to kill us.”


  “Guess all the shadow’s beasties don’t play well together,” Vell replied. “Get down. This won’t be pleasant.” She slid on her belly, tucking herself against the cadengriff’s hindquarters, against its bloated underside. I gagged as I mirrored her, shuddering at the scrape of the dead creature’s claws against the fabric of my shirt.


  “Face away from it and tug your shirt up over your face,” Vell told me brusquely.


  I pulled the cloth of my shirt up over my nose and mouth, breathing in my own stale sweat spiked with the tang of fear. Another wingbeat washed over us, rocking the corpse, and Vell took advantage of the movement to pull the cadengriff’s wing over us with a dry crack of dead tendons. I gagged again and fought rising panic. Beryk slid under the wing, blocking my view of anything else. I pressed my face into his fur gratefully, one hand clutching at his neck ruff as though he could anchor me to calm. And he pressed his great wolf-head onto my shoulder, for all the world like faithful Lila comforting me after a bad day at school. A wave of homesickness so intense it made tears prick at the corners of my eyes rippled through me. I breathed through my shirt, still tasting copper in the back of my throat, and squeezed my eyes shut as the wingbeats of the dragon blasted closer. Tendrils of smoke curled into our grisly shelter.


  “Breathe slowly,” said Vell’s disembodied voice. “Don’t give in.”


  Don’t give in. Don’t give in. Don’t give in. I repeated the words in my head, inhaling slowly with each phrase, exhaling with the next iteration. I pulled my arm from its sleeve and covered Beryk’s nose on my shoulder with the cloth, hoping it would help him. The smoke still stung my closed eyes, and I felt gritty ash settling on my skin. I made my breath slow, forced down the building urge to cough. Another wingbeat, pushing the corpse against us. Something wet seeped into my shirt from where I pressed against the dead cadengriff. Each breath became more smoke than air. My focus narrowed to forcing my lungs to inhale. I felt Beryk’s steady breathing and tried to follow his pattern. The wolf was preternaturally calm. I felt Vell pressing her face into the other side of his neck, and the hand that wasn’t sealing the cloth of my shirt over my mouth and nose found her shoulder. A shudder shook me when her hand found mine.


  The air turned hot. Heat and smoke and ash, sweat sliding down every plane of me, gathering in creases and joining the dampness from the dead cadengriff.


  Don’t give up. Don’t give up. Don’t give up.


  Now each word was an inhale, the next a shallow exhale. Beryk panted. Vell made a small wordless sound as another wingbeat rocked the corpse, almost lifting it from the ground. Colors swam on the blackness of my closed eyelids.


  The next wingbeat almost lifted the wing of the cadengriff. With clawing hands Vell and I grabbed the leathery dead wing. I lost my grip on my makeshift mask and choked on a mouthful of ash as searing air blasted into our small pocket of protection. We shifted our weight to pin down the cadengriff’s wing. With a supreme effort of will I pulled my shirt up over my nose and forced myself to stop coughing. As the rush of the wingbeat faded, I realized that the shift meant the dragon had flown over us. I barely dared to breathe as a spike of hope pierced my fading consciousness.


  Don’t…give…up…


  Each wingbeat, though carrying the dragon farther away, pushed smoke and ash and furnace-hot air against the dead cadengriff’s wing.


  Don’t…


  Another ribbon of fetid air wrapped around us.


  Give…


  The ribbon became a breeze, shoving at the leathery wing with light fingers.


  Up.


  I didn’t remember letting go of the dead cadengriff wing, or letting go of consciousness.


  


  Chapter 29


  The voices filtered into my ears in soft pieces, muffled by the lingering darkness wrapping my mind. Beneath the voices there was another sound, something like drumbeats that shook the ground beneath my cheek.


  “…looks like the fire-breather didn’t find anything besides its own playmate…”


  The voices shone brightly in my head, laced with a foreign accent.


  “What was it after, then?” a female voice asked. “We haven’t seen it venture this far south into the Borderlands before. It must have been on the scent of something.”


  “If it was, it lost it,” answered a male voice. His words glowed like candle flames in the darkness, drawing me back toward full consciousness.


  “Perhaps it was sent,” said a third voice musingly. The voices were getting closer.


  “Must we inspect the corpse?” the second voice asked in disgust.


  “Come now, Tristan,” the female voice responded with laughter like bells. “Tisn’t anything more than a dead ‘griff, why so squeamish?”


  I slowly gained awareness of my body, lying awkwardly in a prone position. I tried to remember what I’d been leaning on when I slipped into darkness…I blinked, and coughed, remembering a warm pelt beneath my fingers, a heavy head on my shoulder.


  “Hold,” said the woman, all trace of gaiety gone from her voice.


  I forced my eyes open and sucked in another breath, rolling to my side. I couldn’t see much in the dimness beneath the cadengriff wing; ash rose in a small cloud as I moved, my body painfully stiff. With a glance I saw that I was alone, with only a vague imprint in the ash where Vell and Beryk had lain. I slid my dagger from my boot, acutely aware that if these strangers meant me harm, I would probably have to unleash my taebramh because there was little I was good for physically.


  I heard Beryk’s low rolling growl and Vell’s impossibly calm voice. “Looking for something?”


  Relief rushed over me even as I berated myself for my stupidity. Of course Vell wouldn’t leave me, I thought. I gathered my legs under me and pushed at the cadengriff wing, coughing as my movement dislodged another fall of gritty ash. I stumbled awkwardly away from the creature, my eyes watering at the gray light that now seemed as bright as a noon sun. When I finished coughing and swiping at my eyes with a grimy sleeve, I looked up to find Vell standing statue-still in front of me, arrow nocked to her bow and pointed unwaveringly in the direction of three blazingly golden Sidhe mounted on beautiful faehal. Beryk stood a small distance away from Vell, lips drawn back silently from gleaming white teeth.


  Two of the Sidhe had gleaming blades pointed down at Vell. The third rider closest to Beryk held a golden arrow nocked to a bone-white bow.


  “Yes,” said the Sidhe in the center of the three. “We are looking for something, in truth.”


  Beryk growled low in his throat. The Sidhe with the bow drew back his arrow slightly, face impassive. Vell raised her eyebrows challengingly. I had no doubt that she was about to say if they were looking for a fight, they could have one, or something to that effect. But then the Sidhe’s piercing green eyes shifted beyond Vell to me, and she sheathed her blade in a decisive motion. Without a word exchanged, the riders to either side of her lowered their weapons. The Sidhe looked at me and said, “We’re looking for you.”


  Vell didn’t lower her bow. I responded to the suprising statement by launching into a coughing fit. My eyes watered, I couldn’t breathe, and I promptly sat down ungracefully on the ash-layered ground to hack my lungs out. Finally I could breathe enough to calm myself and open my eyes, and I found all three Sidhe looking at me with varying expressions. The female Sidhe who had spoken wore a hint of a smile, while on her right the swordsman looked a bit confused, as if I wasn’t exactly what he’d expected. The bowman, who seemed at first glimpse to be the youngest of the group—but age was always tricky with Sidhe—glanced at the female Sidhe with a look that plainly said, Really? This is what we’ve found?


  I accepted Vell’s offer of a hand up, nodding to her gratefully. Then I brushed myself off perfunctorily, dagger still in hand, turned to the Seelie Sidhe and said, “Tess O’Connor, Bearer of the Iron Sword. Pleased to meet you.” I coughed a little again and grimaced at the haze of fine ash still lingering in the air.


  “The pleasure is all ours, Lady Bearer,” said the female Sidhe, her voice once again beautiful as bells.


  “The honor is ours,” said the swordsman, his eyes glimmering.


  I glanced at Vell. “This is…” I paused. Should I introduce her as a herravaldyr? The heir to the restoration of a people thought dead? Marked by the White Wolf? “…Vell,” I finished. She nodded almost imperceptibly, lowering her bow but keeping the arrow nocked. “And Beryk,” I added. The sable wolf’s ears swiveled at the sound of his name and he gave his laughing wolf-grin, showing off his dagger-long teeth.


  The female Sidhe’s piercing gaze shifted to Vell. “I have heard tales of the valor of the North. I did not think I would ever have the privilege of meeting a warrior and her wolf.”


  I couldn’t help but smile since I knew what Vell was going to say before she said it.


  “He’s not my wolf,” Vell replied coolly, seeming unflattered by the warm words from the Seelie. “He’s his own wolf, not owned by anyone.”


  The female Sidhe inclined her head in acquiesance.


  “So now you know who we are,” I said, “and we still don’t know your names.”


  “Truth,” said the swordsman with a hint of a laugh in his voice, “but she is quite as impatient as we thought she might be.”


  “Or perhaps I just like to know where I stand with people,” I countered seriously. The Sword thrummed on my back, the first time it had stirred since our sprint through the forest.


  “Point to you, Lady Bearer,” the swordsman said. I didn’t correct him on the use of my title. Better for the Seelie to know me from the first as what I was now. He slid down gracefully from his mount and his two companions followed suit. The faehal, which weren’t wearing bridles and only the barest suggestion of something that looked like a saddle, watched me alertly, their liquid eyes intelligent as they clearly followed the conversation. I missed Kelath with a sudden sharp ache.


  “I am Sage,” the swordsman said with a half-bow that he made look natural and effortless. “Our patrol leader is Gray, and there on the end is our young one Tristan.”


  Gray smiled as she was introduced, fully aware of the irony of her name—there was nothing gray or drab about her. Her golden-white hair shone even in the weak light of the Borderlands, and her skin, though pale, was not as pale as the Unseelie, with rosy color suffusing her cheeks and lips. Even her pale eyelashes caught the light like spun silk, framing brilliantly green eyes. She was taller than the Unseelie women, and though she was still slim she was not willowy, her stance conveying a confident strength.


  I expected Tristan to grimace at his introduction, but he merely shrugged a bit as if to say, Well, it’s true. When he met my gaze, I detected a small amount of something like awe in his eyes, and then as he looked at Vell that awe was tempered by wariness, as though he wasn’t quite sure how to react to the presence of a herravaldyr.


  “Sage, Gray, Tristan.” I gave each of them a nod. Gwyneth’s pendant slipped out from beneath my charred shirt as I leaned over to slide my dagger into the sheath in my boot. My muscles twinged as I stood; it felt like waking up the morning after boxing class coupled with a hard workout, finding bruises and stiffness in places I hadn’t remembered were there. Just from what I could see on the bare skin of my forearms and hands, I was sure my face was completely covered in dark gritty soot from the dragon-ash; but I looked directly at Gray and asked, “How far are we from Brightvale?”


  “Impatient and blunt,” murmured Sage, loud enough for me to hear.


  I shrugged. “I prefer to be direct.”


  “No mincing pretty words and dancing about the subject,” agreed Vell pointedly. She hadn’t relaxed her watchful stance, her gaze shifting between Sage and Tristan before settling on Gray. The herravaldyr recognized another alpha female, so to speak, and she was watching her closely.


  Sage looked to Gray, who gave another bare nod without taking her eyes from Vell.


  “We are a fortnight from the Outer Guard’s post,” Sage said.


  “It is unusual for us to venture so afar afield in the Borderlands,” added Tristan, “but the fire-breather came too far south for our liking.”


  Gray’s full lips thinned and Tristan abruptly silenced himself. I wondered if the Seelie were telepathic, or if they were all so attuned to their leaders’ shifts in mood. It was a bit too reminiscent of Mab for my comfort, but then again, perhaps I needed to be reminded for all my friendships, the Sidhe’s perilous beauty masked a lethal power.


  “Do you think it was hunting?” I asked, circling back to their earlier conversation.


  “If it was, we beat it to the prize,” Gray said, smiling a deadly smile. Vell raised her eyebrows incrementally, unimpressed. Then Gray laughed, her voice cascading golden around us. “Come now. We are being as ridiculous as striplings on the practice field. Let us be friends.” She extended her sword-calloused hands to Vell, who looked at them like they were alien things. I almost stepped forward to try to ease the awkwardness, but Beryk slid past me and shoved his nose unceremoniously into Gray’s waiting hands. The Seelie’s emerald eyes widened slightly in surprise but then glimmered with amusement or pleasure, I wasn’t sure which, as she smoothed her palms over Beryk’s sable coat, heedless of the layer of dragon soot. Gray murmured something in the Seelie tongue in her mellifluous voice, rubbed behind the big wolf’s ears—his eyes went slitted and his tongue lolled in pleasure—and then smiled at Vell.


  I let out a slow silent sigh of relief, reminding myself to find Beryk a suitably juicy reward for saving the moment.


  “Come then,” said Gray, one hand still stroking Beryk’s ears. “We shall travel together.”


  There wasn’t any way to refuse gracefully, especially not since these Seelie would be our key to Brightvale, which was why we’d traveled so far. But what had happened to Luca, Finnead, and the others? And why was I hesitant to tell the Seelie immediately that we’d been separated from the rest of our little band while evading the dragon?


  As I turned over these questions in my mind, an inexplicable weariness settled into my limbs. It pressed down on me like a heavy blanket, and when I took a breath all I could smell was dragon-smoke. I frowned. My skin soot-smeared skin tingled. “Is there…” My voice came out as a thread of sound. I cleared my throat and tried again. “Is there any particular effect of ash from dragon-smoke?” I glanced at Vell, trying to gauge whether it was just me or whether she was just stoic enough not to show that it felt as though weights had been tied to my wrists, dragging at my shoulders. When one of the Seelie replied, their voice sounded far away.


  “The sleeping-smoke,” said the one with the bow. Tristan, I thought to myself hazily. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Vell waver in her tense posture. It was merely shifting her foot as though widening her stance, but to me it was as though she’d staggered.


  “The scroll did speak of a secondary, delayed effect,” I heard Sage say musingly.


  The definition of the gray landscape began to blur. I couldn’t see their faces properly and my lips were numb. Thinking was like forcing my way through knee-deep mud. “Five more…with us…separated.” Each word was an effort that took its own concentration. “Two…Northmen…three…Sidhe.”


  “Two wolves,” added Vell in a thick voice.


  I felt my body from a detached distance, noting in muted surprise that I was on my knees, staring at the gray ground. Hands were on my shoulders. I lifted my head and with the last of my focus, said, “Find them.”


  I heard Gray but my vision dimmed further.


  “Sage, take them back to camp. Can you manage both?”


  “The Bearer is the worse off, I’ll take her and come back for the wolf-warrior.”


  I made an incoherent sound of protest. The hand on my shoulder tightened as if in reassurance.


  “I’ll…manage,” said Vell in a low, tight voice. Her Northblood obviously gave her some sort of immunity to the majority of the ash’s effects, I thought jealously, wishing disjointedly that I could move my own body, though whoever was moving me was very careful and it felt good to have someone else thinking about what came next.


  “If any harm comes to the Bearer, I will put my blade through you myself,” Gray’s lovely voice said.


  “Not if I do it first,” gritted out Vell.


  “If any harm comes to her,” Sage’s voice rumbled against my back—I’d been spirited up onto his faehal without my knowledge, “then I will put my own blade through my heart.”


  Bold pledges, I wanted to say, now stop threatening to kill the Sidhe who is supposed to ensure I don’t die from dragon-induced paralysis…but I couldn’t even manage to blink. Not that I could see much anyway. My eyes were like an out-of-focus camera, providing only blurred smears of color. I could barely feel if I was still breathing and I quelled a spike of panic. I’d just have to trust that my body remembered to do what it had been doing for two dozen years. And Sage. I suppose I had to trust Sage, even though I met him ten minutes ago. And he had a sword pointed at me for a good portion of the time since our initial introduction.


  “Calm now, my lady,” Sage’s smooth voice said into my ear. “I know you cannot feel much, but if you allow your mind to panic, your body will follow.”


  From the pressure across my chest I knew he had an arm around me. I tried to slow my racing thoughts. My focus must have worked because Sage murmured his approval. I could tell we were moving.


  “How far?” I heard Vell’s voice, still strained but still indelibly Vell. “And have you the proper medicines?”


  “Dragonsbane,” answered Sage promptly. “It’s difficult to find but we stored some away after we first spotted the fire-breather. None of our patrols have gotten close enough to be doused in ash, though.”


  We were moving fast. Wind whipped tears into my eyes…eyes that I couldn’t blink. I made a little sound of frustration. Sage shifted gracefully behind me and leaned me back against him, limp as a rag doll, tucking my face against his warm neck and shielding my eyes with his hand. I didn’t even have the grace to blush. I couldn’t feel anything anyway.


  “How far?” asked Vell again doggedly.


  “Just to one of the supply caches,” Sage answered obliquely. Vell growled at him and he replied, “Maybe half a league as the crow flies. A quarter hour, on a mount laden double.”


  I wondered if he was pushing his mount too hard, flying across the wasteland like this with two riders.


  “The dragon’s poison only paralyzes,” the Seelie rider told Vell. “Immobilizes prey. We think the fire-breather has terrible eyesight, so it’s a failsafe, in case it misses something on the first go-round.”


  Lovely, I wanted to say. Paralyzed by dragon-ash so I could serve as an appetizer to a beast from the bowels of hell itself. And then I thought…what about Luca and Chael? And Finnead? And Murtagh and Merrick? Was I the only one who’d gotten a dose enough to put me down, or were they lying somewhere defenseless on the open flat plain of the wasteland?


  “Steady now,” said Sage. “Almost there.”


  I couldn’t feel my own breath but I was sure I was starting to hyperventilate. I couldn’t feel the Sword. I couldn’t feel my own taebramh. No white fire to burn away the numbness.


  Sage’s voice was far away. “Hold now, stay with us.”


  We were moving in a different way.


  “Here. Wash her down as best you can, if you get the ash off her skin it might help. I’ll be back as fast as I can.” Sage’s words blurred together in my mind, he was talking so quickly. I wondered why he was in such a rush.


  The smeared colors of my staring vision shifted abruptly. Something vibrated beneath me in a staccato refrain. Hoofbeats. Galloping away. Vaguely there was a feeling that I thought was perhaps coolness. Someone moving my arms, scrubbing at my hands, working up to my elbows. My shredded shirt hadn’t been much protection, I thought disjointedly. The coolness moved to my neck, pressing against my jaw.


  Vell’s voice sounded tinny. “Tess, so help me, wake up.”


  And she unceremoniously dumped the remainder of the water onto my face. For a moment it was like jumping into a pool with no warning. I couldn’t hold my breath and my body rebelled. I couldn’t feel much but I felt the piercing pain in my chest as wracking coughs shook me.


  “Are you trying to drown her?” came Sage’s sharp voice. The Seelie rider sounded slightly breathless.


  “Do you have it?” Vell snapped.


  “The texts didn’t say how to apply it,” Sage said.


  “Hedge our bets. Give me some.”


  I felt them working over me. Hands on my arms again, rubbing something onto my skin, and then fingers delicately parting my lips. I came back to my body slowly, the dragon-ash wearing off as gradually as it had settled over my limbs.


  My vision returned before I was able to move. I still couldn’t blink, and my eyes stung, but I saw Sage bending over me, a sheen of sweat glistening on his golden skin. His hair was the deep rich color of a wheat field in the summer sun, and at the moment it was disheveled, sticking up slightly on one side as though he’d run one hand through it. At his temples, his hair curled, damp with sweat, and the slightly pointed tips of his Sidhe ears were barely visible through the thicket of his golden mane.


  While I waited for control of my limbs to return, I studied Sage and noted the differences between the Seelie and Unseelie. The most apparent was their coloring—the Seelie were golden and bright and shining like a summer afternoon, and the Unseelie were cold and beautiful as moonlight on snow. It was like trying to compare two equally masterful paintings done in different styles.


  After what felt like hours, I was able to blink. Tears filled my eyes at the simple relief of closing my eyelids for just a moment over my dry and aching eyes. I felt every exquisite detail of the tears sliding down my cheeks, and with that it was as though a dam had burst open. My taebramh raged into a fireball in my chest and in a rush of emerald-tinged white blazed through my limbs, igniting my war-markings into tingling traces of fire. When the flood of my power receded, I sat up and coughed a few times, blinking away the sparks from the edge of my vision. Automatically my hands checked the Caedbranr, my fingers finding the cool worn leather of its pommel, secure in its battered sheath across my back. It pulsed under my touch, as though welcoming me back to the land of the living.


  Lot of good you did, I thought at it grumpily.


  I looked up and met Sage’s awed gaze. Vell sat on her haunches beside him with the ghost of a smug smile on her face.


  I coughed once more and flexed my fingers, noting that they’d applied some sort of herbal paste to my skin. Then I swallowed and said in a scratchy voice, “Let’s not do that again. No more dragons.”


  “No more dragons,” Vell agreed, her golden eyes dancing in wry amusement.


  “Thanks,” I said to Sage. “That wasn’t very pleasant…I’m guessing it would wear off on its own, but…” I shuddered. “No thanks.” I found the little roll of herbs that one of them had placed under my tongue and spat it out.


  Sage regained his voice. “It was my—”


  “If you say it was your honor, or your pleasure, or anything courtly like that, I’m going to smack you,” I cut him off. I showed him the palm of my hand in demonstration.


  He closed his mouth, nonplussed. Then his mouth twisted and he said wickedly, “Don’t make promises you won’t keep, my Bearer.”


  I grinned. “See? It’s not so hard to have an actual conversation. I like you better already.”


  “You didn’t like me to begin with?” Sage gave me a mockingly wounded look. Vell snorted and shook her head. To my surprise, Sage drew her into the teasing. “What, Lady Wolf, you didn’t like me either?”


  Vell raised her eyebrows. “I like precious few court-breds, Seelie rider.”


  “Well, you didn’t say you like no court-breds at all, so I still have a chance,” Sage pointed out seriously. Vell maintained her façade, but when Sage shifted his gaze to me I caught a glimmer of amusement dance across her face.


  “So.” I brushed my dirty hands on my equally grimy trousers, grimacing at the cloud of dust that resulted. “Where to?”


  Beryk appeared out of the gray wasteland, seemingly from thin air. He grinned at me, tongue lolling over his shining teeth. I was about level with him, sitting down. His warm wolf-breath curled around my face.


  “I know you can appear out of nowhere,” I told him. “Color me impressed ten times over.”


  Vell chuckled and roughed the black wolf’s fur with both hands. His open-mouthed grin transformed into an expression of lupine pleasure, eyes half-slitted. Sage offered me a hand. I took it and he pulled me up lightly, not releasing his grip until he was sure I was steady on my feet.


  “Now we go to camp,” he said.


  “Where is that, exactly? Brightvale?”


  A strange expression passed over his face like a cloud across the sun. “Not Brightvale. The camp of the Outer Guard. First we shall go to our patrol camp, then to the Hall of the Guard.” He put two fingers to his lips and gave a piercing whistle. I winced and rubbed my ear.


  “The Hall of the Outer Guard. Is that a traditional outpost of the Seelie Court?” I asked, thinking of the barracks in the Royal Wood.


  “I should not be the one to tell you our circumstances,” Sage said finally.


  I glanced at Vell. Her golden eyes were calculating.


  “So who will?” I let my question hang in the air.


  Sage’s gleaming white faehal cantered up to him and thrust its beautiful nose into his chest. He smiled a fond smile that made his face look very young, and turned to me. “Most likely Gray. She is our…patrol leader.”


  I knew Vell had heard the hesitation as well.


  “All right.” My stomach growled very audibly. “I suppose being paralyzed by dragon-ash works up an appetite. I’m ready for a hot meal and hopefully a bath.” I looked questioningly at Sage.


  He interlaced his fingers to make a stirrup for me. “I’m sure we can manage something.”


  I wanted badly to spring up gracefully onto the faehal’s back, no assistance necessary, but knew enough by now to realize that my bright idea would most likely end in an undignified way—namely, with me sitting in the dirt after making a fool of myself. So I tamped down my pride and stepped into Sage’s hands. He boosted me effortlessly onto his mount’s back.


  “We shall follow,” said Vell.


  Sage leapt up behind me, and turned to answer Vell, but she was already gone. His eyebrows drew together as he searched the gray landscape.


  I shrugged. “She does that sometimes.”


  “I see.” He cleared his throat lightly. “Today has been an interesting day to say the least.”


  I brushed at the dragon-ash still clinging to my skin on the underside of my wrist. “You’re telling me.”


  With that, he spoke a mellifluous word in a soft voice to his faehal, and we were off at an effortless canter. As we sped across the barren plain, I hoped fervently that the rest of our band of travelers had found their way to shelter. If Gray and Tristan didn’t find them, I would search for them in my Walker form, I decided. With that thought, the whirl of my mind slowed, and I leaned back a bit into Sage, letting my eyes wander over the dead land as we drew closer to the Seelie Court—and hopefully another great Power to aid us in our final battle against the rising darkness.


  


  Chapter 30


  The shining-white Seelie faehal seemed not to notice my added weight, flying over the ground with head held high, silky mane flowing back in the wind. As we traveled, the land changed, so subtly that it was difficult for me to mark the exact moment when the grayness had blended into mossy green and the sky had lost its sickly pallor. Now and again I glimpsed Beryk out of the corner of my eye, but I knew better than to turn my head and try to look at the Northwolf. Vell, I imagined, was running alongside the wolf on feet fleeter than any two-legged creature ought to be.


  Sage kept one arm wrapped loosely about my waist. His easy manner made it simple for me to accept him as a brotherly companion, a comrade-in-arms like Merrick and Murtagh, though he seemed much less intimidated. He hadn’t yet seen the full breadth of the Caedbranr’s powers, though, I though a little smugly, so perhaps in the future he would revise his opinion. The Caedbranr hummed a bit in its sheath at that thought, stirring in amusement.


  By the time the now-golden sun peered at us from directly overhead, our shadows short and ungainly as they flew across the ground in tandem with us, a blue-green smudge on the horizon foretold a forest. My eyes ached from the whipping wind and dragon-ash still limned my skin, mixing with the sweat prickling along the nape of my neck. Despite the wind, the air rushed warmly around us. Experimentally, I sent a questing tendril of taebramh down into the ground, and goosebumps ran over my entire body when I felt the land sing back to me. It was a chorus I had never heard since coming into my power—not in the Unseelie lands, and certainly not since we’d crossed the Darinwel. The great trees on the horizon hummed through their deep roots, and the bright flowers dotting the swaying grass ahead trilled lovely notes of welcome. I even felt the wellsprings deep in the dark rich soil, weaving a harmony of hidden rivers in soothing, rushing voices. And then ahead, far in the distance, I heard the echo of Brightvale, like the clarion tone of a great bell ringing among the soaring arches of a cathedral. There was something razor-sharp around it, I could feel, something deadly and dagger-like: Titania’s defenses.


  Excitement and relief and an emotion dangerously close to triumph rose up in me like a tide. It was one thing to talk about Brightvale, to think about what we would do when we arrived at the Seelie Court. But now I could feel it in the distance, I could almost see it in my mind’s eye…and of course, the Seelie outriders had found us. So Titania was, at the least, expecting us. I thought back to my conversations with the Seelie Queen in the ether. She had seemed the polar opposite of Mab, golden and loving and tender, mother-like and sister-like, both at once, as she spoke to me of my great responsibilities, my powers and my obligations to the creatures of this world that was not mine by birth. I wondered, in a sun-laced haze, whether Gwyneth had favored Mab or Titania. Gwyneth’s pendant heated at my throat in response to my thoughts. I hooked one finger through its smooth curve, running my thumb over the three rubies that had once been droplets of my blood.


  You are a Power unto yourself, the Sword said in my mind. You do not bow to the Queens; you are not one of their Three.


  Thank you for the clarification, I thought at it drily. Just like the Caedbranr to speak into my mind, clear as you please, as I was drifting into a lovely half-awake drowse.


  The Sword muttered something like Perhaps you should not ask such silly questions in your mind, but I couldn’t be sure, because I swore the Ancient Sword sounded annoyed.


  Perhaps you should remember that it is my mind, I thought back at it peevishly. Don’t go digging around in my thoughts if you don’t want to answer ‘silly questions.’


  The Sword subsided into silence but its power circled restlessly in my chest, pacing from one side of my ribcage to the other, flowing around the beat of my heart. I sighed softly, wondering if I would ever be completely used to this feeling of another presence inhabiting my skin.


  We rode through the afternoon, and the smudges of trees resolved into a great majestic forest. I had to lean back into Sage, craning my neck to glimpse the wind-tossed tops of the giant trees. As with most things in Faeortalam, it was as though forests in the mortal world were but an echo of these towering giants—a pale copy against the soaring canopies, drenched with every shade of green; the massive trunks, their girth so great I was sure that it would take ten or fifteen people with arms linked to encircle them; even the vines wrapped about the tree trunks were as thick as my wrist, and bore various flowers, from delicate blossoms reminiscent of lilac clusters to nodding lily-like blooms as large as my outstretched hand. Even the sunlight was more beautiful, filtered through the warm living cathedral of the trees’ outstretched boughs, painting my skin in dappled tones of gold and green. My war-markings glimmered in the green-tinted light, surfacing under my skin like a jewel-toned fish to flash in the sun and then return to the depths, hiding under the hot pulse of my blood. I felt rather than saw Sage looking at my arm; I obligingly pulled up my sleeve and held it out for him to inspect, the emerald whorls echoing the shifts and shadows of the sunlight and shade, creating a dizzying kaleidoscope of color and spark. The Seelie rider made a sound that I thought was appreciation, tracing two fingertips over a complex spiral near my elbow.


  His touch raised goosebumps on my arm, but not because of any attraction between us. And that wasn’t me denying it in my head, either, as I’d done for so long with Finnead. In the few hours that I’d been able to observe them, I’d noticed that the Seelie were easily sensual, not nearly as cold as the Unseelie. The brush of Sage’s skin on mine brought the simple pleasure of being touched by another being. I realized with a sudden ache that I missed physical contact—Vell and Chael and Luca displayed the unconscious physicality of a pack of wolves, and I’d gained some much-needed comfort from them, in the blissful moments after the White Wolf had stunned us all with its power and marked the three of them. It was difficult, I understood now, to go days and days without so much as a simple embrace or a touch on the arm. I wondered how Liam managed, with his months of deployment to far-flung bullet-riddled countries.


  At some unspoken signal, the dazzling white faehal came smoothly to a stop. Sage slipped down from behind me and offered me his hand as though it was an afterthought, a small gentlemanly smile attached to it, as though to assure me he knew I didn’t really need help, but manners dictated he offer anyway. I felt my lips curl in an answering smile despite my stiff legs.


  From the ground I noticed that dragon-soot smudged the faehal’s slender legs and stained the end of its flowing white tail. The faehal regarded me with liquid-dark intelligent eyes. On impulse I reached out and stroked its velvety-soft nose, smoothing its forelock and tucking an errant strand of milky mane back into place behind its delicately swiveling ear. “Thank you,” I murmured, and smiled when the faehal dipped its head and blew out a breath, as if to accept my words. I blinked and asked Sage, “Are your faehal related to dragons as well?”


  He gave a ringing-bell laugh. “Just like the Winterbound, to say their mounts are part fire-breather.”


  I shrugged. “Their mounts have scales rather than a pelt, so I suppose it’s at least a bit believable.” As soon as the words left my lips I winced at the edge of defensiveness in my tone.


  “Of course,” said Sage. I glanced at him, and was reassured that he wasn’t being patronizing or flippant. It was a simple matter, his words said, for him to concede a small detail, an interesting thought that flew through his mind on gossamer wings, borne away easily. He slipped off the barely-visible, bitless bridle, rubbing his mount’s muzzle with quick practiced hands. The faehal’s ears flicked in an arc, its tail whished and its eyes went half-lidded in pleasure. Sage said something to the Seelie mount in a low voice, the words foreign to my ears, and then turned back to me. The faehal regarded me for a moment longer, that spark of unnerving consciousness in its eyes, and then unconcernedly walked toward a particularly thick patch of greenery.


  A shadow detached itself from a nearby tree, and the sunlight dappled Beryk in golden tones as he trotted toward us. Vell appeared close behind, looking as though she was just returning from an afternoon stroll rather than…whatever it is she’d done to travel here. Run with wolf-long strides, I assumed, or perhaps ride Beryk as I had once done. Beryk pressed against the back of my legs in greeting, and I tugged his tail in response. I felt him still, and glanced over to find him in a staring contest with the white faehal, who still chewed a branch of greenery unconcernedly. The faehal flicked its tail once at the black wolf, slid an ear flat in his direction, and then turned back to eating. Beryk grinned his amused wolf-grin of sharp canines.


  Sage greeted Vell with a nod, an acknowledgement of equals; she merely narrowed her eyes, rendered molten by a shaft of sunlight. In his unconcerned way, Sage smiled and said, “We are at our Outrider’s Camp.”


  Vell’s eyes narrowed further, and I couldn’t help but glance around me—had I missed some well camoflouged structure, or tents staked to blend in with the foliage. I looked at Vell when I heard her low chuckle. Her throat was snow-white in the golden afternoon glow as she peered up into the canopy of the nearest massive tree. I followed her gaze and after a moment spied the honey-comb-like construct of a dwelling up in the branches of the tree. I shaded my eyes but couldn’t make out the details. All I could pick out was a gleaming silver color sketching the outlines of the camp, maybe a dozen structures altogether, clustered in twos and threes, spiraling up the great trunk.


  “There’s a ladder,” Sage said, making it a statement as though it was something that he told all the new arrivals to this aerie.


  Beryk shook himself from tip to tail, locked eyes with Vell, and then padded off into the forest, already following scent-trails in the air with his black muzzle. Vell regarded Sage steadily with her liquid-gold eyes. He glanced at me, then nodded.


  “For the record,” he said mischieviously, “I offered.”


  I snorted. “We climbed a cliff up from the Darinwel the other day.”


  “To escape from sirens,” Vell added in a matter of fact tone. She grinned, showing all her lupine teeth. “To be fair, it was just Tess that climbed the cliff, out of the two of us.” After cursorily ensuring her bow was secure across her back, she leapt lightly up onto the trunk of the tree, finding holds easily on the thick vines.


  “Showoff,” I muttered with an answering grin as I watched Vell climb effortlessly. Sage made a little after you motion with his hand, and I took a breath, grabbed ahold of the vines and started climbing. It was easier than climbing the cliff; the vines seemed to approve of their use as our ladder. There were no flowers along our route—or at least that’s what I thought at first; then I saw a bloom close up tightly above my head, demurely allowing me to pass without the danger of bruising its beautiful petals. A smile lifted one side of my mouth as I continued climbing, now more mindful of where I placed my hands and my feet.


  Once, when I’d asked him how it felt to push past his limits in training, bursting with little-sister curiosity about his new world of sand and mud and seasalt and masculinity, Liam had told me that we only thought we knew our limits. That the ordinary person set boundaries in their own mind, and let those boundaries constrain them without testing or pushing or striving to overcome them. In most cases, he said with a wry grin, he’d been forced past what he’d thought was his breaking point. “But, Bug,” he’d said, holding his muscled arms wide and grinning, “when you don’t break…you realize. You realize. The things that you’re capable of…it has very little to do with this.” He’d tapped one tanned bicep. “It has to do with this.” And he reached out and touched me on the forehead with two fingers, eyes alight with the jubilance of the young and strong, my smile matching his.


  As I climbed high into the air on the trunk of a massive ancient tree, I realized that my older brother knew a thing or two. My mind slid into the strangely blank yet focused state that I now associated with sword-fighting, climbing cliffs, facing down sorcerers and outrunning sirens. Sweat slid down my back and my arms ached, but there was no way to go but up, so I kept climbing until I glimpsed Vell maneuvering nimbly across the trunk of the tree, toward a branch as thick as an ordinary oak. I followed her lead, and felt rather than heard Sage behind me. In that strange skip-of-time way that sometimes still happened with the Sidhe, the Seelie rider suddenly appeared in front of me, standing lightly on the branch and offering me his hand. I glanced down—the edges of my vision wavered as I realized the height—the Sword thrummed and I reached blindly for Sage’s hand, trying not to let my breath quicken with fear.


  The warmth of his skin on mine anchored me as I focused on not falling, and that plan didn’t seem to be going very well as I slipped, the air leaving my lungs in an incoherent high gasp as though I’d been punched in the stomach. But even with just his grip on my hand, Sage spirited me over to the branch as though I weighed no more than a bird, catching me about the waist and steadying me, a comfortable distance between our bodies. He raised his glinting golden eyebrows at me, perfect arches in the slanting sunlight. “Not afraid of heights, are you, my Bearer?”


  I swallowed and mustered enough voice to reply, “No, but I’m not insane enough to build my camp up in a tree like an eagle’s nest.”


  Sage’s eyes flashed and he grinned with that lightning Seelie smile. “Come then, let me show you our eagle’s nest.”


  Thankfully the top of the branch was broad enough that I could walk without constantly feeling as though were close to the edge…and the drop down to the forest floor. The scar on my cheek stung as a ghost-memory surfaced of falling through the tree branches as the cadengriff tore away the tree above me. I wiped my palms on my ash-smudged trousers and swallowed. This was not the Royal Wood, and I was no longer a frightened mortal girl. I was the Bearer of the Iron Sword. The thought made me pull back my shoulders a bit.


  Sage led Vell and I toward a silvery structure, vaguely octagonal in shape. I couldn’t decide if it was made from wood or spun from silk, and stopped trying to guess as we approached. As I looked, I picked out three more structures, concealed among the new-green leaves of the massive tree. Sage pushed aside a jewel-bright cobalt hanging that served as the door to the first nest—I started calling the structures that in my mind, recognized it, and gave a mental shrug. I let my fingertips drift across the cobalt door-hanging as I stepped across the threshold; it was thick and creamy, soft as butter. It made me wish for a hot shower and a good twelve hours in a comfortable bed. Food and sleep, in that order…preferably not sleep while astride a faehal.


  The interior of the first nest made me forget that we were high up in the branches of a tree. The walls and arches overhead were clean white, the floor covered by brightly colored rugs, some in a solid color—deep ruby red, pure sky blue, bright noon-sun yellow—and some worked in intricate spiral designs reminiscent of the Persian rugs that Liam had shipped home once, Oriental and exotic. I immediately felt guilty for my dirty boots, feeling like a child tracking mud across pristine floors; so I stayed where I stood as I surveyed the rest of the circular room. The ribs of the ceiling met in the center of the room, vaguely church-like; and a breeze blew through a small arched window. A ledge was built into one curved wall, a plush white cushion spread along its length, and a number of blankets were rolled neatly, stored under the ledge along with what I thought was a pillow. An actual pillow, my mind repeated dazedly. The last time I’d slept indoors had been at the forest barracks, sinking into exhausted slumber in the common room by the fire.


  And then what truly caught my attention was the low circular table at the other side of the room, already laden with a loaf of hotly glistening bread, a bowl of a wrinkled fig-like fruit, and a few other bowls and pitchers. My stomach growled as I picked up the scent of the bread in the air. But I cleared my throat and looked at Vell. She wore a slightly wary expression, her arms crossed over her chest.


  Sage crossed the room in a few long strides and pulled aside a silvery curtain. In a little alcove there was a huge wooden basin—a bathtub carved from one gigantic clean-cut ring of tree, the wood gleamingly polished, contrast to the silvery bark left to gleam on the outside of the basin, somehow more beautiful than gold foil. I sighed at the sight of a bathtub. I couldn’t help it. A bathtub in an eagle’s nest, and such an elegant yet utilitarian one at that…who would have guessed?


  “Hot water,” Sage said, motioning to a round earthen jug as tall as I was. A silver pipe ran from the container to the tub, boring through the side of the wood; a cork on a delicate silver chain stopped the end of the pipe. I remembered my astonishment at the shower in Darkhill, and smiled.


  “Calliea will find you some clothes in a suitable size,” Sage said. He stood in the center of the room and looked at me earnestly. “Is everything to your liking, my Bearer?”


  I swallowed against the sudden tightness in my throat. “It’s…it’s fine, thanks.”


  He gave one nod of acknowledgement, then motioned to Vell. “I will show you to your lodging, then.”


  Vell shook her head jerkily. “I stay here.” Her arms remained folded across her chest.


  Sage acquiesced with a graceful smile. “If you need anything…” He pointed out a silver bell by the door-hanging. I shivered, thinking of Mab’s bells. Sage gave a sketch of a bow, not quite mocking but tongue-in-cheek, lightly teasing in his boyish way, and left us on silent feet. I stared dazedly at Vell, very aware of my ash-laden skin and tattered clothes in the bright clean warmth of the white room.


  “A place like this could make you forget the dangers lurking close afield,” she murmured in a low voice. Then her brusque business-like air snapped back into place. She pulled off her boots and strode across the room purposefully. I found a darker-colored rug and sat down, tugging off my boots with a sigh of relief. The room seemed foreign to me. I kept staring at the ledge, its plush cushion, imagining my body sinking down into its immeasurable comfort. It would be like sleeping on a cloud.


  Vell interrupted my contemplation, shoving a plate into my field of vision and dropping a towel by my side. “Eat or strip down, or both, if you like,” she commanded in a no-nonsense voice.


  I opted for both, thoughts going slack with pleasure as I chewed one of the sweet fig-like fruits and pulled my shirt over my head. The trousers were barely serviceable anymore, shredded at the thigh and then ripped wider as my wounds were tended. I set the Sword carefully next to my pitiful little folded pile of worn clothing, and tucked my belt-pouch with the Crown of Bones beneath the sheath. Vell disappeared again into the bath alcove. Wrapping myself in the towel, which was even softer than the door-hanging, I grabbed my plate and padded across the delicious rugs, relishing the feel of the floor under my aching bare feet. It seemed an unnameable luxury to stand for a moment in the center of the room, flexing my toes into the cloud-softness of an emerald green rug and tearing into a chunk of the freshly baked, honey-doused bread.


  The heavenly sound of running water roused me from my reverie. Steam wafted from behind the alcove’s wall-hanging. I slipped into the little room just as Vell twisted the knob to shut off the water. She surveyed me with her hands on her hips. “Don’t expect me to wash your hair for you. I’ll be eating.” Moving past me, she added, “Though I suppose I’ll check to make sure you don’t fall asleep and drown.”


  “Drown in bliss!” I called after her jokingly, grinning at her grumble. After unceremoniously shoving the rest of the bread into my mouth, I set down my plate and left my towel crumpled gracelessly on the broad edge of the carved tub. The hot water slipped silkily around my skin, drawing a sigh of pleasure from me as I lowered myself into the deep water. It was more like a pool than a tub, I discovered quickly; I stretched to my full length, watching dreamily as the ash drifted off my skin, creating eddies of gray in the water. On the other side of the tub, little hollows carved into the wood held a few different creams and what looked to be petals. I dropped some of the petals in the water and a burst of fragrance almost like roses enveloped the room. Then I got down to business and, after trial and error, identified which of the creams seemed to be soap. Or it was my best guess at least, and it cleaned the last of the ash from my skin, along with the days of travel-grime. I worked the other cream into my hair. Trial by error.


  When I slipped under the water to rinse my hair, I lingered in the warm depths and closed my eyes. I could float, the tub was that big. But then, suddenly, in the blackness of the back of my eyelids rose the image of Riadne’s rage-twisted beautiful face, her teeth sharp blood-stained points, her clawed hands reaching for me. I surged up out of the water, scrambling to find my footing again, slopping water over the side of the tub violently and swallowing half a lungful of suds. One of my flailing hands knocked my plate to the floor with a clash that brought Vell running into the alcove, dagger drawn and ready.


  I felt my face burning as I coughed and tried to wave off my self-appointed bodyguard, who advanced on me, eyes flashing. I sank back down into the roiled water, hiding my face in my hands. “Sorry,” I croaked, finally smoothing back my wet hair with one palm. “I just…um…made the mistake of holding my breath a little too long, and it reminded me of the sirens in the Darinwel, and…” I let my rushed, defensive words trail off as I realized how ridiculous I sounded. I studied a pile of soap-suds near my left knee, an unfortunate little vessel rocking in the now-stormy sea of bathwater.


  When I looked up again, Vell’s dagger had disappeared and she held a hairbrush. My plate, now chipped, had been returned to the edge of the tub, bare. “Sit against the side here,” she told me in an uncharacteristically gentle voice.


  I obediently slid over and leaned against the smooth warm side of the tub. Vell’s nimble fingers pulled my wet hair over my shoulder, combed through the tangles, gently tugging. I remembered Liam learning to braid so he could braid my hair for my field hockey games, in the days when our father’s death weighed too heavily on our mother for her to get out of bed. I clung to that sweet memory, using it to push away the lingering vestiges of pointed teeth and serpentine tails.


  “I have nightmares,” Vell said quietly. I listened, waited. Her fingers combed through my hair. She paused. I heard her pick up the hairbrush from the edge of the tub. “About when…when my family was killed. The whole village. All of the villages.”


  The hairbrush slid down my hair, gently tugging through snarls, a soothing rhythm. I studied my body under the ripples of the soapy water, barely recognizing the hard planes and taut muscles. Even when I’d been a serious athlete, there had still been soft spots at hips and thighs, a bit of roll at my belly that I’d never really cared enough to try to lose. But the battles of the Fae world had honed my body into a weapon, bestowed scars on it, wrapped it in the markings of a warrior. I idly traced the angry red weals of the still-healing claw marks in my thigh.


  “What happened?” I asked softly.


  The smooth shushing of the brush through my hair faltered, then resumed. I stared at my bare knees rising from the water, mountainous.


  “A rider arrived from our sister-village. My mother’s sister was herravaldyr of that pack. The rider told us that the Watchtower fire had been lit to the east, at the edge of the Darklands.” Vell set the brush down carefully, divided my hair into two sections, and began braiding the right section. “The fires were to signal an approaching threat. Most of the time it was just a crazed ice-bear, or a clutch of giants venturing too far south. But after the Reaping, we looked for half-dead things slinking through the night.”


  “The Reaping?” My voice was almost a whisper.


  Vell’s voice dropped an octave, steeped in bitterness. “The Unseelie princess wasn’t the only young one taken. In the North, we lost thirteen first-sons and ten first-daughters, all in one night. They had all been wolf-chosen, the strongest and best of all the villages. All vanished like smoke into the sky.” She took a slow, careful breath. “Until they returned, cursed. Without their wolves. A few managed to remain themselves enough to take their own lives. But the rest had to be killed. Put down like rabid animals.” Her voice shook with rage and disgust. “There is no worse fate for an ulfdrengr than to be parted from your wolf-soul. And there is no greater curse than raising a blade against a member of the pack.”


  I rubbed at the edge of the biggest scar on my thigh, testing the puckered edges, prodding at the fading ache. “That was hundreds of years ago, wasn’t it?”


  “We are long-lived,” Vell replied. “My father’s brother was one taken in the Reaping. My father’s father helped to build the Watchtowers.” She finished braiding the right side and switched to the left side of my head. “On that day when the rider came to tell of the signal-fire to the east, I volunteered to ride out. I was restless. Beryk was a stripling, just coming into his own, getting into fights with the older wolves. Our blood was up.”


  Silence descended on us for a few moments. Threads of bird-song floated through the air, a sweet sound absent in the dead forest.


  “So I rode out. We saw the flames on the horizon and thought it was another signal fire. But it was our sister-village.” With quick fingers she tied the left braid, then wrapped both about my head, fastening them with pins that she must have drawn from her own hair. I ran my fingers appreciatively over the braids and waited silently.


  Finally Vell said, “By the time we made it back…they were all gone. Everyone. Some houses burned to the ground, others just standing empty.”


  I shivered despite the warmth of the water and waited again. It was almost a game, this call of words and then silence, patterned like bars of sunlight and shadow on the forest floor.


  “I thought they were dead. I was sure they were dead. There were no trails, no scents. We tried. We tried to track them, but there was….nothing.”


  “Like smoke into the sky,” I murmured, hugging my knees.


  “We traveled to the other villages. All the same. Dust and ash and bones. At some of them, there were bones. So we traveled south,” Vell said, her voice regaining its usual edge. The walls were back up, the shields in place. “I had nothing left, so I offered myself as a mercenary to Mab.” Disgust colored her words.


  We sat silently for a moment. I thought about telling Vell that it wasn’t her fault, that she couldn’t have known about the attack on her village, that she couldn’t have known there were surviving ulfdrengr. But then I thought about what people said to me when they learned that my dad was dead, that I was half an orphan. Their hollow words and worn phrases never touched anything close to what I felt, nor did it do anything to untangle the love and despair and wretchedness and fear all clogged in my chest when I thought about my father. So I decided to say instead, quietly, “Hand me my towel?”


  I twisted to look over my shoulder at Vell. She narrowed her eyes at me as she threw me the towel. “I’m your bodyguard, not your maid,” she growled, but her golden eyes flashed in wry amusement.


  I pulled the plug in the bottom of the tub and slid the towel around me as the water rapidly drained. “Your turn.” Stepping out of the tub, I added, “Want me to brush your hair?”


  Vell swatted at me as an older wolf would swat a paw at a pup. I evaded her half-hearted jab and escaped the alcove, grinning. When I turned to face the room my smile faded abruptly and I stopped short.


  “She’s not armed,” called Vell from the alcove.


  “Damn wolf senses,” I muttered, tucking the towel more securely under my arms. Just the way I wanted to introduce myself to another Seelie, I thought. First ash-covered and coughing my lungs out, now half-naked and wet as a river in a rainstorm. “Hello,” I said to the impossibly beautiful girl standing in the middle of the room. Brilliant introduction, of course.


  The girl smiled. She looked young, with white gold hair and a heart-shaped face, delicately pointed. “Sage said you needed new clothes. I took the liberty of bringing some up for you.” Her gesture drew my eyes to a neatly folded stack of jewel-colored fabrics. My old torn clothes were nowhere to be seen. “If they are not to your liking, I can fetch more.” There was definitely something girlish and young about the quick way she allowed for the fact that I might not like her offerings.


  “Thank you,” I said. “I’m sure they’re fine.” The sound of running water flowed out from the alcove again, murmuring beneath our words.


  We stood and looked at each other for a moment. The Seelie girl—Calliea, I think Sage had said—bit her lip.


  “I’d like to ensure that they fit. I think I brought the right size, from what I remembered.” She gave a quick, almost secretive smile.


  “From what you remembered?” I blinked, narrowed my eyes, tilted my head. And then I knew. “The Saemhradall. The first time I Walked. You’re the girl from the Saemhradall.”


  Her cheeks flushed prettily. “Indeed. I needed to be here, to thank you.”


  I felt my neck grow hot under her earnest gaze. “Ah, well, you’re welcome, I guess.” I had to stop myself from fidgeting, I was that uncomfortable. What was I supposed to say? Look, kid, it all just kind of happened, I wasn’t really trying, per se, Titania sort of just dragged me to you and stranded me… So I left it at that and cleared my throat, retrieving the pile of clothes one-handed and setting them on a clear space on the table to sort. Calliea watched my every move as though I was some fascinating wild creature escaped from my cage. I picked out a pair of deep blue trousers—the indigo color reminded me of my favorite pair of blue jeans—and a pale gold shirt. I glanced over my shoulder at Calliea, but she only returned my gaze expectantly. Like it was perfectly normal to stare at a stranger while they dressed. I sighed internally but made the best of it, pulling on the soft trousers and softer shirt. The feel of the fabric on my skin washed away my irritation. “Looks like they’re the right size.” I tried for a smile.


  “Oh! And boots. Here are your boots.” The Seelie girl strode forward and handed me a pair of knee-high fawn boots. They fit my feet as if made for them. She smiled in satisfaction.


  “I also brought more food,” Calliea said, gesturing to the table.


  My mouth watered at the prospect of tasting the dishes arrayed on the table. “Thank you. Would you like to eat?”


  “Thank you for the kind invitation, Lady Bearer, but I should be going.”


  I felt unexpected relief. “I’m sure I’ll see you again soon.”


  “If the Bright Lady wills it,” said Calliea animatedly, but then a shadow passed over her face and she bit her lip again, as though she’d said something offensive. She gave me a quick nod and slipped away.


  “Seems like an eager one,” Vell said, padding out of the alcove while finger-combing her long dark hair. She wore new black breeches and a forest-green shirt that set off her golden eyes strikingly.


  “Eager for what?” I asked as I arranged a cushion by the low table. Vell joined me and we worked in industrious silence for a moment, filling our plates with dried fruits, cheese, bread and, most glorious of all, slices of steaming meat.


  “To join your crusade,” Vell answered between bites.


  I chewed reflectively, resisting the urge to let my eyes roll back in bliss. “That’s what you call it? A crusade?”


  “We’re going to war, Tess.”


  “I know.”


  “I don’t think you do,” she said quietly, glancing out the window at a bar of sunlight illuminating new-green leaves.


  I pushed a fig into the soft underbelly of a bread slice. “I haven’t seen what you’ve seen. But I understand as much as I can, I think.” I blew out a breath. “We’ll take it as it comes.”


  “That’s the only way to do it.” She tore into a piece of meat. “Day by day. Hour by hour if you must.”


  “Speaking of days,” I said, finishing the last of the food on my plate, “I think I’m going to sleep for a whole one.”


  Vell raised her eyebrows. “Poisoned dragon ash really takes it out of you, or so I’ve heard.”


  That coaxed a smile out of me. “Are you Northerners immune to everything? I mean, iron…dragon poison…”


  She shrugged, grinning her wolf-grin. “We’re mutts, no two ways about it, and that works in our favor sometimes.” Rocking back on her haunches, she added, “Though being from a long line of wolf-chosen doesn’t hurt.” She motioned to the cushioned ledge. “Sleep.”


  “If they find Luca and Merrick and…well, if they find everyone—”


  “I’ll wake you,” she promised. She settled cross-legged in the middle of the room and produced a whetting-stone, laying out all her blades on the bright robin’s egg blue of the plush rug.


  As I pulled off my boots, I remembered that tonight was the night that I was meeting Ramel and Liam in the ether. A little frission of excitement burst through my veins. For a moment I forgot I was tired, but when I laid down on the thick cushion of the ledge my entire body ached with both exhaustion and pleasure, the soft delicate bedding a delicious counterpoint to my tender muscles. My eyes drifted shut of their own volition, and I thought I heard Vell softly singing a sweet, wild lullaby as she covered me with a blanket.


  


  Chapter 31


  I woke gasping, heaving for breath, my body covered in a cold sweat. I kicked at the blanket tangled around my legs.


  “What’s wrong, Tess?” Vell’s face glowed ethereally, lit by the flickering candle of the lantern she held in one hand.


  I sat up and scrubbed at my face with my hands, trying to sort through the maelstrom of thoughts and emotions whirling through my head. My voice came out a croak. “Have they found the others yet?”


  “Yes,” Vell said. “I just got word.”


  “Good. At least there’s that.” I swallowed, forced myself to take a deep breath.


  “Tell me what happened.” It was no longer a question.


  “A few nights ago I met my brother Liam while I was Walking. Before I brought Murtagh back to the camp from Darkhill.”


  “Your brother is still in your world.”


  “Yes. At least…I hope so. We were supposed to meet again tonight. Liam and Ramel. I talked to Ramel when I was in Darkhill.”


  Vell pressed her mouth into a thin line. “And neither of them kept the appointment.”


  I shook my head miserably. “There’s more.” I struggled to keep my tone even and failed, words squeezing past the lump fast forming in my throat. “When I went to where…where we were supposed to meet, in the ether, it was a specific pocket…”


  Sudden nausea rose up in my stomach. The Sword thrummed in its sheath, balanced by the edge of the bed against the wall. I took comfort in its low hum. Vell waited.


  “It was all ash.” My voice came out a whisper. “Ash and embers. And I could feel…” I shivered involuntarily. “I could feel him. It. Whatever…whatever this thing is that we’re fighting. That we’re about to go find.” I fought the urge to be sick. “It knew where we were going to meet. And it razed it to the ground.” The image of my childhood home reduced to gray-ash timbers, cracked and peeling like the biggest log in a fireplace, floated before me, a very real specter. Walking was not reality, I knew that, but I’d still seen it. I’d stood in front of the ashes, too shocked and numb to do much more than stare, before realizing that whatever power had ripped into the ether and scarred it would most likely be able to kill me in Walker-form, too.


  I pressed my head into my hands. “This enemy…it’s stronger than I realized.” I wished I hadn’t said the words aloud. It sounded too much like doubt. “We need Titania. We need at least one of the Queens to stand with us.”


  “That’s why we’re here, isn’t it?” Vell asked.


  I pulled on my boots. “We should go. I don’t like the idea of staying here any longer. Where are the others?”


  “About an hour’s ride out, from what I was just told.” Vell suddenly crouched down, eyes distant and staring as she went still. I could almost see Beryk in the watchful lines of her body, the sharp flare of her nostrils, the gleam of teeth as she drew her lips back silently. “Something is watching us,” she said in a low voice. “Something not entirely…living.”


  “What else is new,” I muttered, but a twinge of foreboding still tugged at me. Something, not someone. “Do you know what it is?”


  Vell tilted her head. “No. It’s staying in the shadows.” Her eyes narrowed. “The Seelie know it is here. They are wary of it but not afraid.”


  “How do you know that?”


  A shudder ran through Vell like a dog shaking water from its coat and she blinked once. The taut lines of her body softened slightly. She looked at me and said simply, “Because Beryk has been watching them all day and into the night. Come on.”


  We silently donned our weapons. My dagger didn’t fit as well into my new boot but the Sword’s bandolier slid over my chest as though I’d worn it all my life. I fastened my plain sword at my hip and glanced enviously at Vell’s bow and quiver. All in good time, I promised myself. Surely Brightvale would have an armory to rival the greatest medieval castle in the mortal world, and I’d have my pick of blades and bows before we rode out for our final battle. I paused as Vell strode toward the wall-hanging. “Are we climbing down in the dark?”


  “No. Apparently the Court-breds think it amusing to make their guests clamber up like squirrels on their first visit.”


  “Don’t tell me there’s a staircase,” I said as I followed Vell out into the velvety darkness. The snatches of moonlight filtering through the tree branches illuminated our path. As we stepped out onto the branch, two lines of little nodding silver flowers opened before our feet, glowing in the darkness, their petals unfurling as though our first step onto the tree had caused a ripple.


  “I’ll do better than tell you, I’ll show you,” replied Vell, walking with quick light strides down the silver-lit path. I did my best to match her confident pace. The flowers unfurled before us and closed behind us in an eerily beautiful wave of pale light, echoing the moon above us. I hooked one finger into Gwyneth’s pendant as we fairly leapt down the path. A silver glow suddenly appeared level with my head and I experienced a moment of vertigo as I thought one of the moon-flowers had suddenly levitated. But the glow intensified and grew a comet-tail of indigo and scarlet, streaking toward us, deftly avoiding the branches and bursting through leaves.


  “Tess-mortal,” came the high trilling cry, and I had time to brace myself slightly before Farin’s small form barreled into me, burrowing into the curve of my neck. I put up a cupped hand to steady her, still following Vell. Farin spoke high and fast in the melodious Glasidhe tongue, a stream of words that I didn’t understand, but I could hear it in her voice—the joy and relief and the vestiges of some great terror.


  In front of me, Vell vanished into the trunk of the tree. I stopped short, looking suspiciously at the very solid-looking trunk. Or at least it looked solid, in the darkness, because when I stepped forward I felt a strange tug and then I was standing on a small landing before an all-white staircase that spiraled down into the trunk of the tree. Glowing sconces lit the walls—the wooden walls. I didn’t spare time to think about the mechanics of how exactly I’d gotten through the trunk, or how exactly the staircase had been crafted in the center of a living tree. I felt a moment’s indignation at being made to climb the tree rather than walk up the stairs the first time, but it quickly faded as Vell started down the stairs at an impossibly fast pace, soon disappearing from my view. After ensuring that Farin was still curled into the hollow near my collarbone, I started down after Vell.


  I was soon reminded that going down stairs sometimes presents as much of a challenge as going up stairs…especially if you were following a particularly fast-moving ulfdrengr down a tightly curved path. My legs ached but I forced myself to keep Vell in view and not think about what would happen if I missed a step and went tumbling down, bounced like a pinball off the smooth walls until the tree spat me out at the bottom. After a few long minutes of trilling Glasidhe, Farin fell silent. I could feel her trembling against my neck. Finally she spoke into my ear.


  “The fire-breather, the monster, the nightmare,” she said, “we thought it had found you, Tess-mortal, Lady Bearer. Not even the valor of a wolf-warrior would save you against its fire!”


  “It almost found us,” I said a little breathlessly, focusing on the steps. “We hid under a dead cadengriff.”


  I heard rather than saw Farin spit to one side in disgust.


  “But then the Seelie found you instead,” she said. “The bright-born, the Summerfree, the golden ones.”


  “They’re not that…different…than the Unseelie,” I said, even though it wasn’t really true. I wasn’t loyal to Mab, but I thought of Ramel, Bren, Guinna, Merrick, Murtagh and all the Unseelie who had fought beside me in the Royal Woods.


  “They are self-styled heirs to the sun and the summer,” Farin said, as though that explained it all. She patted my ear with one small hand. “They are very different, Tess-mortal.”


  “How did you escape the dragon?” I asked, feeling thoroughly slow as I lost sight of Vell around the curve of the staircase for the second time in as many minutes.


  Farin’s wings shifted in agitation against my skin, burning-bright silky wisps. “Finnead found a gate. Or not exactly found it, but…”


  “A gate? In the forest?”


  “A tear, more like,” the Glasidhe scout clarified. “As though it’d been torn.”


  My stomach sank. “As though what had been torn, Farin?”


  She leaned in close to my ear. “The veil between the worlds.”


  I almost ran into Vell as the staircase abruptly ended.


  “Farin.” The Glasidhe leapt from my shoulder to hover at eye level. “You said the veil between the worlds?”


  Farin’s aura pulsed with agitated scarlet. “Yes, Tess-mortal, I already said that.”


  Vell pressed her hand against the trunk and gave a sound of satisfaction when she found the place where her fingers slid through the wood. She squared her shoulders and walked through the trunk. I closed my eyes and pressed through the tree. It felt like walking through a thick layer of mud—not wet, but that sucking resistance—and then I stumbled out into the moonlit forest.


  Under the unblinking gaze of the unseen moon, hidden by layers and layers of shadow-dipped leaves, the forest floor was a patchwork of light and dark, pools of silver and hollows of darkness. No shining flowers unfurled before our feet as I followed Vell, my eyes adjusting to the new form of night. Farin leapt from my shoulder and flew before us, her comet-bright aura illuminating our path. We didn’t travel far from the tree. Vell stopped in the center of three birch trees, their slender trunks bright in the darkness. She unslung her bow and slid an arrow from her quiver. I knew enough of her instincts for the hairs on the back of my own neck to stand up. Farin unsheathed her own small blade with a little hiss, her fear gone at the prospect of a foe to fight on the ground. I rested my hand on the hilt of my plain blade. The Sword stayed silent.


  “Something watching us,” Vell murmured, her eyes focused on the shadows beyond the farthest slim tree. Straining my eyes, I barely made out the suggestion of Beryk in the darkness—the sketch of an ear, what I thought was the curve of his tail, the sheen of the moonlight on his sable fur. He crouched motionlessly, facing that same patch of darkness.


  “Good, you heard,” said Sage, striding up behind us with cat-quiet steps. “They’ll be arriving soon.”


  Vell hissed at him between her teeth without taking her eyes from her invisible quarry, flexing her long pale fingers on the shaft of her nocked arrow. Sage looked at me questioningly, golden hair luminous even in the night.


  “There’s something in the shadows watching us,” I said quietly.


  “Of course there is,” Sage replied. “She’s been there for a few days now. We’ve caught a few glimpses.”


  “She?” I raised my eyes.


  “A girl, or a young woman.” The Seelie shrugged eloquently. “She just watches. There’s a whiff of power about her, but nothing extraordinary.”


  “And you’re okay with some random girl just…creepily hanging around the edge of your camp?”


  “We have our defenses,” he said. “Not visible, but they’re still there.”


  I thought of the vines wrapping the trunk of the tree and realized how very suited they would be to the task of restraining an intruder.


  He shrugged again. “She’s alone. If she wishes us to help her, she’ll let herself be seen eventually.”


  Vell shook her head. “You’re wrong.”


  Sage cocked his head to one side. “How so, lady ulfdrengr?”


  “Her power runs deep. She’s trying to hide it. She’s no innocent girl.”


  “And you can tell this from staring into the woods at night,” Sage said.


  An edge of cold pine-tinged air swirled around us.


  “I wouldn’t question Vell’s ability to sense these things,” I advised Sage.


  Sage seemed indifferent. “As you wish then, Lady Bearer.” He paused. “They’re here. Come.”


  “Vell?” I looked over my shoulder after a few steps. She stared into the darkness for a moment more, then turned on her heel and followed after me.


  Sage led us around the trunk of the tree. Ahead there was a ring of waist-high stones in a larger meadow. As we crossed the ring, the stones flared to life with a gentle, pulsing light, enough to illuminate the meadow in an eerie semblance of a silver-washed day. Riders cantered into the meadow, all riding gleaming white faehal. As they slowed, I picked out one steed burdened with two figures, the more slender of the two holding the one in front with an arm across his chest. I started running toward them.


  Vell was close behind me as the riders drew their mounts to a trot, then to a halt. Two ripples through the long grass announced the arrival of Kianryk and Rialla. I counted three dark heads. Finnead, Murtagh and Merrick. I picked out Chael’s silver hair as he slid down from his mount. Chael and the two wolves converged on the steed carrying double.


  An iron vise squeezed my chest as Gray looked down at us from behind Luca. “He’s alive,” she said.


  “What happened?” I asked breathlessly.


  “He was shot,” Finnead replied, sliding past me to steady Luca as Gray handed him down to Chael and Vell.


  I blinked. “What did you say?”


  “Shot,” Finnead repeated.


  “With a…gun?”


  “With a semi-automatic military-grade rifle, to be precise.” A fine dust coated Finnead’s boots. I frowned, a memory-chord struck.


  “The shot would have killed one of us,” said Merrick. “Lucky we had a second ulfdrengr to remove the bullet.”


  Luca was sitting in the long grass, his right arm held protectively across his side. He leaned against Chael and grimaced as Vell lifted his shirt to check the stained bandage wrapped around his ribs. “It was only a glancing shot,” he said to her. She merely grunted and kept prodding.


  Kianryk ghosted into view and fluidly took Chael’s place. Luca leaned back against the wolf, a forebearing look on his face as he glanced at Vell. The Sidhe stood a few respectful paces away, the Seelie and Unseelie separated into groups.


  “He took a bullet for the Vaelanbrigh, you know,” Gray said, crossing her arms across her shapely chest. Her dazzling eyes rested appraisingly on Luca.


  “He’s not the Vaelanbrigh anymore,” I said without thinking. For some reason Gray’s words riled a ridge of jealousy in me. I didn’t like the way she looked at Luca, like she was judging a horse or a hunting hound.


  Gray turned her luminous eyes to me. “Oh, I know.” She smiled. “I know many things about you, Lady Bearer.”


  “I’m sure you do,” I said. “Thank you for bringing us here.”


  “Us?” she raised an eyebrow. “And here I thought you were traveling to Brightvale for aid.”


  That raised my hackles. “If you’re fighting Malravenar, you’re our allies.”


  “Allies.” She pressed together her full lips. “It is a time beyond my memory when last the Seelie and Unseelie were allies.”


  “The enemy of my enemy is my friend. Haven’t you ever heard that?”


  “It is a quaint little saying. I would not mind taking a few of your friends for my own.” She punctuated her statement with another bright grin. Her gaze shifted to Finnead, who stood talking in a low voice to Merrick and Murtagh. The Unseelie, it seemed, had bonded during their escape from the dragon. Or perhaps it was just because they’d realized they disliked the Seelie more than each other.


  “By all means,” I murmured, trying to sound nonchalant as I shifted my focus back to Luca. Gwyneth’s pendant heated at my throat. I hooked two fingers through its curve, frowning.


  “The…bullet…most likely hit a rib,” Vell said, rolling the thoroughly mortal word on her tongue. “But the wound is clean.”


  Though I’d turned away, I felt Gray slide closer to me. Then her hands were on my elbows and I was facing her again as though I’d thought of it myself. “Oh, come now,” she said, her voice barely more than a purr. “You must understand, my dear Bearer, that no less than half of what we Seelie say is mere frivolity. We can’t resist, especially because it’s been so boring for the past few centuries.” She raised one eyebrow. “These are exciting times.”


  I looked over her shoulder and stiffened. The expression on my face was enough to prompt Gray to turn as well. Just outside the circle of glowing stone markers, a dark-haired girl stood in the long grass, eerily still. Slowly the gathered Sidhe fell silent and watched her along with Gray and me. I heard Vell’s breath catch in her throat. The grass parted as Beryk rocketed to Vell’s side, ears laid flat on his skull, a long low growl rumbling continuously from his throat.


  The girl walked forward, past the ring of stones. My pendant flared. Gray raised her chin slightly, as though something should have happened. As the girl walked, her arms stayed by her sides, hands hanging limp. She wore dark pants and a pale shirt patterned with black. Even at a distance I could discern the blank expression on her face—which should have been beautiful, or at the very least pretty; but I only shivered at the lack of life. She didn’t blink and her steps were perfectly measured. It was like watching a perfectly animated replica of a girl, without the essential spark. Nausea gathered in the hollow of my stomach. When the girl neared, I realized what I had thought was a sort of pattern on her shirt…it was a pattern, but it was made of dried blood.


  Vell made a strangled sound that I’d never heard any living thing make before. I glanced at her and saw her white-knuckling a fistful of Beryk’s fur, her eyes wide. The wolf braced against her, every line of his body plainly resisting the urge to run.


  “Something’s wrong,” I said to no-one in particular. I reached for the Sword’s power and my own taebramh, both at once, and as I did Chael hurtled past us, blade flashing as he shouted a bone-chilling battle cry, Rialla bounding at his side.


  “No!” Vell screamed as Chael raised his sword over his head with both hands and Rialla prepared to leap.


  The girl stopped, turned just her head toward Chael, and held up one flat-palmed hand. An invisible force slammed into the ulfdrengr and the silver-and-black wolf. The impact of their bodies against the ground was audible.


  The night air sang with the sound of blades drawn from sheaths. Luca was somehow on his feet, and Gray held her slender blade at the ready. The girl walked toward us, hands at her sides again, the blankness of her eyes terrifying. Chael regained his feet, roared another battle cry—it was the most I’d heard him speak since we’d rescued him—and lunged again.


  This time the girl flicked her wrist. Chael’s leap turned into a spinning tumble. Luca took two quick steps over to him, hauled him up and restrained him. Chael fought him, struggling to escape, snarling animal sounds of rage. Rialla gained her feet, shook her head once, hard, and again attacked.


  The dead-eyed girl didn’t even look at the wolf as she pressed her hand into a slow downward motion. In horror I saw Rialla pinned to the ground, the grass flattening around her until a high whine of pain escaped her.


  “Enough,” I said, raising the Caedbranr, my war-markings flaring as I summoned my own taebramh to my fingertips.


  “Stop, no, please,” sobbed Vell. I didn’t know whether she was talking to the girl or to me. The girl’s hand fell to her side again. Rialla panted and raised her head. I lowered the Sword but my war-markings blazed emerald beneath my shirtsleeve; I was keeping my own weapon ready.


  Murtagh and Merrick were by Luca’s side, but the big ulfdrengr shook his head. As painful as it had to be for him, Luca wouldn’t let the two Sidhe restrain Chael. He held Chael in a rough bear-hug until the smaller man exhausted himself. The girl stood silently and stared at Chael with lifeless eyes.


  “Why do you want to kill me?” she asked in a flat chilling voice, her words so perfectly enunciated that they sounded alien.


  Chael met the girl’s gaze, panting, his eye-patch gone in the struggle, baring a staring milky eye surrounded by a mass of angry red scars. His voice, when he spoke, was hoarse but powerful. “Because you killed my pack-brothers….and you tortured me.”


  A low keening sob escaped Vell, even though she clamped her teeth down on the sound. The girl turned her head toward Vell and gazed unblinkingly at her. “And why do you want to save me?”


  Vell took two hitching waterlogged breaths. Tears cut wet trails down her face. Her words were almost a whisper. “Because you are my sister.”


  Gray raised her eyebrows and slid a glance at me in the deafening silence. “Exciting, indeed.”


  


  Chapter 32


  The girl looked at Vell for a moment. She turned her head back to Chael, still with his blade in his hand, panting and watching her with hate-filled eyes.


  “I did not torture you,” she said to him, no inflection in her voice. Her unblinking eyes turned back to Vell, her head swiveling with perfectly even motion. “And I am not your sister.”


  “I will never forget the face of the woman who killed my kin,” snarled Chael, spitting on the ground. Vell stared at the girl, her lips white. Her golden eyes searched the girl’s face. I watched them, taebramh still tingling in the tips of my fingers, waiting to be unleashed.


  “They do look as sisters,” Gray murmured at my side.


  I grudgingly nodded. The girl’s coloring mirrored Vell: raven-dark hair, pale skin. The girl’s face had yet to take on the adult sharpness of Vell’s high cheekbones, but I could see the countors, hidden beneath her still-childish cheeks.


  “Tell me,” gritted out Vell. Her sorrow and anguish kindled into a hard sort of rage. “Tell me what you did with her.” She nocked an arrow to her bow in one fluid motion. “Tell me or by the White Wolf I’ll loose this arrow.”


  The girl tilted her head to one side. The motion came across as rehearsed, studied. As though the creature had watched children and memorized their movements, but couldn’t quite replicate them. “I would prefer you not damage this body.”


  Vell growled and stepped forward, the point of the arrow aimed directly at the base of the girl’s throat. “Then you had better explain what you are.”


  “I am the Evermage,” replied the girl simply. “The girl-that-was, her spirit is gone.”


  “You killed her?” The bowstring tightened as Vell drew back the arrow.


  “I released her.” The Evermage gazed with its soulless eyes at Chael. “Her spirit was broken. She desired to live no longer.”


  “She was pack-cursed,” said Chael in a low voice. “She would not have lived if I had found her again.”


  Vell clenched her jaw. She stared at the Evermage and remained silent, swallowing hard.


  “Tell us how you came to take her body,” Luca said. One of the faehal snorted and pawed at the ground as we waited for the Evermage to speak, the air thick with tension.


  “I was imprisoned,” said the Evermage, “and my old body was failing. This one—” she held her arms out, turned her hands over as if for inspection, “is young and strong. Her will to live was gone. She offered me the gift of her body while she slid a blade beneath my old skin.”


  Vell stared at the Evermage, disgust and disbelief warring on her face. “So you are a wearer of bodies, Evermage. You are no better than the enemy.”


  A strange light kindled in the Evermage’s eyes. When it spoke, scarlet sparks drifted from its mouth with its words, filling the stone-ringed meadow with the singed scent of burning flesh. “I am not in league with him.”


  “Why?” I asked, stepping forward. “How do we know that?”


  The Evermage smiled, a ghastly sight. One of its pale hands motioned to Chael. “Because I did not kill him, and I did not attack you.” It tilted its head again, that childish copycat motion. “Though it would be interesting to match power with you, child of Gwyneth.”


  The Caedbranr hummed and suddenly I felt its power lash out, crackling through the night air and hitting the Evermage in the chest. I heard one or more of the Sidhe gasp; it might even have been Gray. It was just a small little whip of blue fire, but the Evermage stumbled back, expressionless, and then regained its footing. I felt the Caedbranr pacing between my ribs and wondered if its wolf-form would make an appearance tonight.


  The Evermage straightened, rolled back its shoulders and bent its elbows as if testing its body. “Point taken, Ancient One.” It bowed from the waist, dark hair falling over its shoulders.


  “Why are you here?” I asked, sheathing the Sword before it could throw any more temper tantrums.


  “To fight,” said the Evermage.


  “With us or against us?” I pressed. The scarlet sparks and the singed-flesh smell didn’t alleviate the goosebumps racing up my arms. There was something indelibly alien about the Evermage, and it merely smiled again.


  “Are you here to fight with us?” I asked again.


  “I am here to test the balance of the scales,” the Evermage replied in its flat emotionless voice.


  “That’s not particularly reassuring.” I resisted the urge to unsheathe the Sword again.


  “I am not here for your reassurance. I merely wished to make my presence known. I did not anticipate the furor it would cause.”


  “You’ve never met the kin of one of your meat-suits before?” Vell asked, voice shaking with anger and threaded with a hot sorrow.


  The Evermage fixed her with its stare. “I was formed like you, once. And over the ages I have inhabited many bodies. It is an honor for your sister.”


  Beryk growled. Vell sheathed her arrow jerkily and crossed her arms over her chest.


  Turning its attention back to me, the Evermage said, “When last I spoke to a Bearer, I was known as Arcana. You may call me so.” A spark floated from between Arcana’s lips, suspended in the darkness, glowing like a misbegotten firefly.


  I swallowed. “Very well…Arcana.” I turned to Chael. “Will you be able to restrain yourself?”


  He glared at Arcana for a full minute before responding. “I cannot make any promises if it turns against us.”


  “If it turns against us,” Vell said, “I will slice its throat myself.”


  “Finnead? What say you?” Inwardly I grimaced. I was sounding more and more like a bad Shakespeare impression every day.


  “Its power will be….useful.” He regarded the Evermage with an inscrutable expression, his sapphire eyes drowning-deep.


  “Gray?”


  “It has been watching us for days and no harm was done,” said Gray. “And its body can still be felled by a blade.”


  “It’s not its body I’m worried about,” I said under my breath.


  Arcana heard me and smiled.


  “Understand this,” I told it. “If you betray us, if you raise your power against one of this company again, I will burn you to ash.” The Sword hummed stridently in its sheath, sealing my words.


  The Evermage bowed again. “A Bearer’s word.” And then without another glance at any of the gathered Sidhe or ulfdrengr, Arcana turned her back on us and walked away, disappearing spectrally into the shadows of the forest.


  When the Evermage could no longer be distinguished from the blackness of the night, the tension holding us all in our places released. Murtagh, Merrick and Sage ranged out to create a loose circle, facing the forest, their eyes watchful. They clearly intended to ensure no more strange creatures passed into the circle of stones without forewarning. Gray went to her other rider, Tristan, and spoke in a low voice. I turned to Finnead.


  “Tell me what happened,” I said urgently. The memory of ashes in the ether lurked just out of conscious thought in my mind. I could feel it there, like a vulture circling a dead thing. “How did you find the tear in the veil? How did Luca get shot? Who shot him?”


  A faint smile touched Finnead’s lips. “Impatient as ever, Tess.”


  It was the first time he’d said my name in a long while, I realized. But I pushed down the secret little thrill of hearing my name on his lips. “We don’t have much time.”


  Finnead nodded. “I know.” One hand touched the hilt of the Brighbranr. “Even though I am no longer the Vaelanbrigh, I still feel Mab, at a distance. The edge draws nearer and nearer.”


  I am here to test the balance of the scales. The Evermage’s words echoed sinuously in my mind. “Tell me what happened.”


  “I knew Vell would protect you. We went the opposite direction, when we realized the dragon was searching.”


  “You tried to distract it.”


  He shrugged noncommittally. “Perhaps. It wasn’t quite a successful strategy. But when it doubled back, it did see us. Or scented us. One of the two.”


  “How did you find the tear in the veil?”


  “The Brighbranr led me to it. I can still sense them, though not as clearly as…before. There are a few minor gates still open in Mab’s territory, but they are all guarded, and closed by the guards after we come back through.” Finnead took a step closer to me, speaking in a low voice. “This was the first time I’ve seen a tear like that, Tess.”


  “You can’t make your own gates?”


  “A gate is carefully structured. It’s made so that if need be, a pull of one thread and the whole gate slams closed. It’s a protective measure, in case we were ever…discovered.”


  “In case someone or something tried to come through that had no business being in Faeortalam.”


  “Exactly.”


  I frowned. “But the garrelnost…there has to be an open gate, or a tear somewhere. How else would it have gotten through from Faeortalam into the Hill Country?”


  “Mab sent me to verify the security of all her gates. Three, to be exact. She needed to be sure of the loyalty of the guards as well. We were trying to solve that problem, though she was more concerned with what might be coming into her realm rather than what might be escaping into the mortal world. And then I received message to escort the fendhionne.”


  “Molly,” I corrected automatically.


  Finnead continued, his words coming fast and low. It felt as though we were hurtling toward the edge of a cliff. Like we were on the bridge again over the Darinwel, flames licking at our heels. “I never found the tear in the veil. Until now. There has to be more than one, this didn’t have the feel of a concerted effort. It was done…casually. As though it was nothing.”


  A shiver skittered down my spine. The Sword hummed with interest. “Could you cut through the veil, with the Brighbranr?”


  “If need demanded, perhaps. It would most likely kill me, now that I don’t have the other two to draw upon. It takes a great deal of raw power, and a suitable weapon.”


  “A suitable weapon. What does that mean, a suitable weapon?”


  Gray cleared her throat as she appeared at my side. Tactful, for a Sidhe. Finnead and I both looked at her and we must have looked impatient, because she put up her hands and grinned and said, “Just wanted to tell you that I am sending my riders to pack our supplies. From what I gather, we need to get to Brightvale.”


  “Thanks,” I said. She didn’t move. At this point I didn’t much care. I needed to pull all the pieces together. The solution hovered just out of my reach. I could taste it in the back of my throat. “What meets the definition of a suitable weapon?”


  “Blood-baptized,” replied Finnead.


  “With the blood of the Queen,” I said.


  “Or the blood of a Queen,” Gray said suddenly, her emerald eyes grim.


  “Either way,” I allowed, barreling forward, “I thought Malravenar wanted to close the Gates. Sever the ties between the mortal world and Faeortalam.”


  “This tear led directly into your world, Tess. Into a war-torn country.”


  My heart skipped a beat. “Who shot Luca? Did you see them?”


  Finnead glanced at Gray, and then kept his eyes firmly on my face. “We didn’t see who shot Luca. But we met the one who saved us.” He reached out, took my wrist and pressed something into my hand.


  Time slowed as I turned over my hand and opened my fingers. Sitting in the middle of my palm, folded and frayed, speckled with dust and a few drops of dried blood, was a desert-colored piece of fabric. A nametape for a military uniform.


  It said, in block embroidered letters: O’CONNOR.


  


  Chapter 33


  The shadows blurred and the world spun around me. I stared down at the nametape, hearing my heartbeat thud in my throat, my breath rushing in my lungs. I felt my lips moving, linking words together into one fluid sound: “LiamohmygodLiam.”


  “Tess. Tess.” Finnead’s urgent voice broke through the roaring in my ears. I swallowed and tore my eyes away from Liam’s nametape.


  “He’s fine, he’s alive. He’s not hurt,” Finnead said. “The blood is from Luca and…”


  “And?” My lips felt numb.


  “And the men his team killed to save us,” said Luca.


  “Shit.” I squeezed my eyes shut. “They carved a hole right through into…into a place where more death and destruction wouldn’t be noticed.” I stared down at the nametape again and then closed my fingers over it, the fabric rough against my skin. I’d seen the dust on Finnead’s boots when Liam had come home from his first deployment. They called it moondust, it was so fine and white. I felt bile rising in the back of my throat and pushed it down. The Sword was humming, low and urgent, its voice vibrating through my spine, echoing between my ribs. Then everything clicked into place.


  The blood of the Queen…the blood of a Queen…


  At least this is the rumor in the barracks from those who have served in the Western Reaches, that he means to sever the bonds between Faeortalam and Sionntalam.


  Without a way to the mortal world, without a Bearer…none would be able to destroy Malravenar. He would hold our world in thrall.


  “He knows I’m here, doesn’t he,” I said slowly. “Malravenar knows that the Sword has been bound to a new Bearer.”


  “We felt it,” said Gray. “We knew, without quite knowing, if you understand.”


  I nodded and chewed on my lower lip, rolling my theory one last time around the privacy of my mind. The Sword flared as it caught my thoughts, a burst of power so hot that Finnead winced and Gray flinched back half a step. I reached out with a silvery net of my taebramh and captured the Caedbranr’s power, pulling it back into me. It was like flexing a muscle. I looked at Gray, then at Luca, and let my gaze settle on Finnead. “Malravenar doesn’t mean to sever the bond between Sionntalam and Faeortalam.” I took a breath. “He means to open it.”


  Finnead raked his fingers through his hair. My words hung in the warm darkness.


  “If he means to open the sealed Great Gate,” Gray said slowly, “he needs the blood of the anointed.”


  “The blood of a Queen,” I repeated. Now I fixed Gray with a serious look. “And from the way you said it earlier, I’m thinking there’s something you need to tell us about Titania.”


  Gray pressed her lips together. “We need to get to Brightvale.”


  “We will travel at best speed,” Finnead promised.


  “Tell us,” I prompted again. “There’s something you’re hiding about your Queen.”


  Tristan and Calliea, her hair bound up in braids, arrived in the circle, leading a string of graceful-limbed faehal. A few Seelie that I didn’t recognize followed soon after them, and the meadow quickly became teeming with activity: loading packs, assigning mounts, checking weapons. A low murmur of voices became the backdrop, punctuated by the myriad sounds of two dozen well-armed riders readying for a journey. The wolves disappeared into the long grass, melting into the shadows.


  I let a tendril of the Sword’s blazing fire escape its bonds, nudging it toward Gray. She raised her chin and steeled herself at its touch.


  “We have not been inside the walls of Brightvale for nigh on half a year,” Gray said, her voice firm as she met my eyes steadily. “We fear Queen Titania has been imprisoned, but her defenses around the Fair City are such that we cannot enter.” She clenched her jaw. “Her last edict sent her Knights and her Guards out to the borders of our lands to defend against the Shadow. And to wait for you, my Bearer. She said you would come.”


  But perhaps I’ve come too late, I thought. I remembered the sharp-glass echo of Titania’s barrier around Brightvale. “And so I am here. We will find a way into Brightvale.”


  We needed to move. I couldn’t let everyone sit and steep in the sorrow and hatred aroused by the Evermage, or let doubt be planted from this sudden proclamation about Titania. I brushed my thumb over Liam’s nametape, and then tucked it into my beltpouch, alongside the wrapped, heavy blood-red stone. “On the road. Now.”


  “One of my people will lead,” Gray said, and then she raised her voice, clear as a clarion call over the hum of preparation. “Mount up! By twos, on the path—Tristan, take lead; I will take rearguard with Finnead.”


  “Merrick, on the lead with Tristan,” directed Finnead.


  “The wolves will scout ahead,” said Vell.


  The meadow seethed with purposeful movement. For a moment I marveled at the seamless transition from word to action, the soldier-like precision and obedience of Sidhe and ulfdrengr alike. Then Calliea brought me a sleek gleaming faehal, its coat silver. There were bright feathers woven into its white mane, and complex runes drawn on its flanks with shimmering blue ink. A worked leather breastplate bore designs in bright silver, and strips of blue-dyed leather bound its slender legs. Vell and Luca eyed the faehal’s war attire appreciatively. I wondered if the ulfdrengr painted themselves for battle.


  “This is Nehalim,” Calliea said. “He has borne Titania herself into battle. She decreed for us to bring him to you.”


  Nehalim turned his head and regarded me with his liquid intelligent eyes. I gave him a nod. He dipped his majestic head and then, in a purely equine movement, pushed his velvety muzzle into my hands. “Well met, warrior,” I murmured to him, stroking his nose. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Calliea smile.


  Now mounted on Nehalim, I surveyed our vastly increased numbers. Almost two dozen Seelie riders swelled our ranks, and there were still more arriving, riding out the shadows on war-painted mounts, their bright faces lit with anticipation. I felt as though a spotlight rested on me, and the battered sheath across my back, but I ignored their glances. Within moments, the head of the column started off, Merrick riding beside Tristan, a study of dark and light. Two sides of the same Fae coin.


  I found myself riding beside Luca, Nehalim falling in behind the pair before us as though the faehal already knew the order. They probably did, I mused. We started at a trot as the column snaked about the meadow and then, as we passed the softly glowing stone markers, our mounts eased into a smooth canter. The forest rang with the drumbeat of hooves.


  Farin swooped down from the canopy as I settled into the rhythm of Nehalim’s fluid strides. The fierce Glasidhe had found a few small feathers and woven them into her hair. Forin followed behind his twin. He had foreborn feathers but wore a complex design painted down his arms and up his neck. An echo, I realized, of my own war-markings.


  “We shall help the wolves scout,” Forin announced to me.


  “And kill,” added Farin, baring her little pointed teeth.


  “Fight well,” I told them.


  “Always, my Bearer!” replied Forin. And with that, the two Glasidhe zipped ahead, their auras leaving neon trails through the dark greenery.


  We rode for a few moments in silence, the wind plucking at my braids. Though my sleep had been soured by the vision of scorched earth when I Walked, the night’s rest, along with the hot bath and good food, had restored my body immeasurably. The claw-marks on my thigh no longer ached hotly, and I actually enjoyed the feeling of riding Nehalim swiftly through the darkness, riders before us and behind us.


  “Tess,” Luca said, somehow making his voice carry effortlessly. “There is something that your brother told me. He said to tell it only to you.”


  My heart caught in my throat. “What did he say?”


  “He said to tell you not to worry about him,” Luca replied, “but that wasn’t the important part.” He paused, clearly gathering the exact words my brother had uttered. “Right before we left, he said, Tell Tess to crown her. I’ve seen the threads, and it’s the only way. She’s the only one left with the right blood. She might hate you for a while afterwards, but a lot of people will die if you don’t do it.”


  “Crown her?” I frowned. “I don’t understand.”


  Luca shook his head. “I only passed the message on, Tess. I don’t understand it either.” He shifted in the saddle. “I owe your brother my life. He told me I can repay him by protecting you.”


  I smiled a little at that. “It sounds exactly like something he’d say.”


  “He also said that at this point it didn’t seem like you needed much protecting anymore,” Luca added, blue eyes mischievious. “I agreed with him.”


  I shrugged. “We’ll see.” The Sword hummed on my back. Is that all you’ll do anymore, hum at me? I thought at it in irritation. In answer, it strummed a chorded chuckle on my ribs. It tickled in a strange way. I shook myself and tapped its hilt in reproach. Its power circled a few times and then settled behind my breastbone. The Sword seemed in a good mood that we were on our way. I took a deep breath of the clear night air. Warriors rode before me, and behind me. We were on our way to the Seelie Court, to save Titania, if we could; and as we rode I mulled over my brother’s words, trying to discern who he meant should be crowned, and when.


  Crown her. Obviously he meant a woman, and it made sense that the Crown of Bones only made queens. As far as I’d heard, there were no kings in Faeortalam, or they were of such lesser power that no one had deigned to mention them to me during my brief course of study in Fae history.


  Who was to wield the Crown of Bones in anointing the new queen? From Liam’s words, he meant me. I remembered the vision of the First Queen, placing the crowns upon Mab and Titania’s heads amidst the splendor of day and the cool glory of night. It seemed impossible that I would be able to weild that sort of power without burning my bones to ash.


  As always, my Bearer, you underestimate yourself, said the Caedbranr plainly.


  For once, I was glad of its intrusion into my thoughts. Am I to make a new queen?


  If you do not, the scales of power will tip in favor of the Shadow, no matter how valiantly we fight.


  A pit opened in my stomach. So if I don’t figure out who I’m supposed to make queen… I trailed off, unable to think it even in my own head. I refused to consider failure; defeat would mean the deaths of countless Fae—Sidhe, ulfdrengr, sirens, wolves, faehal, creatures I didn’t yet know and to which I couldn’t put names, all of them and more would perish if I didn’t win this battle against the Shadow.


  “Luca,” I said, “why do you think Malravenar wants to open the Gate?”


  “Weapons,” he said. “With weapons such as your brother carried…it would be a bloodbath. Fae runes are useless against iron.”


  “Would they even work in this world?” I thought of the watch I’d been wearing when Finnead carried me through the gate from the Hill Country into Faeortalam. It had stopped on the exact second I’d left the mortal world. I’d tucked it into the front pocket of my backpack, now sitting gathering dust in my old room at Darkhill. I wondered if Ramel had found it.


  “Malravenar will find a way,” Luca said darkly, flexing his scarred hand.


  I suddenly had a vision of a military rifle animated by a vengeful spirit, bullets propelled by the captured anguish of tortured captives, dark sorcery holding all the moving parts together as it held together the decaying flesh of ghaunt-crows and Skin-wraiths. “I’m sure he would,” I agreed grimly.


  I wished I’d been able to talk to Liam, to warn him more thoroughly about the evil creeping into our world. It was simply a different kind of evil than that to which we were accustomed, I amended. In any case, I knew he would fight to the bitter end. I just hoped it didn’t come to that point.


  Our swift faehal bore us through the forest on untiring limbs. Morning light crept through the canopy overhead, tinging leaves golden with the new sun. By some unspoken command, all in the long column knew we would not stop until the next nightfall. We rode through the day, slowing our mounts to a walk around noon and eating a surprisingly good meal, for a meal eaten in the saddle. The Seelie definitely knew how to pack for a hard journey, I had to give them that.


  As we rode, I caught glimpses of Beryk, Kianryk and Rialla weaving through the trees. Occasionally Kianryk appeared, loping silently alongside Luca’s faehal. The ulfdrengr and wolf were never far from one another. I watched them communicate with barely a glance, and found myself strangely envious of their invisible bond. The Caedbranr stirred at that, stung.


  You don’t count, I thought at it. Semi-sentient weapons of power definitely weren’t in the same category as a living, breathing, sleek-coated wolf. The Caedbranr appeared in my mind’s eye as a wolf, just to spite me. It spent the next few hours hunting stray thoughts in the recesses of my consciousness.


  At nightfall, we were still traveling in the vast forest. We found a meadow, smaller than the stone-ringed meadow at the camp, but it was enough. Most of the Seelie gave me a respectful berth, lowering their eyes when I caught one of them staring at me in wonder. I wanted to explain to them that I wasn’t an exotic animal escaped from my menagerie. Yes, I was a mortal, but after all, I wasn’t quite mortal anymore, as the Sword was prone to remind me, so that must count for something.


  The company separated into small groups for the night. Somehow I found myself at the center of the meadow, with Luca and Vell on one side, Murtagh and Merrick on the other. Beryk and Kianryk bedded down in the long grass—the rest of the company was especially mindful to give the wolves space. I smiled at that—they fit the definition of exotic animals escaped from a menagerie. I watched Farin make herself comfortable in Beryk’s long sable fur, snug against the curve of his side, chattering away in her melodious voice. Strangely enough Beryk seemed to listen, watching the Glasidhe with half-lidded golden eyes as she sharpened her various weapons with a miniscule whetting-stone.


  We ate another cold meal, having come to the conclusion that smoke from a fire might draw the attention of flying creatures. Cadengriffs or dragons, it didn’t matter to me; I knew I didn’t want to announce my presence to any of Malravenar’s ranging winged patrols. I laid down next to Beryk, the long grass cool beneath my back. A sliver of star-studded sky peeked through the canopy of the massive trees. I watched the velvety darkness for a few moments, but no stars sang tonight. I rubbed Liam’s nametape between my fingers, turning his words over again in my head, and wondered whether there would be anything for the stars to sing about in the future. Before my mind wandered further down that depressing path, I pulled my cloak over me, murmured good night to Vell and went to sleep.


  I didn’t Walk and I didn’t dream. I woke to a delicate lattice of dew on my cloak. Half the company was already awake, a low hum of activity building as they prepared for the day. Calliea led Nehalim to me again, and after I mounted we set off, sending rolls of thunder up through the bright green leaves as our mounts tossed their heads in the blush of the new day’s sunrise. We passed the new day much the same as the day before. Few words were spoken; none were needed. Each rider was left with their own thoughts as we raced toward Brightvale.


  On the eve of the second day, Tristan and Merrick scouted a little knoll for camp. The landscape was still forested, but the trees were smaller, less majestic and more slender. Vell stiffened as we gathered for our evening meal. I followed her gaze and glimpsed Arcana, standing motionlessly between two trees, watching us with those eerie unblinking eyes. Arcana came no closer and spoke no words, gazing at us silently as we broke bread. As the last of the sunlight faded, she turned and walked into the deepening shadows.


  Vell didn’t sleep that night. She sat with Beryk at the edge of the knoll, watching the forest.


  We rode for three more days. The tension in the air spurred us on; the company mostly kept to their own small groups when we made camp for the night, though during the day it heartened me to see the easy interaction between the Seelie and Unseelie. The ulfdrengr separated themselves more clearly. Luca spoke for all three of them, and mostly to me; occasionally he would speak to Gray or Finnead, but for the most part I was their conduit to the rest of the company. Vell took to sitting by herself at the edge of camp, surveying the forest at dusk. Every evening Arcana would appear, always silently, watching as we ate and prepared for the night’s rest. She never approached closer than a stone’s throw. She never said a word, and after she disappeared, Vell stood and returned to our small circle at the center of camp.


  Nearing dusk on the fourth day, Brightvale appeared in the distance. The forest had slowly given way to green rolling hills, dotted with copses of silvery trees and threaded with rushing streams of cold sweet water. The warm air welcomed us with caressing hands. Our column of twos became a loose diamond, Tristan and Merrick still leading at the front, the wolves bounding about the edges.


  Farin arced toward us, cutting a blazing trail across the darkening sky. “Tess-mortal!” she said. “Brightvale lies ahead!”


  In the hazy distance, flanked by soaring mountains and nestled in the valley between two of the gentler foothills, lay the citadel of the Seelie Queen.


  


  Chapter 34


  The last light of the evening sun glinted on the towers of Brightvale, slender spears thrust up into the cloudless deepening dusk. Nehalim drifted to a halt, and as if all the other faehal took their cue from him, the whole column slowed and then halted, the movement rippling from the center to the lead and the rear. I expected the Sword to hum in anticipation as I gazed at the castle in the distance, but the Caedbranr remained silent. I felt a slight frown crease my forehead as I realized the Seelie did not look eager to be near their stronghold. Calling up a questing spark, I sent a thread of my taebramh afield. The bit of fire spiraled down through my war-markings like a marble in a chute and sped off, trailing a thin line still connected to the glimmering emerald on my skin.


  I waited, a slight breeze lifting an escaped tendril of hair from my braid. Nehalim blew out a breath and shook his head, idly pawing at the grass. Kianryk appeared beside Luca’s mount, the sunset’s reddening light gleaming on his golden pelt, coaxing it into fiery shades of orange. The thin line of my taebramh wavered and floated like spider-silk upon the breath of wind. I watched it idly, feeling the seeking little spark wending its way over knolls and zipping across streams, weaving through a stand of slender trees and finally approaching the citadel. Farin plucked at the glowing strand adventurously, and it vibrated in response, sending a strange, not unpleasant shiver up into my arm. Forin watched his mischievious twin from a more respectable height, hovering over Kianryk and Luca. Farin laughed and strummed a quick rhythm on the thin line with her nimble fingers. A smile turned up one side of Luca’s mouth, and I couldn’t help but chuckle as the vibrations tickled my skin. I looped one finger through Gwyneth’s pendant.


  And then my taebramh hit Titania’s defenses. Farin leapt back with a squeal of alarm as the glowing thread convulsed, wild tremors snapping it back and forth. The company separated, the line splitting them neatly in two, and I wondered why they moved so hastily until I saw the roaring fireball spinning toward us.


  “Guess that wasn’t a good idea,” I said, mostly to myself, and trusting a voice in my head that wasn’t quite my own, I snapped the thread of taebramh as I jerked Gwyneth’s pendant over my head. Nehalim tossed his magnificent head and stood his ground, the jewel-bright feathers in his mane standing upright in the strength of the wind heralding the mass of flames. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Luca holding his mount in place; his faehal danced in fear, white-rimmed eyes surveying the miniature sun racing toward us across the verdant expanse.


  I felt my taebramh rising in me like a tide, filling my bones with an answering fire. I took a hitching breath and touched my heels to Nehalim’s sides, whispering a word in the Sidhe tongue supplied by that alien voice in my head. Nehalim sprang forward, galloping toward the fireball like a creature possessed. I swung Gwyneth’s pendant on its leather cord once, twice, and on the third circle I let it fly. It sang through the air in a glittering arc and to my eyes, quicker than thought, it expanded, met the tangle of flames with a silent explosion, and swallowed it whole.


  A great reverberation shook the hillside and a hot wind nearly knocked me from Nehalim’s back. But I managed to keep my seat, which was good because I realized we’d ridden out before the entire company. I straightened and tried not to look dazed as Nehalim read my thoughts before I knew them myself, trotting fluidly forward to where Gwyneth’s pendant lay, smoking slightly, in a charred ring of burnt earth. I slid down from his back, waved away the delicate wisp of white smoke, and gingerly slid the pendant into my palm. It was cool to the touch. The rubies that had once been drops of my own blood winked up at me. Somehow the leather necklace was still intact. I slid it over my head and tucked the pendant beneath my shirt, thanking Gwyneth for it once more.


  “Titania’s defenses,” I said to Gray as I rode back to the gathered company, ignoring the slightly awe-struck looks of the younger Sidhe.


  Gray raised one eyebrow. “I could have told you that they are strong, and do not take kindly to prodding.”


  A little sound of amusement escaped me, not quite a laugh. “Forewarning would have been nice. But now I have a better idea of what we’re dealing with.”


  If Gray or anyone else heard the lie in my voice, they didn’t say anything…which I appreciated, because truthfully, I had absolutely no idea how I was going to breach Titania’s defenses. If that tiny spark of my taebramh had been multiplied into a roaring fireball and shot back, I didn’t even want to think about what would happen if I tried to break through using the Sword’s power. It was ingenious, really, a mirror-like enchantment that reflected back the force thrown at it, but multiplied.


  I studied the distant glimmer of Brightvale’s spires. As much as I wanted to be able to solve the puzzle myself, I couldn’t afford to put up a façade just for my pride’s sake. As I thought, turning the problem over in my mind, Gray spoke.


  “The Sentry Stones lie just halfway across the plain. We can reach them before nightfall, if we ride now.”


  “The Stones offer protection?” I asked absently, still thinking about Titania’s defenses.


  “They’re weaker now than they were, I think, but still strong enough to warn us of any Dark creature,” Tristan answered. “They were placed by Titania after…” He stopped himself, glanced at Finnead, and amended, “Long ago. To protect, yes, but to warn, mostly.”


  “All right then. We’ll make camp for the night past the Sentry Stones. How far is it to the Hall of the Outer Guard from there?”


  “Another day’s ride,” said Tristan.


  “Then we’ll reach the Hall tomorrow evening, make camp there, and approach Brightvale the following morning.” I touched my heels to Nehalim’s sides. He eased into a trot. Tristan and Merrick gave their mounts their heads and galloped to the front of the forming column, kicking up a cloud of dust as they sped through the patch of bare earth and ash where Gwyneth’s pendant had met Titania’s fireball.


  Luca fell in beside me once again with the ease of a well-trained bodyguard. I wondered if that was what he thought he was to me, a bodyguard; he and Vell both had adopted the air of guard and defender. On one hand it reassured me, knowing that they saw it as their duty to look after my safety. In Faeortalam, especially lately, I’d learned the hard way that enemies didn’t always announce themselves before an attack. But on the other hand, I didn’t want the ulfdrengr to be just my bodyguards.


  Once the company had settled into movement, I looked over at Luca. The last of the day’s sunlight glinted on his golden head. “How’s your side?” I asked.


  He turned his head at the sound of my voice and a strange little thrill ran through me as his ice-blue eyes met mine. A wry smile tugged at one corner of his mouth. “Iron doesn’t hurt us much.”


  “I’d imagine it’s still pretty painful, to be shot,” I retorted, raising one eyebrow.


  “Better I suffer a bit of pain than one of your Sidhe allies die from iron poisoning,” he said enigmatically.


  I frowned. “What’s that mean?” A suspicion wriggled in the back of my mind but I couldn’t quite drag it into the light of conscious thought. Then I remembered Gray’s comment: He took a bullet for the Vaelanbrigh,you know.


  He shook his head. “Nothing. Your brother is an impressive fighter.”


  “Way to change the subject.” But I felt an answering smile on my lips and I decided not to press further about Luca’s self-sacrifice. “Yeah, he taught me how to fight—boxing, mostly—before I went to school.” I shrugged. “But boxing doesn’t count for much in Faeortalam.”


  “Fistfighting, yes?” Recognition lit Luca’s eyes. “We teach our pups to spar. A bit of a different style, but you must know how to fight without a weapon, too.”


  I nodded. “It has its value.” We rode in companionable silence for a moment. “How did Liam…how’d he seem, to you?”


  “He looked well. Battle-worn, but in the way of a warrior. His men respect him greatly.”


  I nodded. “I’d expect as much.” My eyes sought out the ivory spires of Brightvale again. “You know, Luca…especially now, as all this is growing…” I motioned with my hands to include the riders before us and the long column stretching behind us. “It’s happening very quickly. I’m not saying that’s a bad thing. But I need…I don’t need bodyguards. That’s not what I want from you and Vell. I need friends. Friends who are willing to talk to me honestly, not get wrapped up in all the politics and grasping at power…” A tendril of panic wrapped around my spine at the overwhelming thought of navigating the responsibilities of leading an entire army. That was what was next…and I both hoped for it and dreaded it at the same time.


  Luca reached out and took my hand from where I twisted one of the feathers in Nehalim’s mane. He turned my hand over and pressed his palm down onto mine. I felt the ridges of the scars from where the dagger had been bound to his flesh, and the rough callouses of a man who’d handled weapons his entire life.


  “Tess,” he said, drawing my gaze up to meet his eyes. “You freed me. You could have easily killed me—and I believed that was best at the time.” A shadow passed over his face, just for an instant. “But now, I’m glad you didn’t kill me. I am here, and I will be whatever it is you need me to be.” Something entered his expression that made my breath hitch. “You ask me to be your friend, and I will be your friend.” He guided his mount closer to mine with just his knees. It was all I could do to keep my seat on Nehalim’s back as his large hands gently pushed up the fabric of my shirt at my wrist, and he raised my hand to his mouth, lips pressing against the tender skin over my veins. A flash of warmth made me gasp as he tasted my pulse. My heart tripped double-time in my chest.


  “It is your decision,” he said to me softly, the implication clearer than his spoken words. He would be my friend, as I asked, but he was willing to be more. I tried to still my quivering insides, chiding myself mentally. You’d think I had no experience.


  Be honest, the devilish voice in my head whispered. Everyone before…they were all boys. Now, you’re dealing with men.


  Luca released my wrist and my fingers drifted back to the feathers in Nehalim’s mane. I gathered myself enough to give him what I thought was an unimpressed look, eyebrows raised slightly, as if to say, That’s all, really?


  He caught my meaning and grinned. “I can hear your heartbeat, Tess.” He motioned to one of his ears, half-hidden beneath the tousled waves of his hair.


  “Damn wolf senses,” I muttered. But I had to smile and shake my head. “Friends,” I told him.


  “Friends,” he agreed with a little nod.


  My lips added the words before I could properly vet them. “For now.”


  That made Luca grin again, and the Caedbranr thrummed its power across my ribs as we rode on toward Brightvale. I didn’t know whether it was encouraging me, or warning me of the danger of caring too deeply for a warrior who would lay down his life for me if necessary. I already knew the tight anxiety of thinking about a loved one away at war, but at least Liam had all the innovation of technology to protect him and aid him. I couldn’t count on night vision or heat sensors to give us an edge over Malravenar. All we had was our own power. I shivered a little as I realized that with Malravenar reaching into the mortal world, Liam and his men wouldn’t be able to rely on their high-tech devices much longer.


  As we rode, I hooked a finger into Gwyneth’s pendant and let my mind turn over the puzzle of Liam’s message to me, rolling the words over like coins, watching them flicker in the light of my thoughts. At one point, I thought perhaps I could solve the riddle by process of elimination, merely naming all the women in our company and considering their merits to be crowned. But that process lasted all of ten seconds as the flaw in my logic asserted itself: out of all the Seelie women, I only knew Gray, and who was to say that it wasn’t one of the other Seelie, or even the Unseelie back at Darkhill? I chewed at my lip thoughtfully.


  “Meditating on your brother’s words?” Luca’s voice broke into my reverie.


  “How did you know?”


  “You’ve been silent for a long while. And that.” Luca motioned to Gwyneth’s pendant. “You loop a finger through your talisman when you are troubled.”


  I almost moved my hand, now self-conscious, but instead I ran my thumb over the rubies. “Observant.”


  “It’s the smallest things that count for the most sometimes.” Luca rubbed at his scarred hand. “If you’d like to talk to me…just to hear your thoughts out loud, that also helps sometimes.”


  “That’s not a bad idea. You’re the only other one who knows what Liam said.”


  Luca nodded. Kianryk appeared in the long grass, threaded nimbly between our mounts, and flowed away toward a copse of silvery trees on a knoll, nothing more than a ripple through the breeze-swayed field.


  “He said to ‘crown her.’ Obviously that means it’s a woman. I think the Crown only makes queens anyway.” I started off with the points I’d already clarified in my own mind, laying them out like road-markers. Hopefully they’d lead us to the solution. “I was trying to narrow it down by thinking of all the women in the company, but then I thought…why would it have to be someone travelling with us? I don’t even know every woman here, much less all the ones at Darkhill and Brightvale.” I shook my head. That was more of a roadblock than a waypoint on the path to solving the puzzle.


  “But your brother’s words mentioned blood,” said Luca.


  “Exactly. That’s the key. It has to be. But I don’t really know what the right blood means. Does it mean a relative of Titania or Mab? Is that why Malravenar killed Mab’s sister, all those years ago?” A sickening revelation dropped into my mind with a sensation like bones breaking. I felt dizzy. “Blood. That’s why he killed the Unseelie princess.” I followed the new path, gathering my thoughts, shepherding them by force of will. “Malravenar….he was experimenting. He tried to make a weapon to shear the veil with the blood of Mab’s sister. He thought that being related to the Queen was enough.” I frowned. “Or maybe it was. Maybe that’s how he made the weapon that made the tear you found.” I made a sound of frustration. “I don’t know. I guess it doesn’t matter.”


  A frown the echo of my own creased Luca’s fair brow. “The enemy possesses at least one weapon strong enough to cut through to the mortal world. But perhaps the blood of the princess wasn’t strong enough to open the Great Gate. Or close it.” He gave a slight shrug, as if to say it didn’t matter much which avenue Malravenar preferred.


  My sound of frustration morphed into a growl. “I don’t understand, Luca. I just don’t. Why? What made this…this thing that we’re fighting?”


  At my question, Luca’s eyes went distant. A long moment stretched by before he spoke. “You know some of the things I have seen, Tess. The evils dealt by this monster. In the end, it doesn’t matter why.” A deadly rage entered his eyes, so deep that it manifested as absolute calm. I knew the look. It was the same look that Chael had worn, naked and exposed, when he faced the Evermage. It was a look that promised revenge. Then Luca’s mount shook his head and Nehalim gave an answering snort, and Luca blinked. He gave a shudder, one hand feinting to his side before he controlled it. When he looked at me again, his familiar half-smile turned up one side of his mouth. “Let’s not talk about the underpinnings of the Shadow, if you don’t mind. It makes me think of…” Another smaller shudder rippled through him. He visibly stilled himself. “…Things that have no bearing on solving this riddle.”


  I nodded. “Fair enough.” I took a deep breath. “But maybe that’s easier said than done. It all circles back to blood. Let’s go with the idea that Mab’s sister was killed for her blood. Why wouldn’t it be strong enough?”


  “Because she isn’t a queen,” said Luca. “And we have the instrument that makes queens.”


  Luca’s words drew my attention to the weight in my belt-pouch, nestled against my upper thigh. “But the instrument that makes queens isn’t very useful if I don’t know who is to be made a queen.” I rubbed my eyes with the heel of one hand. “This is a circular argument. Until we figure out who has the blood that Liam saw in his vision, we won’t know who to crown.” I blew out a breath in frustration.


  “Sometimes it’s best to let problems like this settle.” Unassuming suggestion colored Luca’s words—an offer of advice, rather than an edict.


  As unwilling as I was to let the riddle go, I forced my thoughts to stop worrying at it, letting it fade into the shadows of my subconscious. “I’ll sleep on it,” I said by way of agreement.


  We rode on into the deepening dusk, the gleaming coats of our white mounts scything through the growing darkness as we wended over the rolling hills. Brightvale faded into the velvet of the night sky, its bone-white spires lost among the distant stars. The moon was new, the night dark, but no riders conjured any taebramh-fueled glows to light our way.


  “How much longer to the Sentry Stones?” I asked Gray in a quiet voice as she rode down the column. Her golden hair gleamed even in the darkness.


  “A few hours at most,” she replied.


  Luca suddenly drew his sword as Kianryk and Beryk leapt past us toward the rear of the column. A breath later, we heard the shouts and whinnies of mounts. I twisted on Nehalim’s back as someone sent a flare of taebramh into the sky, illuminating the plain bright as day.


  With a chill I made out dozens of dark humanoid creatures moving through the long grass, surrounding the rear of the column.


  “Skin-wraiths,” hissed Gray.


  My hand reached for Nehalim’s reins but Luca already had them in his grip. He threw the reins forward, out of my reach, giving Nehalim his head as Gray said urgently, “Ride! The Sentry Stones should offer some protection!” Her faehal pranced in place, sensing her excitement. She grinned fiercely. “We shall see you at the Hall of the Outer Guard and we will bring the skulls of many enemies!” With that she said a Fae word to Nehalim, and he shot forward, forcing me to grab at his mane and crouch low on his back, plain blade still unsheathed.


  Most of the column before us peeled back, riders wheeling their mounts and unsheathing blades as they raced to join the battle. Luca’s mount galloped beside me, laboring to keep pace with fleet Nehalim. I caught a flash of gold in the grass on my other side and when we leapt over a small stream, I glimpsed Kianryk, the great wolf bounding easily alongside the faehal. As our group condensed, I saw Tristan and Merrick still ahead, urging their mounts forward. I glanced over my shoulder and saw three riders behind us, but all I could discern in the darkness was two white-gold heads and one dark. Two Seelie and one Unseelie.


  Beneath me, I felt Nehalim pull back, still galloping but now at a manageable pace for the other mounts. The three riders behind us closed the distance. Murtagh drew up on the side that had been guarded by Kianryk, the wolf ghosting into the night to range afield. We rode in a rough diamond with me in the center, two riders ahead, one on either side and two behind. Now and again bright flashes of taebramh-sparked fire lit the plain behind us, but I concentrated on keeping my seat, pushing down the frustration and fear I felt at being forced to flee the battle. The Caedbranr remained silent in its sheath.


  We rode hard. After a time even Nehalim labored, sweat darkening his gleaming coat. Foam laced the flanks of the other faehal, but my guards pushed them on grimly. The sounds of battle faded behind us, replaced with the eerily calm sounds of night: wind whispering through the grasses, the crystalline chatter of clear brooks, small creatures stirring at the rise of the moon. We thundered across the plain. I felt the Sword stir, and strained my eyes. Ahead, I barely made out a pale stone rising like a white finger on the crest of a knoll. With effort, I slowed Nehalim to a canter, then as the other mounts followed suit, a trot. I didn’t have to point out the Sentry Stone to Tristan and Merrick. Without speaking, the six riders around me loosened the diamond formation into a rough circle. I nudged Nehalim and drew up beside Tristan.


  “Is there any sort of password?” I asked, motioning to the white obelisk.


  “Not for those of Titania’s Court,” he replied after a moment. “Normally the Stones are a living barrier, connected to the Queen. But since her…imprisonment…I cannot rightly say.” He looked very young as he added earnestly, “I don’t wish to speak falsely, Lady Bearer.”


  “I know,” I said. With a glance back, I saw that the two other Seelie riders were Sage, and to my slight surprise, Calliea. She wore a glinting silver breastplate and twin short swords adorned her belt, along with what I thought was a silver whip. I raised my eyebrows. There was obviously more to the young Seelie than I’d anticipated.


  We rode up to the Sentry Stone. It towered over us, twice the height of a man, its shadow spilling inky darkness over the side of the knoll. Again without speaking, we dismounted. Though a few of the faehal shuddered in relief, they stayed where they stood. I marveled at their loyalty.


  Calliea and Sage took rearguard, facing back toward the plain. I couldn’t be sure but I thought I saw a darker stain of smoke roughening the night sky in the distance. I turned my attention back to the Sentry Stone. Tristan already stood atop the knoll, facing me. I called up a tiny spark of taebramh, wove it into a little glow-light and set it hovering over my shoulder. The runes carved into the face of the Stone shifted under the silvery illumination, rippling beneath the marble-like surface. I resisted the urge to touch it.


  Tristan squared his shoulders and walked past the Stone. A golden light flashed briefly around his body, fading within the blink of an eye. I stepped forward, but a hand gripped my shoulder.


  “Let me,” said Luca, Kianryk at his side. He sheathed his sword, flexed his scarred hand and strode past the Stone. The golden light lasted for longer around him, and it set Kianryk’s fur on end like static electricity, but it released them and Luca turned expectantly to me. I walked toward him and a sensation like a thousand Glasidhe hands gliding over my skin seized me. It plucked at my belt-pouch but then when it touched the Sword’s sheath, the Caedbranr hummed a low note, the feeling ceased and I stumbled past the Stone.


  Murtagh came next. He watched his hands, illuminated by the golden glow, and the Stone took even longer with him than with Luca, long enough for him to grimace. Then the Stone decided to let him pass, and he joined us. Merrick followed, enduring his own metaphysical examination at the hands of whatever power animated the Stone. Sage and Calliea walked over the knoll with little fanfare, though Sage did wear an expression of distaste.


  “We could have ridden through,” I said, just to say something.


  “Yes, though if it’s in the mood it’ll unseat you,” Sage replied. “Come on then.”


  Nehalim led the faehal up the knoll but they veered to the right as we walked down the knoll and into a stand of silvery trees. I tilted my head, my eyes picking out the strange regularity at which the silver trees stood.


  “An orchard,” I said out loud as the realization struck.


  “Yes, though it hasn’t been tended properly nigh on a year.” Calliea gave me a sad sort of smile. She didn’t look as young or unsure anymore in her silver breastplate. The Seelie seemed more relaxed now that we were past the Sentry Stones, still alert but confident in the defenses behind us. Yet I reminded myself that something had struck into the very heart of Brightvale, wounding Titania deeply enough to cast her protective wards around the citadel. Tristan led us at a seasoned traveller’s pace, just on the walking side of running. I was pleasantly surprised to find I still had enough breath to speak, so I turned to Calliea.


  “Who are you, really?” I asked, raising one eyebrow. My little taebramh lamp still followed just behind my shoulder, so I saw Calliea’s quick grin.


  “No one important,” she said, “though I will tell you if you wish, my Bearer.”


  “I wouldn’t be asking if I didn’t want to know.”


  She shrugged a little. “It’s of no import now, but my mother is the Queen’s cousin, the daughter of Titania’s sister.”


  I frowned slightly as I worked through the family tree. “So you’re a cousin to Titania.” I saw Luca tilt his head slightly. We emerged from the orchard, striding toward a great stone wall.


  “In a way,” she said.


  “What about Gray?”


  Calliea’s eyes slid to me as we approached a white door, worked with silver flourishes. Even the Seelie’s barracks were beautiful, I thought. Tristan stepped toward the door, holding what looked like a blue stick, and drew a complex rune on the unmarred white with sure strokes. The blue rune sparked and glowed, and then sank into the door, which unlocked with a distinct roll of lock-tumblers. I looked at Calliea expectantly as we walked through the arch, my expectant expression telling her that the nifty trick with the unlocking rune hadn’t made me forget my question.


  “Gray is also a cousin of the Queen,” Calliea replied. I thought I heard a hint of bitterness in her voice. “She is cousins with my mother, though she is younger.”


  So Gray was one step closer to the Seelie Queen on the tier of the family tree, I thought. I caught Luca’s eye as we walked through an outer courtyard. He nodded slightly. I hoped that meant he was thinking along the same lines as I was…if the Crown needed royal blood, we now had two candidates.


  Lost in my train of thought, it wasn’t until we were almost through the inner courtyard that I caught the glow of firelight through the opaque windows of the tall main hall. Luca stepped closer to me as we approached. The hall reminded me of a cathedral, vaulted arches and belltower soaring up into the sky. Two guards with gleaming breastplates similar to Calliea, though not as finely wrought, stood at the base of the steps to the main door. They wore helmets that made it difficult to see their faces, but I could tell one was a man and one a woman, though long golden hair flowed from beneath both helms. Tristan spoke to them in a low voice. Both helmets turned toward me, and then the Seelie guards quickly ascended the steps, throwing open both sides of the great door.


  As we walked up the steps, the hum of activity from within quieted. With Luca on one side and Calliea just behind me on the other, I walked into the immense hall…and met the sight of over a hundred gathered Sidhe. I stopped, stunned by the weight of so many expectant gazes.


  “Welcome to the Hall of the Outer Guard,” said Calliea in a low voice.


  


  Chapter 35


  Before I regained my voice, a tall Sidhe with hair so blonde it shimmered white stepped forward. “It is an honor to welcome you to the Hall of the Outer Guard, Lady Bearer,” he said in a strong ringing voice.


  “Rowan the White,” Calliea said in the same low voice. “Captain of the Queen’s Guard.”


  “Well met, Captain,” I replied with a nod that I hope came across as regal, or at least collected. I wondered if the Seelie gathered here would judge me harshly once they found out that I’d left the rest of the company to fight the onslaught of Dark creatures beyond the Sentinal Stones.


  “We have been preparing for your arrival,” said the Captain of the Guard. His eyes flickered to Luca, Merrick and Murtagh.


  “My companions,” I said by way of explanation. “Luca of the North, with Kianryk.” The great wolf raised his massive head at the mention of his name. “Merrick, a Guard of the Unseelie Court, my navigator. And Murtagh, my sworn swordsman.” I hoped Murtagh didn’t mind my slight embellishment of his duties—“skilled Walker and spy” didn’t seem like an introduction I wanted to make just now. I caught a few suspicious glances from the gathered Seelie, their eyes communicating their distrust even when the rest of their lovely faces remained smooth as a mask.


  “We welcome the companions of the Bearer,” said Rowan. His words carried throughout the great space. “All who swear loyalty to you, my lady, are honored guests in this hall.”


  I gave another nod. “Your hospitality is much appreciated.”


  “It is your due, Lady Bearer,” replied the Captain of the Guard. His breastplate was enameled white, with a gold emblem of crossed swords beneath a crown. He turned his head slightly and looked at Calliea.


  “Gray and the rest of the company are out gathering skulls,” she said with a fierce little smile. “The creatures thought to waylay us on the plain before the Sentinel Stones.”


  Rowan didn’t reply but an answering smile curved his lips and the Fae-spark surfaced in his eyes. Then he bowed again to me, and motioned for me to follow him down the center of the hall. Breastplates, greaves, swords and all manner of other implements of war were strewn across the great long tables on either side of us: the Seelie legion was readying for battle. As we passed, the Sidhe bowed, put their hands over their hearts, or sketched a rune on their forehead with their thumb; I settled for nodding at each side every now and again in acknowledgement of their obeisance. The Sword hummed a little. We were closer now than ever before to our destination, but the Caedbranr seemed content to let us work at our own pace.


  “The Queen’s Wing shall be yours during your time here, Lady Bearer,” Rowan said as he led us to the doors at the opposite end of the hall and into a passageway lined with tapestries. I resisted the impulse to stop and gaze in wonder at the beautiful depictions of battles and sorcery. We emerged into a room smaller than the great hall, but the fireplace set into the far wall was still large enough to roast an entire deer. A fire already crackled merrily in the grate, warding off the slight night chill. The room’s furnishings were slightly more lavish than the spartan main hall, but still spare. Several doors led into what I assumed were individual chambers.


  “Thank you,” I said, realizing that the Captain of the Guard awaited my assessment. “We have been travelling a long while. These past nights have been a welcome change.”


  “Lady Calliea will ensure you have all you need.” Rowan bowed again and left us. Calliea grimaced slightly at his back. Before the door closed behind him, Merrick, Murtagh and Luca began checking the quarters, hands on sword hilts. Their movements were almost choreographed. Kianryk slid into every room, then settled in front of the fire and yawned.


  Calliea watched with a bemused look. “You do not trust our wards?”


  “We take no chances with the Bearer,” said Murtagh matter-of-factly, firelight gleaming on his russet hair.


  “Well, now that you are satisfied, let’s eat.” She motioned to the table.


  I shifted uncomfortably. “Shouldn’t we wait for the rest of the company? It feels strange…they’re out fighting Skin-wraiths and we’re relaxing by the fire.”


  “They would much rather be beheading Skin-wraiths than sitting by the fire in the Hall, trust me,” said Calliea with a grin. She unbuckled her sword belt and set the twin blades against the wall, coiling her whip to one side of the sheaths with practiced ease. Murtagh and Merrick glanced at me. I hesitated, then unbuckled my belt and laid my plain blade to the other side of Calliea’s weapons. I rested the Sword on a bear pelt by the fireplace, its emerald eye flickering with the reflection of the flames.


  We sat at the low table and ate. There was a haunch of venison for Kianryk, and more dishes than I knew how to describe for the rest of us. Tristan and Calliea ate modestly, but Merrick, Murtagh and Luca demolished plate after plate of the mouthwatering food. They hadn’t had a meal at the camp in the forest, I remembered.


  After the meal, the two Seelie graciously took their leave, with a promise to return when the rest of the company arrived at the Hall. The food and warm firelight conspired to lull me into a drowsy half-sleep. The three men talked in low voices while I sat with my back against Kianryk’s warm bulk. Their voices blended with the crackling of the fire and I barely noticed as I slipped into sleep.


  I didn’t Walk, but I dreamed. I dreamed of day and night mingled with blood, overlays of past and present creating a mosaic of what was and what could be. I saw Titania and Mab as young Sidhe, before they were crowned, gone Maying in the forest with their favorite courtiers, lovely and carefree. They even rode out together once for a hunt on a golden afternoon; I watched as Mab’s night-dark hounds mingled with Titania’s sleek blood-red hunting dogs, the Courts gaily riding after the hounds as they chased the scent of a silver stag. Then my dreams dove into darker scenes, laced with smoke and fire, and I woke gasping at the sound of new voices.


  “Easy,” said Luca from beside me, his hand outstretched as though he’d been about to rouse me. “The rest of the company is here.”


  I shook the softness of sleep from my limbs, clambering to my feet. Kianryk stretched and stood. “Where?”


  In answer to my question, Beryk trotted into the room, shaking himself thoroughly before greeting Kianryk. Vell followed close behind the wolf. A cut on her cheek shone oily with salve in the firelight, but she fairly glowed with satisfaction. Forin and Farin left bright trails as they inspected our new quarters. Gray carried a bulging sack that clinked like stones upon stones as she moved, but I knew they weren’t stones. Calliea’s words echoed in my head: Gray is out with the rest of the company gathering skulls. I wondered what use the Seelie found for the skulls of their enemies.


  Finnead strode into the room last, his shirt spattered with blood. For a second my chest clenched in fear but he walked unconcernedly, without any trace of injury.


  “Where’s Chael and Rialla?” I asked, the knot in my chest tightening.


  “They aren’t fond of buildings,” replied Vell with a shrug. “They’re in the inner courtyard.”


  “Were there any casualties at all?”


  “Three Guards and a young Knight. They earned their pyres.” Gray shook the bag of skulls, making the bones rattle.


  “Never have I seen such a fierce company!” cried Farin over the sound of bone against bone.


  I swallowed against the sick feeling in my stomach. I couldn’t let them see how much the news of each Sidhe killed still bothered me. I nodded. “Good,” I said lamely. “Then eat, and rest.”


  “Brightvale awaits us in the morning,” said Finnead. His hand lingered on the hilt of the Brighbranr.


  Another feast had been laid on the table. Forin and Farin sat cross-legged on the edge of the table, cutting small portions with their daggers. During the meal, Vell and Gray regaled Luca, Merrick and Murtagh with stories of the battle they’d missed: dozens of Skin-wraiths, and three cadengriffs, and one creature they even thought was a syivhalla.


  “Flaming arrow through the heart for that one, just to be sure,” Vell said with a nod at me.


  Calliea and Tristan, true to their word, rejoined us, and the room echoed with lively conversation. I watched the gathered Sidhe and Northmen. A shared battle had brought them together, created some level of trust. Finnead still remained mostly silent; I wondered how many painful memories being among the Seelie raised for him, every laugh and gesture of friendship a reminder of the place that he’d lost in Mab’s Court.


  As the fire died down and the last of the feast disappeared, the animated discussion settled into lower voices. I found myself sitting again with my back against a wolf, Beryk this time. I stared into the glowing embers of the fire as my mind returned to Liam’s words.


  I’ve seen the threads, and it’s the only way. She’s the only one left with the right blood. She might hate you for a while afterwards, but a lot of people will die if you don’t do it.


  The right blood. Did it mean Gray or Calliea? Wasn’t royal blood, the Queen’s blood, wasn’t that what it meant? But that in itself posed a problem. Gray, even though she was more closely related to Titania, still shared blood with Calliea. They were both descendents of the Queen.


  I shifted my focus to the first part. The only one left. I frowned. I hadn’t thought that part as important before, but now I let the words settle into my mind, one hand stroking the fur at Beryk’s neck idly.


  And then, like a lock’s tumblers sliding into place to open a door, all the pieces fit together. In a flash of clarity, I knew who had to be anointed by the Crown of Bones. In the same moment I recognized the truth of Liam’s next words. She might hate me. But I knew that out of every one of the warriors who’d sworn loyalty to me, her thirst for revenge against Malravenar ran deepest.


  The weight of my realization settled down onto my shoulders. I watched the group around the table as Calliea finished telling a story, and Murtagh and Merrick laughed. I still didn’t know the first thing about calling the Crown of Bones into life. Then a thought struck me as to who might. “Did Arcana make it past the Sentinel Stones?” I asked.


  “Yes,” Vell answered, a shadow passing over her face. “But it disappeared just outside the wall.”


  I considered seeking the Evermage out, but it was late, and the whole company would be compelled to come with me for protection, I was sure. So I just nodded and yawned. “We should all get some rest. Brightvale in the morning.” I gathered up my plain sword and the Caedbranr, padding over to the room closest to the fireplace. There was a single plain bed within, simply made with pale blue linens. I gratefully changed into the soft white shirt and loose trousers left in a neatly folded stack on the bed. I hung my sword-belt on one of the pegs set into the wall for just that purpose, and leaned the Sword against the side of the bed, pommel within easy reach.


  Despite its plain appearance, the bed was sublimely soft. I wriggled under the covers, dispelled my taebramh-glow with a twist of my fingers, and settled into a deep and dreamless sleep.


  I woke in the morning cleanly, my eyes opening and consciousness returning all at once. After washing my face in the white basin that I was sure hadn’t been there the night before, I changed back into my travelling clothes, pulling on the knee-high boots and secreting away my dagger in one motion. I hadn’t felt this rested since back at Darkhill after drinking laetniss, and when I inspected the bed more closely I surmised why. Small runes were laid in silver along the headboard and footboard of the bed. I couldn’t read them but I knew their meanings instinctively: runes for rest and healing, renewal and endurance. Handy to have at the Hall of the Outer Guard, no doubt.


  I opened my door to find Beryk stretched across the threshold. The wolf opened one golden eye and yawned, tongue lolling over gleaming white teeth. Vell looked up from the table, green-fletched arrows filling the surface. She held one arrow between two fingers, tested the balance, looked down the shaft to ensure it would fly true, and finally pressed the pad of her finger to the arrowtip. On the third arrow, she cut herself. I stared at the fat drop of blood welling from her pale skin. She frowned at me as she sucked her finger. “You’ve cut yourself more than once,” she said.


  “Good morning to you too,” I replied. The Crown of Bones felt heavier in my beltpouch and the Sword’s power stirred.


  “Come on then,” Vell said, scooping up her arrows and sliding them into her quiver. “The others are getting ready in the Hall.”


  The Great Hall already hummed with activity. Unlike the night before, the pace increased when I walked into the Hall. Beryk bounded down the center aisle and Kianryk joined him. The two wolves jostled each other and nipped teasingly as they disappeared past the great double doors.


  The original members of our travelling band fell into step beside me as I made my way toward the doors of the Hall: Luca to one side, Murtagh and Merrick behind us, and Finnead last. The Seelie additions to the group waited by the doors: Calliea, Tristan, Sage and Gray. Calliea and Gray stood by the edge of one of the great long tables.


  “We would be remiss if we did not properly outfit the Bearer,” said Gray. Calliea motioned to several cloth-wrapped bundles.


  After a moment of industrious unwrapping, the final piece of cloth fell away from a truly glorious set of Sidhe armor: a breastplate, gold and then enameled green, with a sword—the Sword—depicted as a sigil in the center, with embellishments echoing the whorls and curves of my war-markings. There were greaves for my shins and a sleek helmet, and an emerald shield. “It’s beautiful,” I said truthfully.


  Gray—already wearing her own armor, I noted—pointed farther down the table. Several additional sets of armor, clearly masculine, lay waiting. None bore a sigil but all were masterfully crafted.


  “We assumed that you do not wear armor,” Gray said to Vell.


  Vell grinned like they shared some secret, and didn’t correct Gray.


  Murtagh, Merrick and Finnead wasted no time in donning their armor. With a laugh like a peal of bells, Calliea helped me buckle and clasp everything into place. Each piece felt light as a feather; when she was done, I could barely tell I was wearing anything other than my clothes. Calliea stepped back and smiled. I took that to mean that the armor fit me well.


  “Well, at least I’m dressed for the occasion,” I said, adjusting the straps of the Sword’s sheath across my chest. It ruined the fluid lines of the breastplate, but I didn’t want to carry the Sword any other way.


  “You are Gwyneth reincarnate!” trilled Farin when she saw me. We stepped out into the morning sunlight. From the great chorus of sounds behind me—the whisper of swords sliding into sheaths, rasps of leather on leather, the low murmur of voices—I knew the entire legion of Seelie quartered at the Hall was accompanying us. My hands tingled nervously; I shook them in their black elbow-high gauntlets. The two guards at the foot of the stairs saluted. I nodded, and we strode toward the outer courtyard.


  In the outer courtyard Nehalim waited, at the head of a host of faehal. I shivered at their preternatural calm and the intelligence in their liquid eyes as they watched me mount. My band leapt onto their mounts, resuming the same formation they’d adopted the night prior. There were new bright feathers worked into Nehalim’s mane, and the runes on his flanks had been repainted. He tossed his head eagerly as we trotted toward the main gate.


  The other mounts, too, bore war-paint and shimmering runes that shifted fluidly beneath the golden touch of the morning sun. An air of eagerness electrified the courtyard. Two more guards stood by the gate—no rune-opening for us this time. They opened the great silver-wrought doors; Merrick and Tristan leaned forward on their mounts, touched their heels to their sides, and the column sprang out of the gates of the Hall of the Outer Guard like water bursting from a dam.


  After a few moments of riding, I let myself glance over my shoulder. The glint of helms and gleam of white faehal still stretched back to the gates, with riders still pouring forth. I shivered at the magnificence of the Seelie legion and tightened my grip on Nehalim’s mane, turning my eyes back toward Brightvale.


  


  Chapter 36


  Brightvale rose before us in the unforgiving light of the noon sun. I slid my helm from my head and dismounted. The other riders in my band followed suit, craning their necks to gaze up in awe.


  I’d left the Captain of the Guard with the main body of the Seelie legion, stationing them a few miles back, taking only my trusted group as we approached Titania’s defenses. As we’d drawn closer throughout the morning, the mist between the mountains had lifted to reveal the ivory spires of the Fair City. But though we rode through knolls that became more like foothills to the mountains that cradled Brightvale, it seemed as though the citadel remained at the same distance. We couldn’t see any more than the slender bone-white towers, even when we rode up onto the winding path that led into the valley. Brightvale remained stubbornly obscured as though by an impenetrable white mist. The Glasidhe had flown ahead to scout, and Farin had rocketed back to report that there was a thicket rising up, vast as a forest, around the Seelie Queen’s palace. I’d made her repeat herself twice, her aura fizzing with irritated sparks.


  “Tess, a thicket, briars, a hedge with thorns as long as I am tall!” she expounded, flying in frenzied circles.


  And Farin’s description was very accurate, I thought, standing in front of the very edge of the thicket. We couldn’t see the spires of the citadel anymore. All that rose in front of us was a fathomless tangle of briar-thicket, vines as thick as my legs wrapped sinuously back upon each other, studded with long gleaming thorns. Shadows pooled in the impenetrable labyrinth of vine and thorn. Murtagh took a step closer to the edge of the wall of briars. Only his Sidhe reflexes saved him as a thick vine snapped out, swiping at the place he’d just occupied, hitting the ground with such force that the impact shuddered through my boots and wicked dagger-like thorns protruded from the earth when the vine snaked back into the thicket. We all took a step back, surveying the bristling wall warily.


  “Physical defenses as well,” I said, mostly to myself. I couldn’t use my taebramh; we’d seen the result of that little experiment; and if merely stepping too close to the thicket resulted in a deadly game of tag with foot-long thorns, I didn’t want to see what happened if we touched the vines with a blade. “Arcana!” I called.


  Vell stiffened at my call, her lips compressing into the thin white line she wore when dealing with the Evermage. Luca stepped closer to Chael. Gray watched, her eyes bright with interest, as the Evermage appeared from behind a tree and walked toward us. Arcana’s strange gliding walk still set goosebumps skittering down my arms. Nehalim snorted and tossed his head at her approach. I calmed him with a hand on his velvet-soft muzzle. I didn’t like dealing with the dead-eyed creature, but I forced myself to think of the endgame.


  I gave the Evermage a nod. She surveyed me with eyes devoid of life. “How do we get past this?” I asked, motioning at the briar thicket.


  Arcana surveyed the thicket, turning just her head with that smooth eerie motion. She was silent for a long moment.


  “You know,” I said. It was a statement. “Tell me.”


  “Blood pays all tolls of passage,” she said finally. I glimpsed a glow at the back of her throat and suppressed a gag at the smell of charred meat.


  I opened my beltpouch, unwrapping the Crown of Bones. “And this?”


  The Evermage hissed, and my hand went to my sword; I heard the sound of blades unsheathed behind me but it became apparent that the hiss was only the Evermage’s sound of wonder. A few sparks drifted from her mouth. After another long silence, Arcana repeated, “Blood pays all tolls of passage.”


  I wrapped the ruby again and faced the thicket. “Great. Answering a riddle with a riddle.” I sighed. “Blood is the key to everything around here, apparently.”


  “Titania was waiting for you,” Merrick said suddenly, eyes alight. “You’re right, Tess. Your blood is the key.”


  It made sense. I reached for my dagger, tugged off my left gauntlet and swiftly cut my arm, grunting at the sharp bright pain. I dipped two fingers in my own blood and stepped toward the thicket. I passed the scarred earth where the vine had attacked Murtagh. And finally I touched one of the vines, my blood shining wetly when I drew my hand away.


  A great shudder rolled through the earth. With a cracking that sounded like bones breaking, the vines of the vast briar thicket slowly twisted and twined together to form an arch. I peered down the shadowy pathway and watched the tunnel form through the thicket. The end disappeared into darkness.


  I dipped my fingers into my blood again, catching a rivulet before it dripped down my arm. “All right. Who’s first?”


  Luca stepped forward. I hesitated, wondering whether Titania’s spell would have any preference. “No taking any chances. We’re going full Old-Testament on this.” I smeared my blood in a vivid line across his forehead, and marked Kianryk’s muzzle.


  By the time I marked all my little band, the cut was clotting. I looked at the Evermage, holding up two scarlet fingers. “Are you coming?”


  Vell made a little sound almost like a growl as I marked Arcana. But something told me I needed the latent power flickering beneath the shell of what had once been Vell’s sister. I pulled the glove back onto my left hand, covering the shallow wound.


  “All right,” I said, “remember the signal to the rest of the company. A blue flare, or if all of us that can make a flare are…if we can’t, then a flaming arrow.” I conjured two lights, sent one ahead and kept one to hover over us. Almost as one we drew our swords. We stood for a moment more, gazing at each other, Seelie and Unseelie and Northerners, and then we turned and walked into the shadows.


  A strange dead silence pressed around us as we walked down the path. Something crunched beneath our feet. I forced myself not to look down. The air hung still and stale, and even my lights struggled to illuminate the dreary gray twilight. Forin and Farin wove between us, scouting ahead and circling behind.


  “There is a golden door,” Farin reported. And sure enough, something glimmered ahead of us. We walked for what seemed like too long, breathing quietly in the stillness, feeling as though we were trespassing.


  “Gray,” I murmured, and the Seelie rider was at my side. “How does the door open?”


  “I have the key,” she said, drawing an ornate golden skeleton key on a chain from under her shirt.


  “Well, that’s a pleasant surprise,” I said. “Look, an actual key. Does that mean that tolls can be paid with coins instead of blood, too?”


  My attempt at humor fell flat even to my own ears, but Murtagh chuckled and Vell rolled her eyes at me.


  A blindingly white wall met us at the end of the tunnel. Gray slid the key into the lock of the golden door and it opened silently. Tristan and Merrick entered, blades raised. Kianryk slid past me and Luca followed. I stepped through the door, into their circle of protection. Vell sheathed her blade and nocked an arrow, her golden eyes finding every shadow and crevice. Finnead entered last, the Brighbranr’s sapphire gleaming in his hand. As soon as he crossed the threshold, the tunnel through the briars collapsed. Calliea kicked the door shut but we could still hear the massive cracking and feel the tremors shaking the ground. The Evermage stood to one side, surveying Brightvale with blank eyes.


  Even the courtyard of the Seelie Queen’s citadel was breathtakingly beautiful, but I spared no time to admire it. A sense of urgency gripped me. “Gray. Where will Titania be?”


  “The Throne Room,” she answered.


  “Lead us there.”


  We ran through deserted courtyards, passing crystal fountains that had run dry, magnificent jewel mosaics and tapestries dulled with dust. Always I was at the center of a diamond of out-thrust blades, windows and doorways and dark pools of shadow searched for threats with sharp eyes. Kianryk, Beryk and Rialla wove through us and disappeared ahead along with Forin and Farin. I wouldn’t have been able to find my own way back; Gray led us through several courtyards and gates, then winding sets of stairs, and finally into the citadel itself through a minor gate. As we slipped through, I glimpsed a great gate taller than the Sentinel Stones, with a delicate-looking golden portcullis drawn down before it. The shining white skeleton of a bird was caught in the uppermost teeth of the portcullis.


  After three spiraling staircases of increasing size and several more doors opened with Gray’s golden key, she led us at a more cautious pace into a hallway with a vaulted ceiling. Suits of Sidhe armor stood in alcoves, held together by some invisible artifice. Gray paused as we passed the first suit of armor, but nothing happened. She led us on faster after that. Finally we came to a set of doors inlaid with opals and emeralds and rubies, glimmering in the half-light.


  “If there are any other wards of protection,” Calliea said, “they would be here.”


  “I’d best go first then,” I said. I held up my hand against the brimming protests. “Whatever protections Titania laid, they’ve let me pass.” I looked at Gray. “What should I expect, in there? What happened?”


  “We believe the Queen and her Three laid the enchantment around themselves to prevent the enemy from taking Brightvale,” Gray said.


  “He had reached her while she Walked,” Calliea added, shifting her grip on her twin blades restlessly.


  I nodded. Adrenaline coursed through my body. “No time like the present,” I said, and I pushed the door open. I didn’t feel the prickle of any spell as I passed over the threshold.


  Even in the eerie twilight, the Throne Room of Brightvale was magnificent: columns carved in the graceful shapes of nymphs and satyrs and other creatures I couldn’t name supported soaring arches; immense tapestries hung from the walls, resplendent in tones as bright as if they were made of woven light. Even the floor was inlaid with gleaming mother-of-pearl and jade.


  In front of the diais lay three bodies, all reaching up with arms outstretched across the steps. I heard Calliea try to conceal her gasp. Our footsteps echoed as we walked forward. An intricately carved ivory throne stood regally on the upraised diais of the Throne Room, and upon the resplendent throne sat Queen Titania.


  I sent my glow to illuminate the diais. The light reflected off the unmoving Queen and the three bodies sprawled before the throne.


  “Are they dead?” whispered Calliea, sounding very young.


  “I don’t know,” I said.


  Finnead strode past me, Brighbranr raised, and knelt by one of the three bodies. “Not dead,” he said. “Bespelled.” He tilted his head. “These three…I can feel them. They are bespelled, but whole.” His gaze shifted to Titania.


  “Malravenar imprisoned her Walker form,” I said. “She’s trapped. She must have cast the enchantment as she felt him taking her.”


  “To protect us,” said Gray in a low voice.


  “My blood was the key to her enchantment. I have to be able to bring her back.” I nodded as the plan took shape. “Murtagh, are you up for a Walk?”


  The Unseelie spy grinned. “Will it be dangerous?”


  “Undoubtedly.”


  “I am always ready for danger, my Bearer.”


  I slid the strap of the Sword over my head and handed it to Vell. “If I don’t come back, it’ll answer to you, I think. Enough that you might be able to use it without it killing you.”


  “If you’re talking about not coming back, you shouldn’t go,” said Calliea. The others remained silent.


  “I have to go,” I said, looking at the Queen on her throne. “If we don’t have at least one Queen…” I left the rest of the thought unsaid.


  “Tip the scales of power,” said Arcana’s disembodied voice from the recesses of the shadowed throne room. I took that to mean she agreed with my decision. I walked up to the throne, a chill passing over me as I stepped over one of Titania’s Three. I touched her hand. It was like caressing a marble statue, but I swallowed and allowed my Walker senses to roam, feeling for the path that Titania had taken. After a few moments I was satisfied. I didn’t know exactly where she was, but I knew the path to take us there through the ether. Unspoken words hung heavy in the air as Murtagh and I settled onto the floor, sitting back-to-back.


  “Here,” he said, drawing a silken cord from somewhere. He tied our wrists together. “It will link us, during the Walking.”


  “Keep both of us invisible,” I told him.


  “Aye,” he said softly to me, and then he said to the rest of the company: “I’ll protect her with my life.”


  And with that, we closed our eyes and slid into the ether. I still marveled at the curious sensation of shedding my physical body. I felt Murtagh behind me and made sure he followed as we traversed the hidden paths of the ether, stars spinning around us, the familiar rushing loud in my ears. The path led us away, far away, and I felt the spider-silk line connecting me to my physical body thinning. I took a breath and checked the white-fire well of my taebramh like I usually checked my blades. There was Murtagh behind me, a familiar presence in the alien landscape of the ether as we hurtled toward Titania’s prison.


  With a great effort I slowed us. I didn’t want to slam into any wards or protection. Hopefully the element of surprise and invisibility would be enough. When my vision cleared, we stood in a gray sort of vestibule, the ether already foreshadowing Titania’s prison. I realized with a sick shock that Malravenar had imprisoned Titania’s Walker form in the physical world. I’d expected the prison to be in the ether, constructed of some dark sorcery; but to imprison a Fae Queen against her will in the physical world…I took another deep breath and looked at Murtagh. His face was pale, but he met my eyes steadily. “Ready? We do this quickly.”


  He nodded and frowned slightly. I felt my Walker-form shudder. When I looked down I couldn’t see my own hands.


  We slid through the seam into Titania’s prison. It was the small dank cell I’d seen in one of my first visions, so small that Murtagh and I had to press against one another to avoid stepping on Titania. The Seelie Queen lay curled on the floor of her cell, knees drawn up against her chest like a child. Dull manacles encircled her wrists and ankles, and as Murtagh swayed slightly against me I knew they were iron. A small iron grate was the only door to the cell. “No guard,” I whispered, and Murtagh let us flicker into visibility.


  Titania’s Walker-form was so pale it was difficult to distinguish her features. I knelt and examined the manacles. There wasn’t a lock, but ugly twisted runes swirled like an oil slick below the surface of the metal.


  “Can you help?” I breathed. Murtagh swallowed and nodded. I pointed to her ankles.


  Malravenar—or whatever creatures he had guarding Titania—would surely know we were here the minute we touched the manacles. I steeled myself, pulled a thin sharp shard of taebramh down my war-markings, and shoved it into the lock of the manacle, pulling at it with my hands at the same time.


  Pain exploded through my arms. I was sure that every bone from my fingertip to my shoulder was shattered. But when my vision cleared I saw that the manacle hung open. I pushed it away from Titania, trying not to retch at the wave of pain. “Murtagh,” I gasped. He wouldn’t be able to open the manacles on his own. I needed him to give me strength. He looked at me dazedly, unable to think through the terrible siren song of the iron. I crawled over to him, noting in a corner of my mind that a harsh gonging bell pealed, shaking the stones of the cell. Some sort of alarm.


  I grabbed Murtagh’s hands, placed them on my shoulders, and reached through his arms into his taebramh, drawing it into mine. He shuddered but his fingers tightened their grip as I drew together the next blow. This time, I used the taebramh as a sledgehammer, and the manacle sprang open, but the pain still hit me, reverberating through me into Murtagh. But we moved to Titania’s other ankle. After we burst the iron, Titania stirred. Her Walker-form gained color. Murtagh turned his head and retched. I threw the ruined manacles to the other side of the cell and took his hands from my shoulders, ears ringing.


  “Get us back,” I said, voice no more than a raw rasp. “After this last one. Drag us if you have to.”


  A steely determination hardened Murtagh’s face. He nodded. I gathered the little taebramh I had left, drew it back and hammered it down with all my strength onto the last manacle. Blackness laced the edge of my vision. Murtagh knelt by Titania’s wrist, tying something to her. I heard the scrape of the grate. Dully I thought that must mean something was coming into the cell. I touched Titania’s blistered wrist, and then something jerked us hard into the ether.


  


  Chapter 37


  We slowed halfway down the path in the ether, spinning with our own momentum. I felt the cord tethering me to someone, and another presence. Echoes of pain still radiated through my Walker-form. I wanted to let go, allowing the shining stars to sing to me forever. But the cord tightened, drawing me onward doggedly, dragging us all back.


  Back to where? I wondered. What was so important that we had to leave this silent beauty?


  The cord cut into my wrist. The sharp bright pain sliced into the fog, just as I felt the whirlpool pull of my physical body. The cord slackened as the gravity of our bodies overtook us, and we fell like stricken birds from the ether, slamming back into our physical forms. Someone slapped me. I gasped. I heard a high, bright scream. Sounds warped around me as though I was underwater. I rolled to my hands and knees, went to stand but a tug on my wrist led my gaze down the cord to Murtagh, who lay trembling, eyes rolled back, foam lacing his lips.


  An unearthly roar shook the carved pillars of the throne room. I shook my head, grabbed my dagger and cut the cord from my wrist. Blood spattered the delicate pearl and jade inlays of the floor. A column of darkness rippling with flames lashed out at a small figure. I stumbled to my feet, ears ringing.


  “Tess!” Vell’s shout barely penetrated the fog still clogging my head. “It followed you back! You have to use the Sword!”


  She thrust the Caedbranr into my hands and then ran toward the Dark creature. I reached for the power of the Sword, stripped its bonds. “Mind my blood,” I whispered through cracked and bleeding lips, and I loosed it on the creature.


  But the creature’s heat drank in the flames of the Sword’s power. It bellowed in challenge. My breath caught in my throat. I stumbled drunkenly toward the diais. Through my blurred vision I saw Titania, still on her throne but doubled over, and her Three stirring, lifting their heads. Gwyneth’s pendant flashed hot against my neck. “I know,” I croaked at it. “Blood.”


  I tripped over one of the Three as he rose to his hands and knees. I caught myself and staggered up the steps to the diais, dagger still in one hand, reaching for my beltpurse with the other. I could feel the pulse of the great ruby like a living thing. The Caedbranr was in its wolf-form now, holding the horned Dark creature at bay with the three wolves, Calliea plying her whip from one knee, blood soaking her side. The creature howled.


  I pulled the Crown of Bones from its wrapping just as I reached Titania. She shuddered and raised her head at my touch. A slight smile curved her lips and she raised a hand, brushing her thumb over my cheekbone. Wordlessly I held out the Crown of Bones, glowing now with its own light. Her smile widened, she took my dagger, and sliced her own arm, cutting deep. Dark blood splashed onto the Crown of Bones, and its power rose up in a whirling wind. I fell to my knees, watching the vaulted ceiling become the night sky and the dawning day, sunset and midnight, coalescing and separating and seeking.


  “Go to her,” Titania commanded, staunching the flow of blood from her arm. An echo of raw blisters laced her wrists.


  The spiraling power of the Crown pulled me; my own legs had no strength left. I crossed the gore-patterned floor of the throne room and fell to my knees when the Crown released me from its compulsion. “Vell!” I screamed, my voice high and raw. My hands blistered where they held the Crown, but I clutched it, clamping down on the pain. It had to happen. I had to crown her. She was the only one left with the right blood.


  Vell appeared through the smoke and wind, golden eyes wide. I held up the Crown. She slid her bow up onto her shoulder, moving as if sleepwalking. I could barely breathe with the weight of the power pressing down on us. The whirlwind spun faster. I screamed. Vell placed her hands on the Crown of Bones, and a strange high keening added another voice to the maelstrom.


  “She needs her Three.”


  Somehow Titania’s voice cut through the chaos. My vision darkened at the edges. I couldn’t feel my hands. But I held the Crown. I felt the Sword funneling its power back into me, bolstering me. A pair of hands covered Vell’s on the Crown, scarred at the knuckles. Finnead. Then another hand, slender but still calloused. Through the haze I recognized Gray. And then, on top of them all, a child’s hand. Arcana.


  The moment the Evermage’s hand touched the Crown, a golden fire suffused Vell and raced to each of her Three. With a thunderous roar, the Dark creature charged. A rope of golden fire lassoed it, wrapped its neck and brought it to the ground, thrashing. The whirling wind picked it up and smashed it into a column. The throne room groaned.


  The fire filled Vell, reaching her eyes, and then a liquid line of flames painted a halo above her head. The flames spun, collapsed on themselves, became a golden circlet spinning wildly in the wind. Titania reached up, grasped the circlet, and crowned Vell.


  A great shudder rippled through the ground and the wind died instantly, leaving a suspended silence. I swayed on my knees, still clutching the Crown of Bones. I stared at the great ruby, now blackened, and it crumbled to ash beneath Vell’s hands. She blinked, jerked and looked wildly at Titania, as if awakening from a dream.


  “The last of the Three Queens to be crowned,” said Titania.


  I dropped my blistered hands to my knees. Dust filtered down from the great vaulted ceiling as another tremor shook the throne room. With the last of my strength, I checked the strap of the Sword across my chest, my hand checking its hilt just over my shoulder.


  One of the columns cracked with a great boom. Figures ran through the dust: Calliea, blood-soaked but grimly on her feet; Titania’s Three, surprisingly recovered, helping Murtagh and Tristan; Chael, amethyst eye blazing. Luca appeared by my side.


  “Can’t stand,” I said numbly, staring at my ugly, blistered hands.


  He said nothing, sliding his arms around me and lifting me as if I weighed no more than a child.


  “Murtagh,” I pleaded, remembering his convulsing body.


  “The Vaelanbrigh has him,” Luca said shortly.


  The floor bucked beneath Luca’s feet, nearly throwing him to the ground, but he held me and leapt over the widening chasm. We were running, a different way than we’d came, Titania leading us. The wolves flowed around us. My hands hurt. My head bounced against Luca’s shoulder until he tucked his scarred hand against my cheek. Brightvale shuddered again, quaking in its death throes. I felt a detached sadness at the thought of all the lovely tapestries in the throne room, buried beneath rubble. My breath rasped in my throat.


  “Stay awake, Tess,” said Luca, something like pleading in his voice.


  We burst out into a courtyard, bright sunlight blurring my vision even more. I saw out of the corner of my eye a blue starburst erupt into the sky. I glimpsed the gleam of the golden circlet against Vell’s hair and felt a tired satisfaction. I’d solved the riddle. I’d freed Titania, and I’d crowned the new Queen.


  Well done, my Bearer.


  A tear slid down my cheek at the Sword’s proud tone. I took it as permission, and let myself slide into the welcoming blackness.
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