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Dear Reader:

 

The story of Cinderella is a timeless tale of transformation and the power of belief. Dara is a very unique incarnation of that theme. What she hopes to share with you?

 

Life’s journeys can take you on some remarkable and unexpected places. Like Dara, you have to be able to let go and just go with it. Don’t be afraid of change. Embrace it. Embrace the adventure. You’ll find you’re stronger than you thought.

 

It hasn’t always been easy, but the lessons learned are worth it. I wouldn’t change a thing. I’ve learned from my mistakes and grown, as a writer, a mother, and a human being. We all learn and grow and share this journey together. No one can stand alone. We are all one big community. Embrace it. Embrace life.

 

Thanks for taking this journey with Dara and me!




 

 

 

 

One

 

Rufus-Quickblade hadn’t returned from warning the king.

Dara Kahn Androcles rose from her sleeping mat and slipped outside. The volcanic Mount Aege towered over all, a silent menace of potential molten fyre to the northwest. Unnatural stillness hovered in the leaden dawn. No birds chirped from bare branches. No small animals scurried through fallen leaves on forest floor. She peered through cold, curling autumn fog, shivered as thunder rumbled closer. The clarion call of trumpets pierced the silence, the echo followed by the shriek of a wounded charger.

Her stomach lurched. That’s not thunder at all. Nor was it the sleeping fyre mountain. ’Twas the rolling charge of heavy cavalry. Dara sense-cast toward the distant sound. The ground trembled as pounding hooves tore up rain-softened sod. Weapons clashed. Blood-red violence shimmered in the air. Men hacked at one another. Friends fell screaming beneath blades and arrows. Smelling bloodlust and fear, she sought the invaders’ heraldry.

Lady Goddess, show me.

A black boar on a red background, the standard of Count Jalad of bordering Westmarche. “Rufus was right about the Boars’ invasion.”

Much to do and no time for doing. Dara ran back into her hut to change into her woodsman’s disguise and grab a hat to hide her long red hair. She snatched up her medicine bags and strapped on her knives. She’d not face the killing grounds unarmed.

Getting caught by the other side didn’t bear thinking. Should the worst happen and Westmarche Boars capture her, she’d slit her own throat in a last act of defiance before they raped or tortured her.

Death afore dishonor.

Dara stepped outside and latched the door behind her, then strode through mist-shrouded trees. Dark death energies crawled over her skin. The closer to the battlefield she drew, the stronger the sensation. She tasted the coppery tang of blood in the air, heard the groans of the fallen and the yells of those desperate to avoid similar fates. A riderless charger careened past her, an arrow half-buried in the cantle of its blood-splashed saddle.

Dara slowed, cautious. Step…pause…search for sound or scent…step again.

She cursed Fate. Women weren’t permitted warrior training in Arcadia, were punished if they expressed desire to learn. Now countrymen and neighbors were dying, and she wanted to do some punishing of her own. Rage boiled into a red haze, obscuring her vision. A battle lust her adoptive father, Rufus-Quickblade, had despaired of ever teaching her to control.

“Quiet mind, still heart, clear eye, steady hand,” the aging warrior had intoned during their secret training sessions. Over and over, for years, ’til she’d screamed at him to cease. He’d demonstrated the technique by pounding her into the dust. Try as she might, she couldn’t slip into battle-trance. She just wanted to slash and tear.

Dara focused on wavering forms of tree trunks in the veiling fog ’til her physical sight cleared. Her mind stripped away the fury. She sense-cast again for blood-still-living. She waited as the battle shifted farther westward, moving away from her, thus making it safe to emerge from the shelter of the tree line. She prayed to find survivors. Lady, show me where to go.

Stepping onto the battlefield, Dara followed blood trails farther into the battlefield. So many bodies sprawled on the spongy ground.

“Help me.” A stout man with a bristling gray beard raised his hand. Two long black arrows impaled his boiled-leather Eagle breastplate. His round wooden shield lay cracked in two.

Heart lurching, she was beside him in an instant. “Conn-Blacksmith, did you forget to duck?” She brushed coarse grizzled hair from his forehead.

“Nay, but I took the bastard with me.” He indicated the Boar crumpled a few yards away.

“You’ll not go the same way.” She placed her fingertips on the arrow shafts. Both had missed aught vital, but the barbs prevented easy removal. For anyone but her.

Lady, help me. She cast a furtive glance over her shoulder for witnesses as she gathered energy from deep within. Hold his mind in Your hand. Let him remember naught. Dark fire crackled along the shafts. She imagined the arrowheads shrinking, smoothing. Sweat trickled from the effort, but she dared not lose focus ’til she finished. They should pull out.

She swayed as she returned to the here and now. A headache began its inevitable and relentless buildup. “You’re lucky, Conn. They missed killing you.”

He blinked as if awakening from a nap. “Tula shall be glad not to be a widow.”

“Aye, she will. Though, thanks to the Boars, there’re many other new widows now.” She offered dream-wine. “Take a sip.”

“Nay.” He stayed her hand. “I’d have all my wits out here. Boars may still be about.”

Dara frowned. He was as invincible as a hamstrung stag, but she’d honor his wishes. “Can you bear it?”

Conn clenched his jaw. “Get on with it.” He glared as she eased the first shaft back. A vein throbbed in his temple, but his fierce gaze never wavered. They both took a deep breath before the removal of the second.

He frowned at the now-blunted arrowheads. “Cheap armorers… Curse the Boars for breathing.” He groaned as she removed his breastplate and tunic and packed the wounds with shaved waxroot to stop the bleeding. She poured relag tea over them to stave off wound souring and wrapped the wounds with wool and linen.

“You’re a brave man, Conn. Rest. Help shall come soon.” She made a sign of protection over him. Lady, guard him and the lad. Hold him for the Eagle. Shield him from the Boar. “Conn, what happened to Rufus?”

He shook his head, regret in his eyes. “’Twas no way to keep track of aught but colors. My guess? With King Hengist, chasing that greedy bastard Jalad back to Westmarche.”

“Thank you, Conn. I’ll see you again. Hang on.” Ignoring her headache, Dara sense-cast for Eagle and followed the pull. So many wounded from White Pines, Rainbow Falls, and other Riverhead villages. No sign of Rufus after the initial clash. That Rufus lay dead or dying maddened her, but she wouldn’t forsake many for one. Lady, am I twice orphaned or nay?

A clue came from a young Rainbow Falls archer with sword- slashed ribs, sprawled against the rotted trunk of a fallen black oak. “He fell.” He pointed. “The Boars intended to ride him down, but the northern riever on a big bay mare charged straight through them and kept them away.”

Dara cleaned and bound his ribs. “A northern riever?”

“Aye. Big blond demon with a sword.”

Blond hair marked the mysterious warrior as a northern riever from Isadorikja, the Isle of Ice. Everyone in Arcadia had brown hair and eyes. Except Dara. Her kin were also branded outlander by their flame- colored tresses. She double-checked to ensure her own mane was still tucked under her hat. No point in standing out like a beacon.

Dara headed in the direction the lad had pointed. “Rufus-Quickblade!”

“Here…”

Sense-sight overlapped physical vision in a dizzying shimmer. She followed the trail through the mist.

Rufus lay still, legs at an impossible angle. Sickly yellow energy flickered around him, leaking sullen red and growing blackness.

Dara knelt beside him. “Father, what’ve you done?”

“Axe in the back. Feel naught. Can’t move. The Crone’s shadow nears. King Hengist got my message.” He sighed. “I’m glad for the chance to say farewell.”

Her heart seized on denial. He was wrong. She sense-cast again, hoping for a way. Even if she burned herself out, ’twas beyond her skill. The wound was mortal.

Returning to the here and now broke her heart. The headache dug its claws in further. Even normal vision took intense concentration. “What can I do?”

He swallowed. “Foreign lad saved me. They cut his charger out from beneath him over there to my left. He favored his right side, fought left-handed with the air of someone settling on second-strength. Find him. Save him if you can.”

“I shall.”

Rufus pinned her with a sharp look. “Do you not wonder there are no Boar survivors?”

Now he mentioned it… “Aye?”

“They slew their own as they retreated. Why?”

In other circumstances, this would’ve seemed yet another lesson. She read urgency in his gaze. “Secrets. Secrets they’d not want revealed under questioning.”

“I fear Jalad’s secrets. If the world ends, head east as far as you can. Help beyond your understanding lies that direction.” He swallowed hard. “Don’t leave me for wolves or Boars to finish off.”

The horror of his words penetrated her grief. Shocked, she stared at him. His form wavered behind a haze of tears. “I can’t… Father, please—”

“I can’t do it myself. Some things don’t heal. I’d die quick over slow.”

Sobbing, she hugged his broken body close. “You can’t ask this of me.”

“I taught you to do what’s right. You’re strong. One final favor, then we’re even.”

“We’ll never be even.” Her voice broke.

His gaze was fierce, unafraid. “You can’t deny me this.”

She raged against the inevitable. Her shoulders sagged. “I love you, Father.”

His brown eyes shimmered. “And I, you, Daughter of my Heart.”

She drew a dirk and thrust it between his ribs. The blade pierced his heart with a wet gurgle, even as it shattered hers. He sighed and closed his eyes one final time.

Heedless, edged with madness and despair, her scream tore across the battlefield in huge waves of fury. Around her, power shockwaves flattened everything. The inhuman shriek hammered across the landscape ’til she’d no breath left.

Dara collapsed onto Rufus’s body, sick, shaking. Grandmother. Mother. Fanny. Rufus. Everyone gone. She was now alone in a world gone mad. I’ll kill them all. What do I do now?

Rufus’s words came back. “The foreign lad… Find him. Save him if you can.”

Every enemy within hearing would investigate her screams. Dara glanced around. She must regain control.

She staggered to the dead bay. No sign of the blond rider. She sense-cast for Other, hoping for a clue. To her surprise, the faintest shimmer of Power flickered ahead in the woods. Whoever ’twas must be a stranger not to know what the use of Power led to.

Dara scented blood on the breeze. Pain-from-outside sliced through the mist and crashed over her with a shocking force that dropped her to her knees. She struggled to filter it out, latching on to the projection.

On the Lady Goddess, she’d not lose another life.

~ * ~

Loren ta Cedric lay crumpled beneath a healing hazel tree, struggling to breathe through endless waves of pain. Dark emotive energy had flared on the battlefield. He must be ready if whatever it was headed his direction. Dracken rue. Curse mortal horses, armor, and weapons. Were Hani`ena here, he would not be in this mess.

“How bad this time?” a voice asked from afar. Of course, Cedric ta Pari sensed his son’s pain. The Crown of Cymry allowed no less. “Do we ride?”

“Nay.” Grasping the water-purification amulet around his neck, his grandmother’s parting gift, Loren took a shallow breath. “Less than Boaden Meadows, Sire. I shall heal.”

“Alani worries. Hurry home.”

Loren grimaced at the mention of the raven-haired beauty his father expected him to wed upon his return. He wished not to disappoint Cedric, but eternity with a woman who did not support, let alone understand, him was not at all appealing.

He had more important issues to worry about than ambitious would-be princesses. “Hengist still needs aid. I stay.”

His father withdrew.

Sifting self from pain, Loren began trance-healing. Banisha verilli far. Gloria verilli far… Breathing and pulse decreased. Blood flow slowed. Seeping wounds clotted.

He summoned strength from pain and followed its path through his body, checking his injuries. He bled from a half-dozen sword cuts. The worst? A deep laceration in his upper right thigh from an unhorsed Boar’s attempt to confiscate the bay mare. An arrow pierced his chest just below his right collarbone. He sighed. He would heal in time without scarring.

Lady, it hurts.

He examined the grove with a trained and practiced eye. He liked not this exposed position in unsecured territory. A twig snapped. A young woodsman approached from the battlefield. Grief and black rage hammered into Loren. The lad—no beard growth—must be half-mad with it. Loss, guilt, despair… The dark emotions threatened to drown Loren, and he fell out of trance to shield himself. Watching the other approach, he edged his sword closer.

The lad staggered toward him, not visibly injured, but with such gaping wounds to his soul Loren wondered at his ability to function at all.

“Looking for you.” The lad gauged the bronze sword in Loren’s hand and spread his hands out in a conciliatory gesture. “I’m a Safehold healer.” He took in Loren’s position at a glance. “You know hazel healing. You don’t follow the One Truth.”

Pity. Desire to help. Truth-hidden…not so worrisome. Who in these dark days had naught to hide?

The lad knelt beside him in the damp leaves and cradled Loren’s head in his lap. His slender fingers ran over Loren’s battered body with gentle thoroughness. Sense-casting followed the arrow’s path. Loren shuddered at its touch. This human used the anathema of blood magic as part of him, natural as breathing. The dark shimmering stole Loren’s breath as it coursed through him. His seeming dissipated.

Without the seeming, the lad would see what he was. Nonhuman. Only King Hengist of Riverhead, his one real friend among Arcadian mortals, was aware of who—what—Loren really was. Followers of the ascending One Truth would torch Loren as demon born. No nonhuman was safe from the cleansing fires of religious fanaticism and racial supremacy sweeping these lands. Hengist’s stewardship maintained a fragile truce of tolerance under secret cloaks of seemings, but Loren held no illusion what would happen should Count Jalad of Westmarche prevail.

The lad traced pointed ears beneath tangled hair. “You’re no riever. You’re Elder.”

Loren tapped his chest, struggling to make the lad understand. “Loren…” His hand dropped. True names held power, but no harm divulging his first name. It was common enough in Cymry, the Realm of the Dawn.

“Lady, for the lives he saved today, may he enter the Hall of Fallen Heroes.”

The lad’s wording sparked Loren’s curiosity—and suspicion. How did a human know of the afterlife but not how Warriors of the Light got there? How did he know the ritual words? A human wielder of blood magic communed with the Lady of Light, an ancient Elder deity banned by most humans? There was no taint of evil about the lad, but dark fire’s unmistakable touch was upon him.

A mystery.

Footsteps preceded the stench of unwashed flesh, diverting his attention. Three men in black-and-red livery approached, blood-crusted weapons drawn. “Look.” A bearded giant pointed a rust-edged sword at Loren. “Count Jalad shall pay a bounty on him.”

Burning anger. Fear. The lad’s inner rage left ashen bitterness in Loren’s mouth. His young companion shuddered as he studied the Boars’ iron-blend weapons. Something about the metal itself troubled the lad.

With his fear concealed, he rose and drew his knives. “Leave him be. Rob the dead. This one still lives.”

“Not for long,” the Boar said. “He’s ours.”

“Over my dead body,” Loren’s rescuer vowed.

“Since you insist.” The man lunged.

The strangers’ gleeful bloodlust curdled Loren’s stomach. He tried and failed to rise as a smaller soldier faced multiple adversaries bent on killing. Loren lay still and held his breath as the drama unfolded. His defender showed courage. When fighting for your life, drop the enemy and ensure they never rise again.

The lad flung himself beneath the bandit’s arm and rolled behind him. He leapt up and reached around his target’s neck. He buried his dirk in the first attacker’s throat and jerked the blade backward, dropping away as the body fell.

This lad was as skilled a fighter as Loren had ever seen. Healer and warrior? An unheard-of combination.

The spray of blood shocked the others motionless. The lad launched himself at the nearer of the two, his blades flashing in a circle of death. Raising his bloodied sword in self-defense, the thick-necked Boar threw himself backward. He could outreach his attacker, but the man’s fear and the lad’s speed stayed his sword for a critical moment.

The other Boar circled the lone defender. They separated, one to occupy the lad while the other finished the wounded man on the ground. Loren groaned. Could the lad handle both?

“You’re King Jalad’s prize now,” the liveried attacker said.

“Never!” The lad’s defiant scream hammered into all of them, flattening the two would-be murderers. Such raw, dark power. The lad had no finesse. His form shimmered as he threw himself on Loren’s would-be assailant, a dirk in each hand.

The Boar raised his sword, the edge angled too much for a killing blow, but still slicing along his attacker’s unprotected side. The lad cried out as blood soaked his tunic. Black lightning flickered with a stench of sulfur so faint Loren might have imagined it. The knives flashed in the setting sun then plunged down to disappear into the Boar’s body.

The man jerked and stilled.

Loren’s guardian angel cursed as he rolled and rose to confront his final assailant. He staggered as he did so, favoring his left side, but hiding the weakness well.

“Mercy, lad.” The last Boar crawled away.

If he escaped to report, they were both doomed.

Cold. Implacable. Death. Loren’s defender hissed as he sheathed his gory long knives and palmed a small throwing dirk. “I grant you the same mercy you’d grant us.” The lad threw the slim dirk, buried it to the hilt at the base of the Boar’s skull. The man collapsed and stilled.

The lad swayed and fell to his knees. He retched and started to weep as he retrieved his knives. He tore off both sleeves to bind his own blood-soaked side.

Loren studied the lad’s form. The way he walked, those long, smooth arms… Awareness surfaced. Tall as a man, dressed as a man, fought as a man, but Loren recalled the sweetness of the voice petitioning the Lady of Light on his behalf and wondered.

When his rescuer returned to his side and knelt beside him, Loren yanked off the hat. A flowing mantle of long hair tumbled to the ground. He reeled. A woman. That hair. It rippled in the dappled light, from dark chestnut through fox-red and flame-orange, overlaid with bronze. Her gold eyes held the piercing clarity of a falcon’s. Their fierce, proud expression warred with white lines of pain around her mouth.

Had his own pain blinded him? Those lush lips could only belong to a woman.

“Damn you,” she cursed. “What’re you doing?”

Truth-hidden indeed. Not so young. His heart seized at her wild beauty. Life-debt. She defended his life at risk to her own and shed blood on his behalf. Dark creature or no, he owed life-debt to a woman. “Name?”

“Dara Kahn Androcles.”

The not-quite-true-name rang a familiar note in the back of his mind. Why? He shuddered. The edges of his focus shimmered. Not yet, Lady. One moment more. “I must rest…”

She rough-bound his wounds.

He tried to rise but clenched his teeth at blinding agony. “Dracken rue.”

“Pain’s our friend. Tells us we’re not dead.”

The world shifted back into focus. “I shall heal. Time, I need, and sleep. See to your own wound first.” Her pain beat at him, more burn than sword cut.

“’Tis but a scratch.” She breathed shallowly. “I must remove that arrow afore you move. Much as hazel helps, I can’t leave you here. A storm brews and it gets cold at night. You must accompany me. I’ve medicine to help you.”

Human medicine… Loren grimaced. “Hazel is all I need.” “Compromise.” Dara faced the tree and bowed her head. “Spirit of Hazel, by the Lady, hear me. I need your aid to follow us to where I can shelter and care for him.”

The tree rustled. A dappled leaf-green sprite sat naked on the lowest branch. She winked a nut-brown eye in a triangular face, swinging a tiny bare foot. “I grant you my aid, Second Son of Cedric ta Pari.” Her voice tinkled like wind chimes through Loren’s mind.

“You know me?”

She tossed green hair braided with autumn leaves back over one narrow shoulder. “We know you, Right Hand of the Elven High King. Much you have yet to do.”

“Heal Dara instead.”

The sprite shook her head. “I am bound to grant the wish of the first petitioner. She asks my aid to help her with you. Accept this token of my goodwill.” Her dainty hand curled around a small, still-leafy branch, and it parted from its parent.

Loren took the branch from her hand. Life-warmth still coursed through it.

“Strength I grant you to lighten her way home. The rest lies within your own power, Son of the Dawn. Plant the branch in good soil when your need passes.”

“My thanks.”

“You are welcome.” The sprite shimmered and vanished back into the tree.

Dara laid her hand on his chest. “Moving with the arrow in shall do more damage. I’ve dream-wine…”

Loren shook his head. That mortal forgetting-brew played havoc on Elder gifts, including self-healing. “Nay. It does more harm than good.”

“That arrow isn’t for hunting birds. The barbs dig deep.”

Truth-hidden. “You can remove it?” “Aye.”

“Milady, my mere existence in this land is a death sentence. You would not save me just to turn me in.” He willed her understanding. “I accept no drugs. I can bear pain. I shall give no report, whatever you do.”

She bit her lip then closed her eyes.

Dark fire surrounded the arrow and followed along its path into his body. Unshielded, Loren panted at its icy touch, but the arrowhead changed, shrinking and smoothing.

Agony. A massive wave lurked just behind her power. No way to block it. The strength of it would knock her flat. So much knowledge, yet so little. Her healing powers came from within her only. How was it no one had taught her to use other sources so as not to burn herself out? What teacher sent a novice off half-trained?

Awareness. Like a mace, a headache slammed into Dara the moment her consciousness returned. To his awe, she shoved her pain aside and yanked the arrow out before he grasped her intent. Staggering to her feet, she proceeded to form a travois with two deadwood branches and Loren’s cloak.

His body sealed off the new wound. “You need rest.”

She helped him roll onto the makeshift transport. “We must go. ’Tis not safe to linger.”

Loren expended precious energy lightening the load for her to drag. Aided by the hazel branch, the entire travois glided over the rocky ground all the way to Dara’s home.

Blinding torment. Her headache clawed at his shields like some savage beast. Her sheer force of will humbled him. Elite rangers had fallen to less pain.

“We’re home,” she said.

Loren stared at Dara’s thatched hovel, made of sticks bound with braided leather, daubed with mud. Inside, the chalk-washed walls fared better. The interior was neat and clean, with plaited scrap rugs, careworn and sun-faded needlepoint cushions on the willow rocking chair, and pots of herbs and flowers. New straw and herbs littered the smooth-raked dirt floor.

Dara dragged her bed to the hearth and helped him into it.

He smelled fresh grass and pine needles in the ticking, noted the clean linen sheets, downy feather pillow, and soft woolen blankets. Loren fell into them as the hazel wand’s waning aid left him unable to rise. “Take something for the pain.”

“You first.” Dara rolled her sleeves, humming. She filled a pitcher from the cauldron set on the edge of the banked fire. She poured hot water into a wooden basin, gathered clean wool rags and healing salve, and peeled off Loren’s clothes, undressing him down to his loincloth. Hesitating at the symbols of elven magic on his amulet, Dara left that alone. She washed dried blood and checked his many wounds. Color flooded her face as she cleaned the gash in his thigh.

“Fear not. Vows have I taken, no innocent to harm.”

“You’re not the first man I’ve had in my bed.”

Pure bravado. He grasped her hand. “That song. What is it?” “Something my mother taught me. Sleep.” She smeared salve over each cut and wrapped him in clean linen bandages. “I’ve dream-wine here to help you.”

“Nay. Pain reveals what is wrong. Trance above it, I shall. Dara, plant the branch. For good fortune.” Talking exhausted him. Translating was worse. Blocking her emotions proved nigh impossible. Time to cease trying.

He closed his eyes. Banisha verilli far. Gloria verilli far…

The mental chant silenced as the world faded away.




 

 

 

 

Two

 

“Dara?” Loren stirred at the rustle of cloth.

Fear. Awe. White-faced, she brought water. Without the distraction of that mane, braided back for practicality, her gold eyes dominated her entire face. “Milord, welcome back.”

“I am no one’s lord. I am a simple ranger in your debt. How is your side?”

“Healing.” He raised a brow, and she shook her head at his unspoken question. “I waste no energy on my own minor wound while others need more. Do you need aught?”

“Food.” He sighed. “This time was worse than normal.”

“You should be dead. You look terrible still.” Dara dished oat gruel with honey and goat’s milk. She eased an arm under his shoulders and helped him sit. “Take it slow.”

How could he have presumed her male? Wool hugged her lush curves. He smelled green herbs rather than flowers. For all he was accustomed to more refined beauties back home, hers was an earthy sensuality that sent his unshielded senses reeling.

Wonder. Trepidation. Caring. Worry. Vengeance. So many emotions. Loren struggled through the tangle of her. Dara.

Interest. Attraction buried deep. A woman’s awareness of Loren as a man. Not quite a man, but…

Loren shielded, re-centered himself on the solid core of him. Loren. She had been within him—her spirit-presence lingered still—but some things were best left alone.

What he himself felt for her, he vowed to ignore. He had too much to do to indulge such distraction. He needed to find Hengist as soon as possible.

His hands shook, and his body screamed for more food. “Meat broth, have you? Red wine? Mayhap bread? Eggs?”

She eased away from him. At the table, Dara crushed a mix of dried herbs with a wooden mortar and pestle. Their scent filled the room. Her skirt swayed with her every movement. Her braid gleamed in the dancing firelight. He could not stop staring. His body stirred. It had been too long, though, if the mere sight of a woman’s braid aroused him.

“You ready for more hearty fare?” Dara unstoppered a clay bottle and splashed red wine into the bowl. The acrid tang restored him to sense. She set the bowl on the edge of the hearth and returned to his side. “High-mineral herbs. Heat releases their full strength. There’s soup in the big pot, root vegetables in beef broth. I’ll mix them soon as the wine heats through.”

She slid the empty bowl from his unresisting fingers and set it aside. After several moments, she ladled soup into the bowl of herb wine and soaked two thick slices of heavy bread in it. She slid her arm around him again, and he leaned against her, letting Dara support him while he ate. Her breasts cradled his shoulder as he held the bowl.

“How long was I…?”

“Two days. Every dressing change showed improvement. Wound poisoning never threatened. There are no scars.” She paused. “’Tis impossible.”

“It is how my kind heals. Wounds reknit from the inside out.” She eyed his nigh-naked body. “How?”

He shrugged. “I can but heal myself, though healing energy melts every scrap until days later we awaken scarless wraiths.” He grinned. “Starving wraiths. We eat like baby birds afterward.” He sobered and changed the subject. “How fares Riverhead?”

“Jalad’s gone. For now. I’ve kept busy with Eagle survivors at my door. King Hengist went to ask justice from High King Sezeny.”

Loren frowned. “Sezeny’s heir Tanis weds Princess Chandra. The entire court attends. Jalad timed his Riverhead invasion perfectly. It shall take time to bring the Boar to justice.”

“Queen Moira knows she can expect no outside help anytime soon. Everyone looks over their shoulder.” Black rage. Dara’s eyes glittered. “’Tis no way to live. I’ll bury no more dead.”

Despair. He teetered on the edge of that yawning pit, fought for balance under the onslaught. She has no shielding at all. “You lost someone in the battle.” He set his bowl aside.

She stiffened. “We gained many widows and orphans. King Hengist’s coffers shall be emptied at this rate.”

He embraced the Darkness. “Nay, Dara. You lost someone close to you.” He shuddered at what he touched. Irredeemable. Murderess. Alone. She called herself murderess. He had touched her soul. Dark? Aye. Dangerous? For certain. Evil? Nay. He would know. “You slew those men in my defense. That makes you not a murderer, else all warriors are so guilty.”

“Not them. I slew an unarmed man as he lay helpless.”

The whole world shook in that one moment. “Who?”

“My father.” She swayed.

The images sliced through Loren. No one should endure such torment. She had eased a dying man’s passing, the last of her kin. Now she had no one.

By the Lady, I swear you shall never be alone again.

“Not murder.” He drew her closer, cursed arms clumsy from speed-healing. “An honorable act, Warrior’s Way. He loved you and you proved your love for him by not letting him suffer. Mourn him, Dara, but by the Lady I swear, your soul is clean.”

Loren breathed in the Goddess’s warmth. Dara shivered in reaction. “Shh, relax now.” He lay back, pulling her down onto the mattress beside him. “Let it go.”

Half-sprawled across him, Dara sobbed against his shoulder. Black self-condemnation receded until the sole emotion left was grief.

The storm subsided, and she raised her head. “Sorry.” She hiccupped.

“It is our way to comfort when needed.” Dara’s face fell. “I did naught to help you.”

“Naught to help? You placed yourself between slayers and me. Shelter, warmth, and protection you provided. You gave me your bed and slept on the floor.” His voice lowered as he said, “A stranger you helped, though a stranger you fear.” He frowned. “Your fear, I like it not.”

~ * ~

Dara trembled, realizing she was sprawled across Loren like some tavern wench. The effort it took to meet his heated gaze… Fine brows slanted over wide leaf-green eyes pupiled like a cat’s, set in a pale aristocratic face. She glanced at his hands gripping her upper arms. Fine artisan’s hands with sword calluses, they held like bands of steel, but so gently ’twas nigh a caress. His body warmth was impossible to ignore. She shifted. Unable to hold his gaze, Dara dropped hers—to his mouth.

His lips curved in a wry smile. “Now you become shy?” White teeth flashed. “Your hands have already been all over my body.”

Dara groaned and closed her eyes.

“Look at me, Dara.” Loren slid his arms around her body.

She tingled at his touch. Restless. Achy. “I can’t.” She hated this breathless dizziness. “Whatever you’re thinking, cease.” He was so warm. She feared making a fool of herself and melting against him. The old wives whispered of faerie enchantments. Did that happen here? She felt bespelled. She wasn’t some weak woman to soften over a man, as any villager could lament. “You were much less intimidating flat on your back and weak as a kitten.”

“Intimidating you find me? Prefer me flat on my back in your bed? You have me now.” He brought her braid around to his nose and inhaled. “Sunshine and ferns.”

Self-preservation urged Dara to stop him before he did something neither of them could undo. “Loren—”

“Dara Kahn Androcles, protect me you did with your life’s blood. You are neither indestructible nor immortal. They might have killed you.” His hand still wrapped with her hair, Loren raised her chin ’til her gaze met his. “You must look at me while I speak these next words.”

Dara couldn’t tear her gaze away. The room spun and receded ’til all her world was Loren. “Don’t look at me like that.” The weight behind his words crawled under her skin, into her mind.

“My life I owe you. Life-debt. I bind myself to you. Whenever, whatever your need, to you I shall come. To you do I answer with sword, bow, or blood. My life for yours. My soul to yours, until our last breath.” The world shifted. Deep as a prayer, more profound than a spell,

His words settled within her. Dara couldn’t look away, couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. Her head buzzed. Her mind tried to wrench itself from the binding, recognizing it for what it was, but the rest of her trembled, in thrall to his eyes, to his voice. She had no idea how to counter him.

Loren’s eyes gleamed at her. “Never again shall you be alone. You are mine, in this lifetime and the next. I shall ever be yours, for always. We are one.”

With agonizing slowness, he drew her head down ’til her lips brushed his.

His kiss was shocking in its gentleness. As soft as morning dew, it implied, it coaxed, and she was lost. She melted into his heat and swooned against him. With a sigh, she yielded to his lips and returned the kiss. Warmth filled an emptiness she’d not known ’til now that she possessed. Loren had bound them in spirit. Where did she end and he begin? He hovered on the edge of her mind, in her heart, in her blood. A part of her flowed into him, with her surrender, with her every breath. He broke off the kiss.

Dara raised her head to stare down at him. “What’ve you done?”

~ * ~

A loud shriek of equine anger and drumming hooves cut off his answer. Dara leapt to spin toward the door. Loren groaned as she opened it.

A glowing white mare slid to a halt before Dara. Nostrils flared as red as the mare’s eyes, curved ears pinned flat against her neck as she shoved right past the woman into the hut, shrinking the room to ridiculous proportions. She halted a horse stride from Loren.

“Hello, Hani`ena.” He grimaced at the mare.

“Hello? You need do better than that.” Her haughty voice reverberated in his head.

Loren cast a sidelong glance at Dara. “I can explain—”

“Nay, you cannot. How could you leave me in that mortal pit and ride into battle without me?” She speared him with a contemptuous glare. “Look where it got you, Elf-Boy.”

“Elf-Boy? Not Ranger?” Loren’s heart seized.

“I felt it.” She shuddered and swished her tail. The long hairs lashed Dara’s face.

“What?”

“Every cut, every blow. Pain. Fear. You left me behind. You nigh died.”

“I did not wish you hurt. This enemy is—”

“We are supposed to be partners.” She struck out at him with a foreleg, just missing. “I thought I signed on with a ranger, not a back- stabbing shrub of an elf-boy.”

Dara’s jaw dropped. “She talks to you?”

“Stay out of this.” Hani`ena snapped her teeth at Dara.

Dara edged back farther against the doorway’s woodwork.

“I expected her.” Just not now. “I have this coming, tenfold.”

“You left me.” Hani`ena shook with fury. “My right it is to leave you. If you honor not our pact, Oathbreaker, why should I?”

Iced lightning pierced his heart at the formal wording. War-mares indeed renounced their oathbreaking riders and chose another. Always it meant the death of the rejected. Unable to bear the disgrace, renounced ex-rangers faded away. Denied the Hall of Fallen Heroes, they ceased to be, as if they never were.

“Did I break my oath? Truly? Take my life with you. Go choose another. You know what it means for me.” He searched her stormy eyes. “Can you hate so, to wish me dead?”

Dara gasped.

“You left me.” The mare flung him another withering glance, but hurt crept into Hani`ena’s rage.

“They would have killed you, or worse.”

“To die with my ranger is my choice to make, not yours to deny. That was our pact at choosing, Elf-Boy.”

“You are right. I am sorry. I was wrong.” Loren held out a trembling hand. If she drew back, he had lost. Everything. “Can you not feel the weight of the Destiny Hand behind Jalad’s invasion? Jalad was meant to do this.”

Aloud he said, “I tried to shield you from this beast. I could not bear your destruction.”

“We face the Hand together. Together we are not so easily taken down. Alone, see how you fare?” Hani`ena shoved him with her muzzle. “Never do that again. You need me, Ranger.”

Loren wrapped his arms around her head. “I love you. Never again shall we part.”

“Promise. Partners.”

“I promise. Partners. Until the end.”

“Until the end. At least you kept Lorelei’s gift.”

Loren curled his fingers around the amulet. “She said I would need it.” He had ignored Dara long enough. “It is all right, Dara.” His voice was muffled by a mouthful of glistening white mane. “Come meet my partner.”

Dara slipped alongside the mare. “She’s beautiful.”

Hani`ena stamped, knocking her hock against the table. The vase of flowers rocked. She cocked an ear toward Dara and arched her neck. “Observant lass.”

Loren rolled his eyes. “Vain creature.”

“Hani`ena chose me. Partners swear an oath never to separate in a fight, but I left her at Hengist’s and rode against Westmarche on a mortal charger. You witnessed the result.”

“Stunning success,” Dara retorted. “You need a keeper.”

Hani`ena’s amusement brushed Loren’s mind. “Observant and smart.” She pinned Loren with an incredulous look as Dara stroked her neck. “You bound yourself to this dark creature?”

“There is no evil in her. She has none left to protect her. I swore life-debt to do so.”

“What have you done?” Hani`ena glared. “Do you realize what she is? Earth and Fire.”

“She risked her life, fought off three Boars intent on slaying me when I lay wounded. She spilled blood on my behalf. Life-debt is sworn. That oath cannot be broken.”

“What’s going on?” Dara crossed her arms. “Hani`ena, ’tis crowded. Back up.”

Hani`ena backed through the doorway until just her head could be seen. “I, too, wish a rationale. Explain.”

Loren staggered to his feet. Warmth and strength flowed into him. For a moment, Hani`ena glowed with the Light. “My thanks, Wind-Sister.”

“Dara, my people swear life-debts. You saved my life. I have vowed to save yours.”

“I didn’t save you. I’d no idea you could heal yourself.”

“As a born creature, I can be killed. The Boars would have obliged. As prisoner, I would fare far worse. Save my life you did, and your father’s death left you without a protector.”

“Warrior’s Way,” he sent Hani`ena.

“I cannot leave you alone. I have an obligation to discharge.” Dara fisted hands on hips. “I release you from your obligation. Didn’t ask for it. Don’t want it. Don’t need it.”

“You cannot release me.”

Gold eyes narrowed. “Take it back.”

“You do not understand.” Loren raked his hand through his hair. “Only the Lady of Light can break the vow. To your life, for the rest of your life, am I bound, until death.”

“Why’d you do something so mad?” Dara crossed her arms. “Commit to a stranger?”

Loren drew her close. “We were fated to meet. You shall need me in the future.”

“I choose my own fate, Warrior.” Dara pulled away and he let her go, frowning at the sense of loss. She strode to the hearth and stirred the soup.

Hani`ena entered. “Your clean clothes are in my saddlebags. Dress afore you chill.”

“I do not suffer chills.”

“Cover yourself for her sake—” the mare pawed the floor, “—then remove my gear.”

“Hani`ena, how did you get here?” Loren grabbed breeches, tunic, hose, and loincloth. He donned them behind Dara’s back.

The mare tossed her head. Her long white forelock tangled over her eyes. “Hengist’s stable master is no idiot. He found me yanking my saddle off the rack and took the hint.”

“Dara, have you a shed to shelter Hani`ena?” He could not recall seeing one upon his arrival, but it was all a blur of Boars, blood, and sprites.

“Nay. I’ve no way with animals.” Dara turned from the hearth. Hani`ena backed from the hut. “Not surprised.”

“What do you know that I missed?”

She did not deign to reply.

Loren hopped about tugging on his boots and followed Hani`ena out into the yard where he stripped off the mare’s saddlebags. Within were all his trail provisions and another change of clean clothing.

He lifted his scabbard from the pommel and drew forth the curved toshi blade gleaming burnished gold in the setting sun. Thrice stronger than true iron or any mortal-wrought iron blend, it held a sharper edge and did not rust.

He caressed the runes for justice etched in the flat of the blade. Their pull had led him here, and here he stayed until he set this wrong right.

Laying the weapon aside, he removed the saddle, brushed Hani`ena down, and covered her with the saddle-cloth.

The mare sighed and lipped his hair. “My thanks, Ranger.”

She ambled off to graze on thinning, season-browned autumn grass, while Loren hauled his equipment in and stashed it beneath the table.

Dara poured soup into bowls. “I’m hungry, and you never finished.”

“My thanks.” He took his bowl from her and sat in one of the straight-backed chairs. There was fresh herb butter, a loaf of dark rye bread, two fired-clay cups, and a jug of water.

Dara snatched two spoons, handed him one, and sat. “Your horse talks?”

“They mind-speak to anyone they wish, though usually just their chosen rider. Hani`ena voices her opinion.” He took a mouthful of rich soup, chewing salty rondane root. Good for replacing lost blood strength.

“Humans breed strength and fighting spirit into their chargers. Asides sentience and intelligence, elves focus on agility, speed, and endurance in war-steeds.”

Dara sawed off the end of the loaf and buttered it. “I’ve never met an Elder afore, though my mother bespoke your existence. You appeared a riever at first, but changed when I sense-cast to examine your injuries. Who are you, Loren?”

Loren took a sip of water. Where to begin? “I am as you see me now. We can appear as whatever we are among. In this case, human. My seeming extends to Hani`ena and my weapons. My injuries weakened me, and your scan nullified the seeming.” How had she done that?

“What of your kin?”

“My father is Cedric. I have an older brother, Deane, and a younger brother, Brannan. As Deane inherits, I was free to choose a warrior’s path. Brannan is the scholar.”

“Your mother?”

“Her name was Ayala. She died when Brannan graduated from page to squire. My father never speaks of her.” His tone forbade further discussion.

“What of Hani`ena?”

“Upon my graduation from the Academy she chose me as her rider. We have never separated until now. Lucky I am she forgave. Oathbreakers are repudiated, but good intentions must count for something.”

Dara leaned toward him. “She loves you.”

“It is more than that. We are partners for life. In battle, partners are formidable opponents because we communicate and react at the speed of thought. We know each other’s feelings nigh afore our own. We think and move as one. Separate, we are less invincible.”

“Noted. What’re you doing in Riverhead?”

Loren paused. What to tell her? Best not mention the ensorcelled sword Justice’s influence. “Hengist and I have been friends for many years. Jalad pays Hengist to use Riverhead waterways to transport Westmarche goods to the sea. My grandmother dreamt of this attack. I came to warn Hengist to gather his army, but someone beat me to that.”

“Rufus did.” Waves of sorrow warred with nebulous control. “Warriors do not leave on the eve of battle, so there was I in the thick of it.”

“On a stupid mortal charger, in ill-fitting armor, with cheap weapons,” Hani`ena snapped. “I should have let you die. You are too stupid to live.”

“We already covered this ground.”

“Your chargers react to knee and rein too slowly. I was wounded, and the mare killed.” He regretted the bay’s death. Strong and courageous within the limitations of her mortal body, she had tried to do his bidding. His needs had been more than she could provide. “I sought hazel aid. That is where you found me.”

“You saved many Eagles from the Boars. Rufus swore me to save you. I followed the power and there you were.”

“Goddess-Power, the Lady of Light.” He frowned as he rubbed the lace tablecloth. “Where did you get this? Who made it?”

“My grandmother. Mother said to treasure it always.”

The Kahn Androcles name stirred to sluggish life some hidden memory that refused to come forward. “Knowledge of Her is forbidden humans by your own priests of the One Truth.”

“I don’t follow a forbidding that makes no sense. I’m not good at obeying men’s rules. Asides, my mother followed the Lady.”

“What of your blood father?”

Dara shrugged and sipped her water. Discomfort enveloped her like a nigh-tangible shroud. “Mother never told me his name.” Her gaze challenged his. “Does that bother you?”

Loren could not imagine such a gap. Family and lineage were sacred to the Eastdawn Elves. Each of them traced their parentage back to the Founding of the Land.

“When Mother died, Rufus and Fanny raised me as their own.”

“Rufus taught you to fight.”

Matriarchal family. Patriarchal land. Rufus must have been extraordinary, like Hengist. Not so hidebound by tradition as to be blind to what was right.

“Rufus taught me to be expert with knives. Fanny taught me healing. My mother, Sheena, taught me the Old Lore. She would’ve loved meeting you. Mother said Grandmother Lena told the most fascinating tales about Cymry Hall. Grandmother met High King Pari ta Lir afore my mother was born. Your grandfather must’ve been named for him.”

Loren froze. His grandfather Pari ta Lir had not been high king in five hundred years. Cedric ta Pari was the current high king. That would make Lena Kahn Androcles… Impossible. Dara felt mortal. “Dara, when was your grandmother east?”

“Many years ago. Mother didn’t say.” “How old are you?”

“I’ll be twenty on the first day of the new year.”

So young. She must have begun fight training as a child to be so skilled now. What in her past necessitated training a woman to fight in a land where such a thing was banned under harsh penalties? Only one other woman possessed similar ability. Hengist’s wife, Moira, an archer without mortal equal.

“Mayhap someday I’ll come visit you.”

He frowned. “A dangerous road.”

“I can take care of myself.”

“Granted.” Loren raked a hand through his hair. “I would be honored.” What would his grandfather make of Lena’s granddaughter? Why had he never mentioned a prior visit?

“Have you ever seen the king?”

Spoon in his mouth, Loren choked on his soup. “Once, from a great distance.”

“I’ll bet he’s all-powerful, good, and kind.”

“He is known as a fair and just ruler.”

“Good thing you have never been exposed to the crown,” Hani`ena said. “The crown’s Truth would never let you get through this wee fabrication.”

“That is Deane’s headache, not mine. Justice is enough to handle.” Loren shuddered at the chains attached to that crown. Truth. Justice. Mercy. He would take wings every time. Freedom over power.

He leaned over to change the subject and stiffened. “Someone comes. From the south.”




 

 

 

 

Three

 

Dara sense-cast. The acrid scent of violence clung to blood-still- living about an hour’s brisk walk away. “More injured.”

Loren shook his head, frowning. “This is something else.”

She laid her instruments and medicines across the table. ’Twas nice to be surrounded by the familiar scents and trappings of Fanny’s legacy. For all her fighting skills, she took solace in other abilities. After the recent death and destruction, any healing was a victory.

Loren hauled his weapons from beneath the table, strapped them on with the ease of much practice. “Stay here. I shall bring them here if it is safe.”

“They come for aid. Don’t interfere. ’Tis what I do.” His face was a cold mask. “I can allow no harm to you.”

’Tis all I need. One kiss didn’t give him the right to order her about. She wasn’t one of those weak-willed village women. She’d fought for independence from male dominance. “Go.”

He rode out, gone with her next breath.

Part of her soul left with him—she felt a strange pull at her heart. Frowning, Dara rubbed her chest. She’d a bad feeling about the newcomers. Violent injuries poisoned her spirit. All that need weighed her down. There’d been no recovery time. She must rest soon.

Dara glanced outside. Bright and sunny, warm for harvest time. Not the type of day some ominous portent showed. She sense-cast again to the south. Loren’s glowing light snuffed out at her touch, like a candle at bedtime. Her next attempt found no Loren, no mare, no gap in the world. Just the expected—woods, birds, insects, small animals. Hide from a scan? Handy ability for a warrior.

The newcomers had no such ability. One, male, hurt but coping. The other, female, broken and bloody. Dara willed them to hurry. The female’s blood darkened, slowed. Much longer, there’d be no cause to come at all. The irony wasn’t lost on her. A full-scale battle sent everything into hiding. A single dying human female troubled the morning-sun-dappled autumn woods not at all.

They appeared within the hour. Hani`ena bore a big, rawboned man with a ruined face and a bloody wreck of a frail crone cradled in his arms. Loren stood watch with a drawn sword at the mare’s shoulder, but sheathed the blade as Hani`ena halted and her new rider handed the woman off to the elven warrior.

“Milady Dara-Healer,” the stranger gasped, “I come from what’s left of Safehold Keep.” No pain showed in his carriage as he slid to the ground, but ’twas a miracle he’d carried his burden so far. Hani`ena stood like a rock while the old man found his balance.

Dara blanched. He’d been blinded—judging by his ravaged skin, by either hot metal or coals. How’d he traversed the woods, so wounded yet bearing another? She searched his face as she helped him
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