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        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        Thank you so much for joining me on a journey through my imagination.  If you’re looking for romance and adventure with a guaranteed  Happily Ever After, then you’ve come to the right place.  My books contain paranormal plotting and fantastical action, and I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I enjoy writing them.
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        You can keep in touch with me by joining my newsletter or checking out my website for the latest updates.

      

      

      
        
        Check out my website

        Sign up for my newsletter

      

      

      
        
        Thank you for giving my book a chance, and Happy Reading!

      

      

      
        
        - Mac Flynn
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      People can sense the things that lurk in the dark.  Maybe that’s why a whole city was abandoned almost overnight.  Maybe that’s why we should have been more cautious when we traveled to that lonely, forgotten mountain.

      Maybe I needed to stop thinking about the road ahead and start thinking about the path under my feet.  My sore, tired feet.

      “One sec,” I pleaded as I collapsed with a soft whoosh onto a boulder.  I crossed one leg over the other and removed my leather shoes to massage my foot.  “I think my foot’s about to fall off.”

      Ros and I found ourselves along a dusty dirt road no wider than a cart.  The path had once been at ground level, but countless centuries of foot and vehicle travel had dug a large ditch into the ground so that earthen walls surrounded us like a tunnel.  Trees of strange leaves like maples and birches grew atop those walls and their branches hung over the road, giving us shade against the hot bright sun that loomed overhead.

      It had been ten days since our adventure ended at the river, and every one of those days had taken its toll on me.  My perma-wrinkled clothes were covered in mud stains, and I could only imagine what my face looked like.  Callouses covered the bottom of my feet and I could barely feel my hand as I massaged the sole.

      Ros took a seat on the wide boulder and stretched his arms above his head.  “Stopping isn’t such a bad idea, but only if we don’t stop for too long.”

      I wrinkled my nose.  “Do you really think Corvinus has sicced a bunch of… what do you call them?”

      “Lurkers, and it wouldn’t be the first time he did so,” Ros warned me as he looked up and down the deserted road.  “But even taking these side roads, we should reach the foothills this evening.”

      I looked up the road which lay to our right and beheld the same snow-capped mountains I had seen at the river.  Now, though, after ten days of walking, they were much closer.  Their grassy foothills started only a few miles off and stretched for miles into deep valleys and even a few plateaus filled with white-barked trees.

      I squinted at the rocky outcroppings that looked like towering fortifications.  “So, there’s supposed to be a city in there?”

      He lifted his eyes to the mountains and nodded.  “An ancient one.  Brother Collins used to tell me tales about it when I was young, and I went looking for it after my… well, after I left home.  Took me five years of searching, but I found it.”

      I scooted closer to him and lifted both my eyebrows.  “And?”

      He shrugged.  “It’s a ruined city.  Whatever majesty it used to have was washed away by time and rain.”

      My face drooped.  “Is that it?  And we’re going to a place like that to find out more about my prophecy?”

      A smile slipped onto his lips as he nodded.  “Yep.  Though most of the city is just a jumbled mess of stone, the library was kept up by a branch of the ruling family.  None of the looters really wanted books, so they’ve been able to keep the library nearly intact for all these years.”

      I tilted my head to one side.  “Nearly intact?”

      Some of his good humor faltered.  “Corvinus and others like him have stolen some of the more valuable tomes, those that deal with the darker spells of the world.  He discarded the ones that proved worthless to the libraries of Mavros.”

      “And that’s why you were hoping Collins could find something in them to help you guys figure out about those ships,” I finished for him.

      He nodded.  “Exactly.”

      “What I wouldn’t do for one of those ships right now…” I murmured to myself as I eased my massaged foot onto the ground.  I froze and winced when a sharp pain shot up my leg.

      Ros looked me over with a concerned expression.  “Are you alright?”

      I smiled at him.  “You wouldn’t happen to be hiding a pair of wings underneath your clothes, do you?”

      He grinned and shook his head.  “I wish, but we haven’t had wings in a long time.”

      I blinked at him.  “What do you mean?”

      A pensive expression slipped onto his lips as he looked down at his hands that hung between his parted legs.  “When my ancestors were first endowed with the Pactus we looked quite different, at least according to the descriptions and pictures from centuries past.  We were taller than most men, at least according to the descriptions, and all of those that were granted the gift to be a dragon had large leathery wings that could somehow be hidden when not being used.  Apparently, it was a sight to behold when a whole family went out to war leading the charge from the sky.”

      I couldn’t help but glance at his empty back.  “So, what happened?”

      He straightened and shrugged.  “Somehow down the long years, the wings grew smaller with each successive generation until they disappeared entirely.”  He folded his arms over his chest and furrowed his brow.  “Even Corvinus’ lineage had wings, but they’ve lost them, too.”

      “So, there are no flying dragons?” I guessed.

      He shook his head.  “Not a one, though admittedly there are few dragons left, period.  Of the five kingdoms of the dragons, only three remain, but” He eased himself onto his feet and turned to face me with a bittersweet smile, “that’s time for you.  It moves on and the rest of us just have to keep up.”

      I sighed and stood, disregarding the complaints from my feet.  “A not-so-subtle hint that I need to get my butt moving?”

      He flashed me a grin.  “It’s an admirable ass.  I’d hate not seeing it again.”

      I snorted.  “That’s a lame pickup line.”

      Ros blinked at me.  “A what?”

      My face fell a little and I shook my head.  “Forget it.  Just an old saying from my world.  Anyway, we’re in yours and that means,” I scooted around him and pressed my hands against the back of his shirt, pushing him down the road, “you need to lead the way.”

      He twisted his head around and grinned but didn’t try to get out of my pushy clutches.  “No need.  This road leads straight to where we need to go.”  He cast his eyes further down to my hands and his good humor faded a little.  “We might find some gloves for you there, too, if you want.”

      I released his back and sidled up to him where I looked at my bare hand.  “I should…”

      Ros studied me for a long moment before he looked ahead and smiled.  “You’d look good in work gloves.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.  “Come again?”

      He shrugged.  “Or evening gloves, or the fashionable ones women wear that don’t have the fingertips.  I think you’d look good in all of them.”

      I blushed and stared down at the ground.  “I don’t know about that…”

      “I do.”  I whipped my head up in time to watch him stretch his arms above his head before he crossed them behind his back.  “You even looked good in those frumpy clothes the good father gave to you, and that’s hard to do for even the handsomest among us.”

      I snorted.  “Even for you?”

      A grin stretched across his face.  “Even for me.”

      I couldn’t help but smile as I shook my head.  “Anyway, how many miles do we have?  I want to warn my feet about their impending doom-hey!”

      Ros had swept me off my feet and into his arms.  Instinct told me to grab him around the neck, but I jerked back before my Familiar magic kicked in.  Instead, I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at him.  “I can walk!”

      “You were just saying you couldn’t,” he pointed out as he strolled ahead.  “And my ancestors may have lost my wings, but we haven’t lost any of our strength, now enjoy the carry.”

      I settled into his arms and did as he commanded.  The day was warm, the breeze a gentle kiss on my cheeks, and the trees swayed lazily against the wind as we passed through the tunnel-like road.

      I noticed the ground had slowly been rising, and the more miles we left behind the steeper the climb became.  The short hills on either side of us fell away and revealed a rocky plateau that shared a jagged border with the foothills of the majestic mountains.  Though their tops were craggy, their sides were gently sloped, and small, tree-covered highlands were everywhere to be seen.

      Our road wound its way via switchbacks and long slopes up the mountainside, though Ros stopped us at the start of the steeper climb.  A cabin sat beside the road, and a plume of white smoke rose out of the chimney.  At our coming the wooden door opened and a wizened old man shuffled out.

      He wore a simple vest made from the rough wool of some sheep-like animal, and his short trousers were of smoothed leather.  A pair of heavy boots covered his feet, and he walked with a slight hunch in his shoulders with his hands clasped behind his back.  He had combed back his full head of white hair and a pair of spectacles pinched the end of his long nose.  One of his hands clasped a thick wooden cane.

      The man stopped beside the road and squinted at us through the glasses.  “Were you wanting some supplies before you climbed up?”

      Ros set me down on my feet and opened his arms wide.  “Old man!”

      The old man’s eyes widened before his bushy eyebrows crashed down.  He jabbed the flat bottom of the cane at Ros and his face was a picture of fury.  “You!  You owe me a goat!”
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      I blinked at the old man before I lifted my gaze to the bemused Ros.  “Do you two need to be alone?  Because if this is going to get weird…”

      Ros stepped forward and smiled at the angry old man.  “I don’t have a spare goat on me, but I do have some spare coins.”

      He reached for his pocket, but the old man jerked his arms forward with more speed than I would have given him credit.  The end of the cane smacked Ros’ hand, and the dragon yanked his hand back and frowned.  “I’m just getting out a bag of coins!”

      The old man shook his head.  “I don’t want your coins!  I want my Agatha back!”

      I raised an eyebrow at Ros.  “What’s going on here?”

      He ran a hand through his disheveled but still handsome hair and sighed.  “I accidentally left the gate open to his goat pen, and his favorite goat got out and disappeared.”

      “Disappeared up there!” the old man snapped as he swung his cane around to point up the winding road.  “And that was two months ago!  I haven’t seen her since and you-” The door to the cabin opened and a girl of sixteen stepped out.

      The girl was of average height with long, luxurious brown hair that flowed down her back.  She was not beautiful, but there was a simple elegance to her that one couldn’t help but admire.  The woman wore a plain tan dress that stopped at the ankles, and brown leather shoes covered her feet.

      She also wore a soulless expression on her face.

      There was nothing in those empty, unblinking eyes as she wandered out of the cabin, neglecting even to close the door.  Her feet shuffled along the ground, scraping the earth and dirtying her shoes as her arms hung lifeless against her sides.

      “Catarina…”

      The whisper came from the old man who dropped his cane and hurried over to her.  He grasped her arms, and she stared down at him, but there was no semblance of recognition in those eyes.

      “This way, Catarina,” he pleaded as he guided her back to the cabin.

      He gave her a small push into the building, and she shuffled forward without complaint.  Hell, without any sound.  He shut the door behind her and pressed his palms against the front.  The man hunched forward and closed his eyes as a heavy sigh escaped his lips.

      Ros took a step forward, and his face was marked by pity.  “She has the shade.”

      The old man lifted his head and looked forlornly at the door.  “She wandered off the road too far the other day looking for Agatha and hasn’t recovered yet.”

      My heart felt strangely heavy as I watched the woman wander off.  “What’s wrong with her?”

      The old man turned to us and frowned at Ros.  “Doesn’t she know?”  His eyes widened slightly, and he limped down the short path to where he had dropped his cane.  He snatched the stick from the ground and pointed the bottom at Ros.  “You’re taking her up there without warning her about the shades, aren’t you?”

      Ros held up his hands in front of himself and sheepishly smiled at him.  “I was going to tell her after we passed your cabin.”

      The old man scoffed.  “Likely as not you’d be stupid enough to lose a beautiful woman to the Shade.”  He turned to me and set his cane on the ground, which he leaned heavily against on both hands.  “The Shade, my dear, is the darkness that lingers here on Baringgate Mountain.”  He nodded at the slope with its meandering trail.  “Anyone who goes off the trail sees… something, and when they come back, if they ever do, they’re not the same for a while.”

      “For three days they act like all the life has left them,” Ros spoke up as he folded his arms over his chest.  “And then they’re back to their normal selves after that.”

      The old man glared at Ros.  “Not if they go eating drim.”

      I lifted an eyebrow at Ros, who pursed his lips.  “It’s an herb found only on this mountain.  Many people who live on the slopes collect the herb and sell it for its unique flavor.  Normally it’s bitter, but after it’s cooked it has a smooth texture to it.”

      “And eating that stuff makes whatever’s wrong with them last longer,” the old man chimed in as he closed his eyes.  “I’ve seen it last months at a time when a strapping lad couldn’t be stopped from eating the herb.  They finally had to lock him in a cellar for a week, feeding him through a hole in the door.”  He gave a great shudder.  “Gods forbid I would have to do that to Catarina…”

      My heart fell as I returned my attention to the suffering man.  “I’m sorry about Catarina.”

      The old man shook his head.  “No need for you to apologize for that, miss.”  He shot Ros a harsh look and wagged his cane at him.  “Him, on the other hand, needs to do more than just apologize.”

      Ros raised an eyebrow.  “You want me to go off the path in search of your goat?”

      “If that’s what it takes, then yes!” the old man snapped as he clapped the cane against the ground.  “Catarina’s a kind soul and won’t stop looking until Agatha’s found!  That means you have to find her first!”

      Ros cast a furtive glance at me and pursed his lips.  “Now may not be the best time-”

      “Now is just the time!” the old man insisted.

      Ros nodded at me.  “Then you’d have me leave her on the path, or take her with me?  You can see for yourself she doesn’t know her way around.”

      The old man whipped his head to me, and his fury withered.  His shoulders drooped a little and his hands shook before he grasped the crook of his cane tighter.  “I guess I can, but you still owe me a look around for Agatha.”

      “We’ll keep our eyes open as we head up to the village,” Ros promised as his posture relaxed.  “Now about those supplies you offered us earlier.”

      The old man wrinkled his nose.  “I won’t be giving it out for free if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      Ros patted his pocket and the bag of coins jingled.  “We can pay.”

      The shopkeeper eyed him with suspicion one last time before he jerked his head over his shoulder.  “Then come into the shop.”

      He guided us up the hill to the rear of the cabin where a small shed was attached to the back wall.  The old man led us inside and revealed a plain garden shed with some weathered shovels, a wheelbarrow, and a large collection of worn boots.

      Ros eyed the two dozen pairs of shoes with amusement.  “You’ve added to your collection.”

      “Keeps the vermin from looking in here too long, if you know what I mean,” the man replied as he shuffled over to the far corner of the shed.  He tossed aside a mess of rotten leather and revealed a trap door with a ring handle.  The old man grasped the handle and tried to pull, but the door only lifted a few inches before it dropped down with a loud thump.  “What a time not to have Catarina…”

      “Let me,” Ros offered as he stepped up to the old man.

      Before the proprietor could argue, he had opened the door and revealed a narrow set of steep stone steps that led into darkness.  Ros snatched an oil lantern from the nearby wall and the old man drew out a match which he struck against one of the pieces of leather.  A flame burst into life and soon the lantern burned brightly.

      The old man snatched the lantern from Ros and held it over the hole.  “Mind your steps.  I’ve had more than a few customers stay as boarders.”

      He eased himself down the stairs and disappeared out of sight.  Ros offered me his hand and I snorted at him.  “Thanks for the thought, but I’ll be okay.”

      “Oh, right,” he returned as he dropped his hand.  “Sorry about that.  Habit.”

      I smiled.  “It’s a good habit.”

      “We’ll get you some gloves down here,” Ros assured me as he stared down the hole with a bemused smile.  “He usually has quite a stock of oddities.”
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      I glanced at the steep stairs.  The old man’s light illuminated a large space, and even as I stood there more lights were lit down below.  I took a deep breath and eased myself down the steps.  The narrow stairs opened into a room as large as the shed and cabin combined.  The walls had been hewn from the rock and earth but then been smoothed and plastered over with a thick coating of whitewash.

      The walls were also covered in all manner of hiking gear and preserved foodstuffs.  Shelves contained cans and pouches of dried meats and vegetables and hanging from hooks beside those were small leather pouches, toothed saws, and even hiking boots.  It was an emporium of simplistic survival gear.  There was even a small rack of homemade clothes.  They were like the simple threads Giles wore but made of sturdy leather and wool.

      The only thing out of place among the rugged supplies was a wooden sign above the long counter at the back.  The wood had been stained to a shine and the words ‘Giles’ Store’ had been written in a neat, flourishing hand.

      I nodded at the sign.  “That’s a cute sign.”

      The old man looked up and puffed out his chest a little.  “Catarina made that for me.  Thought it would brighten the place up.”

      Ros grasped the handle of a pair of short herb shears and examined the shiny blade.  “You’ve expanded your inventory since I was last here.”

      Giles shrugged.  “Got a lot of people lately looking to make a quick profit on the herbs.  Apparently, the city folk have gotten a taste for some of them, and what’s fashionable there makes a nice coin here.”

      I swept my eyes over the room and lifted an eyebrow.  “Why do you hide the stuff down here?”

      “Lots of folks have come here searching for centuries for any treasure left at Rivenburn,” Giles told me as he shuffled over to the counter where a cushioned wooden chair stood.  He eased himself into the seat and leaned back with a soft sigh.  “Some of them want to make as much profit as they can, so they used to break into the shed and steal what they needed.  That was fifteen years ago.  It took me that long to get this place dug out and fixed up, but now I’ve got a pretty good store with everything anybody could need.”

      Ros turned to me and held out a pair of thick elbow-length gloves.  “Even gloves.  Give them a try.”

      I took the gloves and slipped them on my arms.  They were slightly snug, but that meant there wasn’t any chance of them sliding off.  Ros held out his hand to me with his palm turned upward.  I bit my lower lip but set my hand in his palm.  Nothing.

      Warm glee filled me as I grinned up at his smiling face.  “A perfect fit.”

      He grinned back at me.  “Good.  Now let’s get a few more things and we can start heading up the path.”

      “Wait a moment,” Giles spoke up as he held out his hand.  “Let me see those coins before you start pawing over the merchandise.”

      Ros had a look of amusement on his face as he drew out the wrinkled leather pouch, worn by many swimmings, and dipped his hand inside.  He drew out one of the barons and dropped it into Giles’ wrinkled palm.

      The old man’s jaw hit the ground and his eyes bulged out of his head.  “A baron!”  His eyebrows crashed down and he rolled his narrowed eyes up at Ros.  “Is this real?”

      “As real as you or me,” Ros assured him as he pocketed the pouch.  “Now how much food can we buy with that?”

      Giles bit into the coin and stared in amazement at the undented metal before he pocketed the money.  He leaned back and stroked his chin between his thumb and finger.  “Well, you might be able to buy some food-”

      “You mean all the food,” Ros mused as he picked up a packet of meat and weighed the morsels in his hand.  “Unless your prices have gone up.”

      Giles frowned at him.  “There’s been some inflation!”

      Ros laughed as he snatched a backpack from its hanger which he began to fill.  “Not enough to make you give up your integrity, and what would Catarina say if she saw you swindling paying customers?”

      A pained look passed over Giles’ face before his shoulders drooped.  “Very well.  You know what you can take, but” He wagged a finger at Ros, “mind you don’t take any more than that!”

      Ros filled one backpack and pushed it into my hands.  “I don’t think we could carry any more than that.  And do you have some of your homemade lamps?”

      “‘Course I do,” Giles affirmed as he eased himself out of his seat and shuffled over to a wooden locker in the corner behind his chair.  “I just don’t give them out to anyone, you know.”

      I lifted both eyebrows at Ros.  “Homemade lamps?”

      “This,” Giles spoke up as he turned to me with one arm extended.

      He grasped in his hand a metal wire handle from which hung an old-fashioned oil lamp, much like the one he had used to light his way down into the cellar.  However, the oval-shaped glass framework in which the wick and oil were supposed to be contained was empty of everything except for two small rocks.  The stones were pinned to the top and bottom by wire clasps, and they both showed off a soft white glow.

      Giles shuffled over to the counter and set the lamp on top.  “I’ve only got one of these, so you’ll have to make do with that.”

      Ros shouldered his own full backpack and walked over to the counter where he snatched the lamp.  “That’s good enough for us.  I don’t expect we’ll be heading very far off the torches, anyway.”

      Giles nodded at me.  “See that you don’t, at least for her sake.  When you get her back down the mountain then you can look around for Agatha.”

      Ros grinned.  “I don’t make any promises, but we’ll see what happens.  Anyway, thanks for the supplies.”  Giles grumbled a few words of welcome as Ros turned to me.  “Ready to go?”

      I adjusted the backpack that hung over one of my shoulders.  “I guess.”

      We climbed out of the cellar with Giles following behind, and he shuffled out of the shed and onto the road.  He cast a quick look at the cabin.  The door was still shut.  “Mind you take care of your lady friend there, Ros.  She seems too good a sort to be following you, and that means she deserves to get back without getting the Shade on her.”

      Ros turned to the old man with a slightly grim look on his face and nodded.  “I’ll be sure to do that, and I hope when we come back, we’ll sit down to eat Catarina’s good strew.”

      Giles’ face fell.  “So do I…”

      Ros clapped a hand on the old man’s shoulder and gave him a soft smile.  “I’m sure she’ll be fine, and we’ll see you later.”

      Ros led me up the gentle curve and onto the narrowing road.  Trees and bushes surrounded us on either, and they stretched all the way up and down the mountain.  Their thick foliage meant we couldn’t see more than the straight road ahead of us, and that turned a corner only a few dozen yards ahead.  A few small boulders also crowded the road, though many showed signs of having been chipped down over many centuries.

      My mind was full of questions as I looked up at Ros.  “If the Shade stuff never lasts very long then why is Giles so worried about Catarina?”

      He pursed his lips as he stared ahead.  “Wouldn’t you wonder that maybe, just once, the effects didn’t wear off?”

      I shuddered.  “I guess I would, and I guess that stuff they can eat to make it last longer wouldn’t help me feel better.”

      “Drim is definitely a concern,” Ros agreed as we rounded our first bend in the road and were presented with a longer stretch to the next corner.  He stopped and pointed at a small bush no taller than a foot that resembled a pepper plant.  “There’s some of it now.”

      I stooped and studied the plant.  The leaves were long and pointed, with six veins on either side of the main artery.  A few fluffy balls like cotton hung from the spindly branches.  The herb gave off a strange odor I couldn’t quite place and didn’t quite like.  “Can it hurt anyone if it isn’t cooked?”

      He shook his head.  “It doesn’t seem to, other than people with the Shade.”

      I plucked a bit of the cotton and lifted it to my nostrils.  The moment the herb touched my face, however, a burning sensation struck me.  I gave a yelp and threw the herb to the ground before I stumbled back.  My careless legs would have carried me through the narrow divide and down to the lower part of the path if Ros hadn’t grabbed my hand and yanked me against him.

      He cupped my chin in his hand and pulled my face up.  His eyebrows crashed down as he studied my features.  “Does it sting?”

      I nodded.  My lips felt puffy enough that it was a little difficult to talk.  “Yeah.  Can you see what’s wrong?”

      Ros pursed his lips.  “You have swelling on the lower part of your face.  Have you ever had this reaction to anything before?”  I shook my head, and he turned his attention to the small plant.  “We’ll have to make sure you don’t eat anything with drim in it.”

      My heart skipped a beat.  “Do you think I’ll die?”

      “I’d rather not find out.”
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