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			Chapter 1

			Awakening

			Nian

			Nian hated climbing this mountain. The old wizard pulled his flowing cape closer against the cold and tied his horse to a tree. He cursed the Shadows for choosing such a remote spot for his wife’s tomb.

			With a deep sigh that was more a growl, Nian tackled the long climb. He hadn’t needed a lantern on this trail for years, having become so accustomed to walking it in darkness that it held little danger for him. Besides, no cliff could inflict near the damage his own shortsightedness had caused.

			By the Light! When had this trail become so long? It hadn’t seemed so far when he was young and in love. He’d bounded up the mountain then, unfazed by the pre-dawn cold. He’d come often at first, over forty years ago. Hopeful, until he learned that the enchantment could only be broken by the first Light of spring. Then the grueling hike became soul wrenching, with nothing but despair awaiting him at the summit. Now he trudged up the side of the mountain just before dawn on the bitter last night of winter.

			He paused against a tree to catch his breath and watched his exhale turn to mist and drift away to nothingness. Someday soon, maybe the Master would allow him the same escape.

			He’d been such a fool in his youth, oblivious to the tortures of time. The enchantment had seemed the perfect escape. Asleep together in the tomb, they would have become nothing more than a tragic tale. Two lovers buried on their wedding day. All would believe they’d taken their lives to avoid the King’s rule.

			When they awakened, they would have fled to the northern kingdom where their past could not follow.  They would have been free to build a new life together. 

			The mountain cave should have been the first point on their journey to freedom, not an endless prison for his love.

			Fool that he’d been, Nian hadn’t imagined he would awaken before Elainya. Hadn’t imagined growing old without her. Hadn’t imagined being sent to betray her.

			He hadn’t imagined the consequences of trusting a demon.

			The Shadow Lord had played on Nian’s naive passion and trapped them both. Elainya in her endless sleep, Nian in a life of servitude. Would this never end?

			The horizon showed the faintest tinge of the rapidly approaching dawn. A bird greeted the light with a song until it sensed his approach and flew away with a chirp of fear.

			Nian forced himself to walk faster, although he couldn’t fathom why. This dawn would be just like all the others he’d spent in the cave over the years — years when love and longing had powered his steps. Duty dragged him to watch over her, but duty had been replaced by dread.

			Now he came only because he had no choice.

			The wind moaned in the valley below, giving voice to his unspoken dread.

			He was old — too old to be chasing after maidens, bewitching or bewitched. And she was young, beautifully young — too young to want the old man he’d become.

			A faint light crept over the eastern mountains just as he reached the cave. He pushed through the overhanging brambles, pulled the vines aside, and allowed the first Light of spring into the cave. Elainya was still there, of course, as was the latest in the succession of her feline guardians, this one little more than a furry kitten.

			Elainya had not changed since she was placed here over eighty years ago. Nian stood next to the slab and allowed himself a moment to dream of what their lives could have been like. Frozen in her last moment of purity, she was an unchanging reminder of what he’d lost, the embodiment of youthful stupidity, innocence, and ignorance. Impetuous. Rash. Elainya represented all that he had come to abhor.

			The Light skittered along the floor, causing spiders and mice to run deeper into the shadows. Nian glanced down at the ray. Just like it had on each one of the more than forty occasions he’d witnessed this moment, the Light would note her waiting presence and then move on down the mountain to work its magic elsewhere, abandoning Nian to his regret.

			Today, however, the Light hesitated … lingered. It seemed almost playful. As if it intended to stay.

			The cave began to pulse with warmth, and Nian stepped into the shadows to watch the ray gather strength, afraid even to hope. The Light wavered over an empty stone slab, highlighting tiny particles of dust dancing to the echoes of music long silenced. Nian recognized the song the musicians had been playing down the hall when he had cast the spell. His wedding song. His wedding gift to his wife.

			The presence within the sunbeam focused on him, and his pulse quickened. He knew what the Shadow Lord would do to someone he hated. How would the Light respond?

			He drew a ragged breath. “I am here as the Shadow Lord’s representative,” he said. My right. My duty.

			Accepting his presence, the Light moved on to the slab where Elainya lay.

			Its glow passed through her long white veil and caressed the delicate curves of her body. She was gowned in fine white linen with golden filaments that entranced the Light.

			This was … new.

			The ray raced along the flowing gown, pausing on the jewel set into the hilt of a knife hung at her side. The sapphire was so deep that the Light disappeared briefly and then pulled itself away.

			Nian watched, transfixed, stunned by the sheer power. The Light wove its way up her gown to the pale hands crossed over her heart.

			Here it paused again. The wedding ring had taken him months of work, carefully forging the gold to hold the two stones: a blue sapphire for Elainya, and a blood-red ruby for himself. The Light shunned the ruby and danced within the sapphire.

			The ray flickered on the gilt embroidery of her bodice and traced a gold ribbon woven into her long, brown braid. The veil could not hide Elainya’s beauty. Nian barely dared to breathe.

			The Light was fighting against the spell. Bringing her back to life.

			The cave was full of Light now, shoving aside the shadows that had held Elainya captive for eighty years. “Finally, she is ours,” the shadows seemed to whisper. “Ours!”

			The veil over her face stirred. A finger twitched.

			An icy shiver trembled through him. This was Light magic, pure magic, more powerful than anything he could summon.

			Soon his master would possess that power. Elainya would awaken at last.

			Elainya.

			He looked down at the age-lined hand he’d unconsciously lifted toward her body. She expected to wake to the embrace of her lover. Instead, she would shrink from the scratch of a stranger’s grizzled beard, the gnarled fingers. The enshrouding shadows that owned his soul.

			Her husband was dead, devoured by the curse of time.

			He felt the familiar shadow’s presence beside him but did not turn. For this moment, Elainya was a creature of Light. In his master’s presence, he dared not acknowledge the beauty he saw before him. She seemed frail and young and innocent — too innocent for what lay ahead.

			And he couldn’t save her.

			The Shadow Lord had come, and the woman he had once loved was waking. Nian had to play his part.

			Color returned to her lips.  Her eyes opened with a piercing blue glow that reminded him of the gems she wore. Elainya’s eyes widened and the ray vanished.

			Only a dim haze remained in the cave. Nian stepped to her side and gently removed the dust-laden veil that had enshrouded her. He longed to touch her, but he didn’t dare, lest she feel the darkness within him. He stepped back, leaving her to struggle upright on her own.

			The shadows massed and swirled, reclaiming the cave, and filling it with laughter that rang like thousands of calling gulls. Nian cringed and took another step backwards.

			This would not do. He was the Shadow Lord’s representative. He was here to greet Elainya on behalf of his master, not to fear her. She wasn’t even aware of who she was yet.

			As the laughter intensified, she began to cry. The sight of her tears gave him the strength he lacked.

			Nian stepped out of the shadows, with all of the power of the Shadow Lord drawn about him like the black cape he wore. “Be silent!” he ordered, and the laughter ceased. He inclined his head slightly in her direction. “I apologize, my dear. They have no manners.”

			The slight tremble in her shoulders claimed his attention until his eyes met hers.

			“Thank you.” Her voice was a dry whisper, weak from ages of silence.

			Why hadn’t he thought to bring her some water? He fumbled with the flask on his belt and held it for her to take a sip.

			She choked on the potent spirits. “I’m a Draska. I can’t drink that.”

			“I have nothing else to offer you. It isn’t poison.” He took a long drink, grateful for the strength that warmed his blood. “I am also Draska.”

			She looked him over from his gray hair to the gnarled hands that returned the flask to its carrying pouch. He saw the echoes of Light magic sparkle and die in those twin sapphires. She stared at his face for a long moment. “I do not know you.”

			He wiped a drop of ale from his lips.

			“You would not. You’ve been asleep for a long time. I come from the North, from Solitude. My name is Nian. I have been sent by the Shadow Lord to greet you and welcome you to your new life.”

			She looked at her surroundings and found herself nose to nose with a spider that hung from the ceiling. With a squeak, she jerked away and fell off the bier to land in a heap of rumpled finery on the floor.

			Nian frowned. He was not handling this well. Of course, the girl would be disoriented. Probably in pain as well, but as a healer, she’d be able to mask that.

			He stepped to her aid. “Let me help you up, Elainya.”

			“No. I’m fine. Just startled.” She refused the hand he offered and pulled herself up, using the marble slab for balance. The tactile contact with the real world seemed to strengthen her.

			She focused on him and then swept the room with her gaze. For a moment, her eyes closed. When they opened, she stared with determination at the other bier. Her movements were stiff, but her gaze never left her goal as she staggered across the cave. She placed her hands on the stone, and all hope that the greeting would go smoothly vanished.

			“Dren. Where is Dren?” She reacted as if the stone had burned her. She traced a line in the deep dust that covered the slab.

			“Drenil will never be far from you. Right now, you need food and rest. There will be plenty of time to answer your questions. If you will come with me, I will explain everything.”

			“No. You’ll explain now.”

			At that moment, the gray kitten placed itself between her feet and faced Nian with a spit and a hiss, every inch of fur standing straight out from its body. He looked from the snarling kitten to the willful young woman and suppressed a laugh. “You will not give me orders, girl.”

			“You come from the Shadow Lord, you said?”

			“My master, and now yours as well.”

			“I am no one’s servant.”

			“You met only once, long ago. You may remember a traveler that came to the castle shortly before your wedding. He assisted in your escape.”

			He would have sworn she could not be any paler than when she lay sleeping, but now the blood drained from her face and she collapsed against the marble. Her voice was weak, barely reaching his ears. “Lord Fenshad was the Shadow Lord?”

			As if conjured by her naming, the shadows in the room swirled and took corporeal form. Nian stepped back, gladly surrendering the meeting to his master.

			He hadn’t felt like such an inept since his own first meeting with the master. Remembering that meeting, his eyes took in the girl’s proud stance, and fear clutched at his heart. She would show proper deference, wouldn’t she?

			Nian hadn’t. He’d had no idea of the torture the master could invoke with only a twist of his sadistic lips.

			The Shadow Lord never aged, having no actual body. Nian had seen him use this favored appearance to enchant women over the years: handsome, eyes dark and deceptively kind. But those black circles of mystery had no effect on Elainya at that moment.

			“Where is my husband?” She stepped toward the master as if she could be a threat to him.

			The cave walls rumbled ominously, causing a shower of dirt to fall near the entrance.

			Nian badly wanted to be elsewhere. He couldn’t just stand by and watch, though. “My lord, she’s very young.”

			“Not too young to show respect,” the master growled.

			“She has not regained her wits. Please, my lord, let me take her to Aurora. I’ll explain everything to her there. Give her time, and she will honor you for the gifts you have bestowed.” He was sweating, the effort of confronting the master draining him more than the long early-morning hike.

			The kitten leapt onto the slab and crouched behind the girl.

			Elainya gathered the kitten to her chest, tucking its head under her chin.

			The shaking of the cave stopped and the Shadow Lord turned to scrutinize Nian. For a moment, the master was silent. An echo of the pain of his own waking brushed the corners of Nian’s mind. He prepared himself for the torment and was startled when the master withdrew.

			“Nian, you are a sentimental old fool. Still, you have served me well and ask very little. I will grant you the” — he paused and spread his hands in mock graciousness — “kindness you request. But get your apprentice under control before my generosity is exhausted.” The master’s tone was amused. Playful. Feral.

			Nian bowed. “Thank you, my lord. I will not fail you.”

			With a swirl of shadow and leaves, the body of the master dissolved, but his presence still ruled the cave.

			Nian took a moment to focus his thoughts.

			Elainya glared at him in a silence he doubted would last very long. She held the squirming kitten close, its frantic struggles to escape a contrast to her stillness.

			“Come outside.” Nian left the dank cave and breathed deeply of the clean air.

			Elainya followed, her movements stiff. “Why do I feel like I should be grateful?”

			“Because you’re a young fool who was just spared an extremely painful lesson. Never question the master.”

			She set the kitten down and it bounded into the forest. He watched the girl take in her surroundings. There was a desperation to her searching that touched his heart. Of course she would be looking for Drenil. How Dren had wanted to be here!

			They stood on an outcropping, with the entire world seemingly spread before them. His eyes followed a distant bird as it searched for easy prey. “I knew him, long ago. Drenil was a brave man. He saved my life.”

			“Was?”

			In the brief silence that followed, Nian was sure he could count her heartbeats. Two, three. Four. “Drenil died over forty years ago, Elainya.”

			She fell as if invisible strings holding her upright had suddenly been cut. She wrapped her arms around her knees and trembled, silent only for a moment. “No!” she screamed. “I don’t believe you.” The circling bird darted upward and flew to quieter hunting.

			“I’m sorry. He asked me to watch for your wakening, and I have been here faithfully ever since.”

			“We were married in the Draska tradition. I’m a healer. I know about the linking of souls. He can’t be dead, because I am alive.”

			“The Shadow Lord was present at your wedding, presided over your linking. Even though you didn’t know who he was at the time, nevertheless his presence controlled the outcome.” Her eyes were unfocused, her breath coming in short, shallow gasps. “You were entranced when Drenil died.”

			Elainya drifted back to the present, nailing him with a stony gaze. “Thus you escaped sharing his death,” he lied.

			“I can remedy that,” she said. She drew her knife faster than he would have thought possible.

			The Shadow Lord’s spell immobilized her. Nian could see her muscles straining to complete the killing stroke she’d intended, but the master’s power was something she could not escape.

			Nian knelt down in front of her, grateful that the master felt no need to do more than demonstrate her weakness. He gently took the knife from the girl’s hand.

			“No, you can’t. You made a bargain. The Shadow Lord would provide you with a new life, in exchange for your service.”

			“I made that bargain with a traveler. He would get us to safety and then we would help him with a land deal he was working on. That was all.” Her tone reminded Nian of a lynx he had once trapped in a canyon during a hunt. Not a safe animal to turn his back on, even if he was a Draska.

			“It’s time to help, but first you must learn to show the master proper respect.” He transferred her knife to his left hand and looked into the depths of her eyes, willing his words to reach deep into her soul. “You cannot fight him, Elainya. Service can be a blessing. He has given you great gifts you do not even know of yet. He asks little, but you must not defy him. Do you understand?”

			He tried to project a sense of danger into her mind but found her thoughts too full of confusion for clarity. She wasn’t rational.

			By the Light, he hoped the spell hadn’t left her damaged permanently. He gripped her shoulder hard enough to leave a bruise and forced her to meet his gaze. Forced her to see the meaning of the words he didn’t dare speak aloud. “Elainya, do you understand?” he asked.

			“Yes,” she whispered. He felt the master release his hold on the girl, and she lowered her hands.

			“Good. We will go to Aurora, then, so I can see to your training.” His worn-out knees trembled as he stood, and he reached toward the rock face for support.

			In his moment of instability, Elainya stood and dashed into the forest, leaving him alone on the ridge, holding her knife, feeling like a fool. The master took form beside him. He gazed after the girl like a starving raptor.

			“My lord, forgive me.”

			The Shadow Lord laughed and the shadows danced around him. “Nothing to forgive, Nian. Leave her to me for now. I want to let her get this rebellion out of her system. I’ll enjoy teaching her that obedience is the smart path. Go back to your duties. She’ll return to your side as surely as day follows night.”

			Nian bowed and headed back down the mountain. If he were lucky, Elainya would fall off a cliff. An accidental death would be a kindness.
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			Elainya

			There is no pain in freezing, only in thawing.

			My body ached and throbbed, at last forcing me to stop my headlong rush into the woods.

			Drenil was dead.

			The thought echoed through my heart, threatened to overwhelm me. I’d been allowed to escape. The demon would be watching. Observing. Waiting. This was not the time for mourning. I blinked the tears away.

			There was a bend in the path, giving me an unhindered view across the valley and up the mountain to where the castle stood in the distance. The once-familiar view was breathtaking. The castle still dominated the golden dawn, the sharp-edged stonework in better repair than I remembered. The eastern watchtower was new, added in the years I’d lost. Where the pass opened out further down the mountain, the town had grown. New walls added another layer of fortification. Why add walls in a land renowned for peace?

			The air smelled of cold night rains and earth ripped from its winter slumber by eager farmers. It was spring. Above everything, Sun’s Apex shone with first light, reflected off its untouchable snow-covered peaks.

			The kitten I’d seen earlier in the cave crept out of the bushes. I picked it up and ruffled its silky fur. It looked almost like the companion cat I’d kept with me at the castle, only this one was much younger, its mental voice not developed yet. I sensed excitement and playfulness as its tiny blue eyes met mine.

			I looked southward for the morning fires of Aurora, but saw only the ancient Draska forests. I longed to fall into my mother’s arms and let her stroke the pain away, but she had been dead for many years. How many, I had no way to know.

			Her death had left the opening that I had filled in the King’s court. At least she had not witnessed what a fool I’d been.

			For the briefest moment as I wrestled with the Shadow Lord’s spell, I thought I’d felt Dren’s touch. That brief contact with Dren was a comfort, as thready as the terrified beating of my heart. Now it was gone, sealed off behind walls of stone.

			I took a deep breath and let the fear wash over and past me. Useless distraction. At least I remembered that much of my training.

			I petted the kitten and my ring sparkled, the ruby glowing still with the warmth of a vow. I caressed this small piece of my past’s puzzle before taking a hesitant step. Somewhere, Drenil was alive. I had to believe that. Maybe everything the wizard had said was a lie.

			The Lord of Darkness wanted me to go to Aurora in obedience. So that was the one place I could not go. I’d fled the castle yesterday and years ago. I could seek shelter at the castle. The Shadow Lord would not expect me to return there.

			There had to be a way out of this bargain. If not, then I would just have to arrange a convenient death.






			Chapter 2

			An Introduction of Sorts

			Elainya

			How unprepared I was for waking! I would arrive at the castle unannounced, a beggar in a dress that looked like a burial shroud. The hem was dirty, the skirt shredded by clinging vines before I was halfway down the overgrown mountain path. The thin sandals I wore did little to spare my feet from stones that hid beneath decaying leaves.

			My furry companion pounced upon a trailing thread and I turned to pull off the string. “You are not helping.”

			His antics did nothing to improve my appearance but did distract me whenever I started to panic.

			He scurried off to chase a bug.

			I might survive in the wilds, but this gown would not. I could make a new dress, something woolen and strong enough to withstand a walk in the woods, if I had time and materials. There was gold in the pouch I wore, but who would sell to a ghost?

			Some Draska were good with illusion spells, but I’d never mastered the technique. As a healer, I’d never needed such trickery.

			The budding trees warned of the cold nights of early spring; I would need shelter before nightfall. No mirage could provide me with warmth.

			Food was what I needed first. I felt like I hadn’t eaten in years and laughed, realizing I hadn’t. I paused at a small stream and drank, trying to convince my stomach that this was enough. The kitten batted at some fresh water-fronds in a patch of sunlight, and we munched on them, pretending the bitter strands were filling.

			“You’re supposed to be a cat.”

			The kitten blinked up at me with pale blue eyes.

			“You could catch a fish.”

			It looked at the water and then back at me.

			“So, you are related to Lyricat, aren’t you?”

			I scratched it behind the ears as it purred up against my foot. Its ancestor had been my constant companion, a gift from my mother. More a friend than a pet, Lyricat had communicated her thoughts as clearly to me as if she’d been able to speak. I wondered if this ball of fluff could be taught the knack of thought-speech. 

			“Don’t worry, little one. You’ll grow big enough to catch those fish some day.”

			I tried to ignore the increasingly forceful sense of intrusion into my mind. The distant mental touch was back. If it was Drenil, he had changed since I’d last been with him.

			The touch increased, urging me to obey the Shadow Lord. While the cat might not be able to communicate through mind-speech, someone else clearly could.

			At last, I spoke out loud, my voice startling several birds from the trees. “Whoever you are, make your own choices, not mine.”

			The cat looked around in confusion. My intruder acquiesced, and I had a mental image of shrugging shoulders that felt both familiar and strange.
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			Nian

			Nian could feel her plotting, trying to escape the Shadow Lord. His late breakfast lost its flavor. He stood up from his impromptu camp at the bottom of the hill and untied his stallion from the shelter where the horse had waited. He mounted Singe in a move that was slowed by age. He slapped the horse with the reins and it lunged into a gallop.

			The girl was impossible. The Shadow Lord couldn’t possibly expect him to train her; she was as wild and unruly as his stallion on a bad day. He’d already trained a perfectly good replacement. To start over with Elainya would be insane. He was too old for such nonsense. Rebellion was best left to the young.

			He quickly altered his mood, bringing his mind back into submission to his master. He slowed the horse and calmed his outward appearance.

			His thoughts had bordered on disobedience. If the master wanted her trained, of course, he would train her. He’d learned that lesson long ago. His mouth tasted like ash.

			That lesson he would not forget.

			Elainya would learn soon enough. He shut her out of his consciousness so he could return to the castle in peace.

			[image: ]

			Elainya

			I choked on a mouthful of greens and looked down at the ring on my hand … a bonding ring. Yet here I was, alone, forty years after my husband had supposedly died. It had to be a lie. Dren had to be alive.

			The remaining leaves of my breakfast fell from my hand.

			I had to find a way to escape the Shadow Lord. Anger overwhelmed sense. Let the demon do what he wanted, I would not do his bidding. All I wanted was a chance for revenge. Grandmother Nala had warned me that demons always had a plan in their dealings with humans. Some day the Shadow Lord would reveal his plan to me, and then I would work to thwart it. That thought gave me hope.

			The day was bright and lovely, but strange in its silence. Why weren’t the birds singing? Nervous, I pulled myself up and resumed my walk, stiff from even the brief pause. I glanced at the kitten, who seemed determined to follow me, and picked up the gray ball of fluff.

			I looked into the innocent young eyes. “No. You aren’t old enough to talk yet, are you, cat? I doubt the birds are even afraid of you, you little terror.” I put him up on my shoulder and enjoyed the way he snuggled his wet nose under my ear. “Terror. That would be a good name for you.” He purred in response.

			I could find help in Aurora, but I was too stubborn to go where the demon directed. Let him kill me. As long as he left me freedom of movement, I’d move in the opposite direction.

			The path had deteriorated to a faint animal track, choked by the budding shoots of cling-vines and nut trees. I struggled towards the castle, trying to think of some way to explain my presence.

			Nothing larger than a rabbit had passed this way in years. I’d avoided the main paths, keeping out of Nian’s way. He’d most likely be on his way back to Aurora, but I didn’t want to take any chance of his finding me. The light in the forest was tricky, revealing hazards where there were none and concealing real ones. In a patch of sunlight, I tripped over a vine and went sprawling in the dirt, scratching my face on a stray branch. A faint tearing sound accompanied my fall.

			I rose up onto my elbows to survey the damage. Brushing the dirt from my face, I was glad to see there wasn’t any blood. Sitting up further, I looked at my tattered dress. Instead of white, it was now a mottled brown with flecks of green. I rearranged the bodice to cover some of the worst tears in the fragile shift. At this rate, I would arrive at the castle dressed in leaves. Terror backed away from me, refusing to climb back onto my shoulder after his tumble.

			A scream, quickly stifled, erupted from a thicket off to my right. I got to my feet and crept through the trees to a point where I could peer into the clearing without being seen.

			Judging by her clothing, the source of the scream was a peasant. Her dark hair hung loosely to her waist, the brown cloth that had covered it now grasped by a lanky young man, dressed in hunting finery of reds and yellows. He removed his mouth from hers and leered. “Scream again and I’ll do that some more….”

			She looked around in panic, but her wild eyes could not see me through the bushes. A hound barked nearby. She gasped. Her face grew ashen, but she did not scream again. The only people nearby would be friends of the youth.

			“What have you caught, Jeiwan?” A voice called from somewhere nearby.

			“A plump young rabbit — enough for all of us.” The youth plucked at the laces of the girl’s bodice with his knife like a cat playing with a mouse. She tried to pull away but was held by an iron grip on her slender arm. The desperation in her eyes dragged me into the clearing.

			“I may be unfamiliar with your customs, but where I’m from, a knight does not court a lady with a knife.” I forced my voice to sound calm.

			He started at my sudden appearance from the bushes, then laughed. “I’m no knight, nor is she a lady.” He raised his voice. “Come see what I’ve caught now! Some sort of tree spirit.”

			I could imagine how I looked to him, a tattered madwoman daring to challenge an armed man. Self-consciously, I ran my hand over my hair, pausing to remove a bright green leaf. So much for appearances.

			“Let the girl go,” I said.

			“I’m not through with her yet.”

			“Yes, you are.” At least my voice did not waver.

			He focused his attention on me and shoved the girl to the ground. Terrified, she looked from one to the other of us but did not move to escape. His eyes roamed up and down my body and his face twisted into a predatory leer. “You’d rather I tended to you first? That can be arranged.”

			The moment he turned towards me slowed to an eternity. I noticed the beginnings of his first beard. He was too young for such behavior. He reminded me of the show cocks I’d seen at market, bright feathers puffed up with pride. My anger boiled over despite his youth.

			“Oh, be still.” I let a hint of my power reach out to control him. To my shock, he fell as if I’d struck a physical blow. Two others entered the clearing following a pair of small hounds. I pulled the girl to her feet and shoved her towards the hidden path I’d just left. “Run,” I ordered.

			She was out of sight before the newcomers recovered from the shock of seeing their leader lying unmoving amidst a patch of bright purple wildflowers, his shirt clashing madly with the surrounding forest.

			The kitten was no where to be seen.

			Jeiwan’s two companions were dressed in browns and greens for camouflage. One was tall, the other even younger than Jeiwan. The tall one kept his eyes on me while he knelt beside the unconscious boy, joining with the dogs in examining their master. One of the dogs began a mournful howl. I waited to see what they would do, allowing the girl time to escape. He nudged the quiet form and shivered.

			He stood to his feet with exaggerated slowness, empty hands outstretched. “You’ve killed Jeiwan.” The younger boy was looking anywhere other than at me.

			“I have killed no one. He’s just asleep,” I moved closer to help. Why had he fallen like that?

			“Please, don’t come any closer,” he begged. His right hand was open, fingers spread in the warding symbol of Light.

			Did he expect me to vanish like a shadow? While I could escape, I didn’t want them chasing after the girl. Besides, this was a chance to get into the castle, even if it wasn’t a good one.

			“I’m a healer. I can’t help him if you won’t let me touch him,” I pointed out.

			The younger boy was now staring just over my right shoulder. Perhaps there was something wrong with him. Too late, I realized my mistake.

			I heard a snap behind me and was plunged into darkness.
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			Nian

			In one instant the distraction of Elainya’s presence was gone. He stopped the horse and turned around as if by looking he could find her. How could she just vanish?

			He held Singe to a tight reign. Where could he look? She wasn’t asleep, he would be able to sense her then. The horse snorted his desire to continue towards home.

			Unconscious? Not dead. The Shadow Lord wouldn’t let her die. Had she defied the demon? Had the master taken her somewhere for training?

			He would have known, wouldn’t he? Nian shook his head in frustration. No, there’d been no sense of pain, just the sudden silence.

			With a stiff twist, he dismounted and tied Singe’s reign to a branch. Sunlight dappled the path back the way he’d just traveled, while ahead, the way led into a denser portion of forest. Perhaps he should turn back and look for her, but where to look? He would need direction.

			He stood beneath a huge oak and let his head fall forward. With a deep breath for focus, he straightened and looked toward the darkest shadow at the edge of the clearing. “My lord?”

			The shadows swirled and Lord Fenshad appeared, leaning casually against a tree, a rakish smile on his face. “Nian, you worry too much.”

			“She is injured?”

			“No. She managed to get herself knocked on the head, but no permanent damage has been done. She’s being brought to the castle.”

			“The castle?” What would it be like for her, returning to a place that in her mind she’d only just left?

			“Of course. I said I wanted you to train her. She can try to run, but wherever she goes — there you will be waiting for her. How long do you think it will take her to stop running?”

			“It may take a while.”

			The master laughed. “True. And won’t it be amusing to see what she tries next?”

			“My lord, I’m not a young man. Jauer is trained. Can’t he…?”

			“No, Nian. I do not want Jauer. I’ve told you that before.” The Shadow Lord straightened and walked slowly across the clearing. “I do not mind you training him if that amuses you, but he will not serve my purposes. I need Elainya, and I need you.” He paused, his deep eyes holding Nian’s. “You were a delight when you were young.”

			The master brushed his hand lightly over Nian’s cheek. “I enjoyed training you.”

			The deceptively gentle hand rested on Nian’s shoulder. He suppressed a shudder and swallowed to regain his voice, but no words would come.

			“Why didn’t you ever try to run away, Nian?”

			Nian looked deeply into the demon’s eyes. “Because, my lord, I have always known there was nowhere to run.”

			Fenshad laughed. “How wise you are, and how respectful. With you it is always, ‘my lord.’”

			“Yes, my lord.”

			“How long has it been, Nian, since you last spoke to me with disrespect?”

			Nian did not move away from that lingering touch, but he felt his throat grow dry at the memory. “Thirty-seven years, and one summer season, my lord.”

			“Such long and faithful service deserves some form of reward.” He ran his hands down Nian’s shoulders. “You’re right, you are too old to be chasing around after Elainya. Your joints ache, don’t they?”

			Oh, how they ached! “Yes, my lord.”

			“I could make you young again. You’d be more than a match for your young apprentice then.”

			Nian didn’t dare to breathe at the hope he felt stirring in his heart. He tried to hide his reaction, but he knew the moment the master saw the flicker behind his eyes, because the demon’s smile grew raptorial as he leapt upon that faint hope. “No, no, of course not. It won’t work to have you young. She needs to respect you. What I can do, however, is to remove those aches.”

			Fenshad gripped Nian’s shoulders until they popped, sending a sharp pain through his shoulders and down his spine.

			The lightning bolt of agony rippled down his legs and out through his feet. The Shadow Lord released his hold and stepped away.

			Nian staggered and managed to catch himself upon the tree. 

			“There now. How does that feel?” the demon asked.

			“I don’t know.” Was it a trick? He mentally searched through his body looking for any hidden surprises the demon might have planted. “The pain is gone.”

			The demon paused to check the fingernails of one hand, flicking away a speck of dust. “I suppose I could train her myself….” The master ran a hand over his hair. “Yes. She would be entertaining. Would you rather I had her taken elsewhere? I could relieve you of the…burden of her presence.”

			“No, my lord!” Nian brought his voice under control. “I understand. I will do as you wish.” The old aches were gone. He felt energetic, able to move and dance. “Thank you.”

			The master smiled, but his eyes were cold. “Don’t question me again, Nian.”

			“No, my lord.”

			Nian bowed his head for a long moment, and when he looked up, the demon was gone. Elainya’s return was making him careless, rash. With a steadying breath, he mounted Singe and rode to the castle to wait for Elainya.
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			Elainya

			I came to with my eyes covered by some form of blindfold, and my hands securely tied in front of me. A filthy rag had been shoved into my mouth, and then tied roughly behind my head, snagging my hair and pulling uncomfortably. The rag tasted of sweat and dirt. I gagged.

			“That’s too tight, you’re choking her.” The voice came from my right and held the high-pitched tones of youth.

			My head was dropped unceremoniously into a pile of leaves. “Of course, Joln, I suppose you’d rather she used her magic on us all. I’m sure she’ll be more comfortable after we’re dead.” 

			I recognized the voice of the taller youth. “She spoke to him, but she also looked at him. There’s no telling whether her magic lies in her hands, her eyes, or her voice. I’m not taking any chances.”

			A third voice, presumably my unseen attacker, intervened. “Kreig is right. We cannot take any chances with a person of her persuasion. We will take her to the king.”

			I felt a hand testing the gag. The cloth loosened a bit. “Still, I do not think we need to be cruel about it. After all, knowing Jeiwan, she was probably provoked.”

			Kreig snorted. “Well, I’m not carrying her. She can walk.”

			I felt gentle hands under my elbows. “Are you awake? I regret the necessity to restrain you, but surely you understand our position.”

			I nodded carefully, and winced when the gag pulled out another strand of hair. This third companion at least had manners. He lifted me to my feet. “She is light as a feather!”

			“That’s fine, Tromas,” Kreig said. “If you find her so light, go ahead and carry her. I’ve got my hands full with Jeiwan.”

			I felt myself lifted over Tromas’ shoulder. With a cheerful whistle to the dogs, my captors set off.

			I took a deep breath, tried to dispel the dizziness that surrounded me, and choked again on the foul rag. I let my senses wander over the ache in my head. No permanent damage, at least. My natural talent sped the healing.

			Something had heightened my abilities. I could feel the power coursing through my blood even now, washing away the sense of weakness. Could I escape? Possibly, but then where would that leave me? At least this way I would get inside the castle. Perhaps I could still salvage the situation, as long as I remained calm.

			Who knew what I might be capable of now? I didn’t want to hurt anyone…else, I thought guiltily. Knowing that I could escape if I wanted to was some comfort.

			Maybe whatever I’d done to Jeiwan was somehow a result of being out of touch with my body since I’d wakened from the spell. I’d felt awkward and unbalanced. Maybe my abilities were out of kilter… or maybe they’d been changed by my pact with the demon. What had that magician said? Something about gifts…. I shivered.

			The three companions were silent as they walked on, and I tried to figure out how far we were from town. My captor smelled of forest and wood smoke. He didn’t smell as if he’d been sleeping rough. He might have eaten breakfast at a camp in the woods, though. I didn’t remember it being far from the cave to the castle. My stomach growled loudly at the thought of food.

			“This woman is starving!” Tromas’ voice laughed as I was jounced along. “Do we have anything she can eat? No wonder she’s so light.”

			“What are you planning to do, untie her?”

			“I have some rolls in my pack,” Joln’s young voice offered.

			Tromas stopped and set me gently on my feet. “Well, witch, we have a problem. I would like to feed you, but my companions fear you will put a spell on us all if I remove your gag. Is that true?”

			I shook my head, trying to seem trustworthy.

			“Oh, yeah. I’m sure she’ll be telling you the truth!” Kreig’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “She said she didn’t kill Jeiwan, and I saw her do it with my own eyes.”

			There was silence for a brief moment. “Well, will you swear by…whatever it is you consider holy…will you swear that you will do us no harm?”

			“Swear that you won’t talk!” Joln added.

			I nodded, wondering how I was supposed to swear if I couldn’t speak. Tromas’ hands fumbled with the gag. He muttered as he tried to pull my hair aside, and I winced. My cheeks felt raw. “This was far too tight.”

			I felt a knife blade along the base of my skull and froze.

			“Do not fear. I will not hurt you.” The gag came away with a sudden slice, and I spat it out, gasping for air not tainted with sweat.

			“You cut my handkerchief!” complained Kreig.

			“It was impossible to remove otherwise.”

			“Now what do you plan on gagging her with?”

			“Her word. She seems honorable. We will leave it off.”

			A hard bit of roll was placed into my tied hands and I eagerly bit into it, enjoying the richness despite the dry texture. It was filled with spiced meat, a delicacy after the greens I’d had earlier.

			As soon as I’d finished, Tromas took hold of my bound hands and steered me forward. “Light as you are, it would help if you could walk. I am needed to assist with our other burdens.” Each step was a hazard, and I stumbled occasionally, but each time, Tromas caught me. The path seemed level. Perhaps we were nearing the town.

			I was tempted to ask him to remove the blindfold, but I had given my word not to speak, and I did want them to trust me.

			After a while, I heard a babble of voices, mixing into the cheerful noise of a town. Bells rang somewhere in the distance above me, giving me a sense of place as well as day. The bells rang from the castle only on Chapelday, the first of each tenday. We had come to the city that surrounded the castle. Each cautious step now fell on well-packed earthen roads, and we began to climb. A barrage of scents surrounded me: baking bread, sewage, and animals — sheep and horses, I guessed. I tripped and nearly fell, unable to recover my balance.

			I was exhausted. Tromas lifted me and carried me the rest of the way.

			“I bring a witch that has killed Jeiwan!” Kreig announced.

			A new voice responded to his hail. “Take her to the chapel. We’ll take Jeiwan’s body to the king. Once Lord Nian has been summoned, we will bring her in. I will not have the king endangered.” I was returned to my feet and unfamiliar hands grasped my arms.

			My new guards were not as gentle as the boys had been, but I held back my power, remembering what even a hint had done to Jeiwan. I found myself pulled out of the warmth of the sun and then marched through echoing halls before being unceremoniously dumped on a cold stone floor. Behind me, a door slammed.

			I pushed myself into a sitting position and noticed light glowing through my blindfold. In the silence, nothing moved. Deciding I was alone, I reached up to remove the cloth from my eyes.

			“Here, let me help with that,” a soft, masculine voice spoke from just in front of me, causing me to start. “Oh, I’m sorry I frightened you. Let me untie you.”

			I blinked in the sudden brightness and focused my attention on the small, round man who knelt before me, working with the knots that bound my hands. He was clothed in a reflect’s simple white robe, plain in every way. His hair was short and brown, and when he loosed the last knot, the eyes that gazed into mine were the gentle brown of newly planted earth. A light of recognition flickered within them, and he smiled. He stood and walked into the chapel, leaving me to orient myself in peace.

			The chapel’s entry hall was as stunning as I remembered. The ceiling was formed from thousands of bits of glass, each reflecting the light of the sun and filling the room with playful rays of color. A ray of shimmering white in the center of the room blessed a small font of holy water. I washed my hands and splashed my face, before realizing how irreverent I was being. I opened my hands and embraced the Light in a ritual gesture of respect. Let the Shadow Lord think on that!

			The open far door revealed the chapel. Beyond this I remembered only the reflect’s quarters and a small storage room. The guards would have known I could not escape and trusted the Light to control my magic. Once, I would have laughed at such a thought, but now…I wasn’t so sure the source of my power wasn’t the Shadow Lord himself.

			I entered the chapel and felt memories stir. Multicolored lights filtered through the stained glass window that formed one wall, playing across my gown and the glowing stones of my ring. Even at night, the room would be filled with a thousand candles and their reflected light. On my wedding night, the sparkles of light had caught the filaments woven into my dress and my future had seemed bright and full of hope with the Light of love surrounding me.

			My gown was now ruined, a mockery of past purity.

			A faint

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			




		
		
			If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on Goodreads and the site where you purchased it.

			Connect with me online at Deleyna.com. I'd love to hear from you!

			Sign up for my newsletter to be the first to know when my next book comes out.

			Also by Deleyna Marr...
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			A single gunshot shattered Dana's perfect life. Now she's starting over with a new life, new rules and an old flame to chase all her demons away. But Dana’s demons have other ideas. They want her—and her sisters—at any cost.
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