
        
            
                
            
        


	 

 

A Beth-Hill Novel:

Jacob Lane Series, 




Book 3: The Eighth Room

 

[image: Image]

 

By Jennifer St. Clair

 

 

 

[image: Image]

http://www.writers-exchange.com

 


 

 

A Beth-Hill Novel: Jacob Lane Series, Book 3: The Eighth Room 

Copyright 2004, 2015 Jennifer St. Clair 

Writers Exchange E-Publishing 

PO Box 372 

ATHERTON QLD 4883 

 

Cover Art by: Jatin

 

Published by Writers Exchange E-Publishing 

http://www.writers-exchange.com  

 

ISBN 1 920972 56 0 

 

The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author's imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the publisher.








This book is dedicated to my other #1 Fan.

(You know who you are.)

 

 

 


 

 

Contents

 

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

About the Author

If you want to read more about other books by this author, they are listed on the following pages...

A Beth-Hill Novel (Stand Alone Novels)

A Beth-Hill Novel: Jacob Lane Series

A Beth-Hill Novella: Karen Montgomery Series

A Beth-Hill Novel: The Abby Duncan Series

A Beth-Hill Novel: The Shadows Trilogy

A Beth-Hill Novel: Wild Hunt Series

Secrets When in Shadow Lie

The Chelsea Chronicles

The Dead Who Do Not Sleep

 


 

 

Prologue

 

"For almost two hundred years, we've kept our people closed away from those who live on the land. That's about to change." 

Sean stood in front of his father's throne and tried to stand tall. He did not feel like an ambassador. He felt like a very small pup, not a grown-up about to embark on a quest. He wanted to feel his mother's arms around him one last time before he stepped onto the boat that would take him to the mainland. 

He wanted to make the last two years go away. The horror. The deaths. The war.  

The war. 

No one but the direct royal family--Sean, his father, his mother, and his Uncle Eron-knew the real reason for this quick reversal of two hundred years of solitude.  

His father did not expect to win this war. Sean was being sent away--to a school, no less, filled with...humans--and others--to save his life. As the heir to the Selkie throne, Sean was the number one target for the assassins employed by the other side. 

But since his father's enemies were Finfolk, and unable to walk on the land, sending Sean to Darkbrook had been seen as a good idea. 

A smart move. 

Sean wrenched his mind away from the past and concentrated on his father's words. Did anyone else hear the quiver of fear in his father's voice? Did anyone else realize how badly the last skirmish had scourged his father's army?  

"You will be our ambassador, my son." 

Did anyone else see the tears in his father's eyes? 

"May the water always flow beneath your feet." 

Sean bowed his head as his father approached. The courtiers murmured behind them, a much-reduced gaggle of nobles. The hall had once resounded with song. It had been silent now for months. 

A chain slipped around Sean's head, and a familiar pendant swung to rest against his chest. Sean raised his head as the length of chain began to shrink, its magical properties too ancient to reproduce in these modern days. The pendant was twin to one that had been lost many years ago; lost, in fact, along with one of Sean's kin who had abandoned the undersea life to live with a human woman far away from the ocean. 

The large sapphire glittered against Sean's chest. The ornate silver setting, a circle of stylized waves, perhaps, had been fashioned by an ancient king. Sean's father had worn the pendant up until now. 

"Father..." Sean clutched the symbol of his father's kingship. "What is this?" 

"Keep it safe, Sean." The king covered Sean's hand with one of his own. Slightly webbed, even in human form. Calloused, yet soft. A strong hand. "That pendant holds the key to our kingdom and much more. Keep it safe." He turned away.  

Sean's Uncle Eron appeared, his hawkish face grave. "It's time." 

All at once, Sean did not want to go. He tried to pull the pendant from around his neck, but the chain would not lengthen or break. "Father!" 

Uncle Eron took Sean's arm. "This is the only way," he said. "We've discussed this many times before." 

Sean's father vanished behind a set of beaded pearl curtains that stretched up to the roof of the coral palace. The courtiers drifted away. The pall of silence crept in to block Sean's ears and mouth and nose, until he gasped for air. 

Uncle Eron gently tugged him towards the side door. "Sean, it's time. Your bags are packed. You've said your goodbyes." 

My final goodbyes? Sean wanted to shout, but the terrible silence would not let the words escape. He closed his eyes and imagined what would happen if he shifted shape and fled into the wildlands, perhaps, or somewhere other than the mainland.  

"Sean." His uncle's voice shattered the silence. "It's time." 

With one last look at the palace, Sean allowed his uncle to pull him out the door to where the carriage bobbed up and down against the tide. His bags were packed and stored behind the carriage, covered in waterproof skins. Even the narwhal hitched to the carriage failed to impress. After watching that last battle, and the sharks the Finfolk had brought with them... 

Sean shuddered and closed his eyes as the carriage lurched forward. 

"Perhaps it's better if you sleep," Uncle Eron said, and covered him with a blanket made of sea-silk, that rare and costly fabric that had once been so plentiful. Like the Selkies themselves, the sea-spinners had fallen under the onslaught of the Finfolk, dwindling away until they, too, became legend. 

Sean awoke when the carriage drifted to a stop. He opened his eyes to find the narwhal could go no further--forcing it into the shallows courted death for such a noble steed. 

This would be the trickiest part of their journey. A lot could happen in the shallows, without the protection of the narwhal's long horn. 

Uncle Eron climbed out of the carriage, his whole body tense and wary. "We have to be careful now," he said. "There should be people waiting for us on shore, but we have to get to shore first." 

He hefted one of Sean's bags. "Be ready to run, if necessary. All that matters is that you get to shore, Sean. Remember that." 

Sean stepped out of the carriage and picked up his other bag. Sea-silk again, worth more than the contents of Sean's father's kingdom. He slung the other one over his shoulder. And then, thus burdened, they made their way from outcropping to outcropping, through waving sea fans and debris littered desolation, until they reached the shore. Without a single attack, or scout spotted, even. Without one sign of Finfolk. 

He should have been suspicious, just of that. 

Sean had never been so happy to breathe air in his entire life. He slogged through the sand, relishing the feel of it between his toes, waiting for his uncle to indicate which way to go. 

He turned, just in time to see his uncle fall, trapped in the shallows by two Finfolk whose rusty blades of iron ran black with blood in the moonlight.  

Of course, iron was anathema to Selkie-folk. Selkie blood was too magical to withstand the deadly metal for long. 

Sean drew his sword anyway. It wasn't iron, of course. But it would do. 

"Go back!" His uncle's voice was a rattling croak. "Go back! Run!" 

Sean ignored him. He could not leave Uncle Eron to die. He could not. No matter what his father had said. No matter what might happen to him. 

Finfolk had no human form. If Sean could get his uncle away from them, they would not be able to follow. 

He ran into the water and slashed at the nearest Fin. The beast drew back, snarling, its cold eyes reflecting moonlight. Uncle Eron managed to unsheath his sword to hack at the other Fin, but it buried its blade in his side before Sean could drive it away.  

Buried its blade in his side, up to the hilt. Uncle Eron sagged in the Fin's arms, his face gray. 

Sean screamed. With a strength borne of desperation and fury, he rushed at the two Fin, parrying their blows and struggling to remember what he had been taught. One of the Fin got in a lucky blow and sliced through Sean's pants, but the blade only nicked his skin. 

The other Fin had to release Uncle Eron to parry Sean's wild thrusts. Without pausing to consider the consequences, Sean drove them back, then bent to grab his Uncle's arm and pull him to safety. 

The Fin fell back. Sean did not wonder why until something barked behind him in the forest, and a small spurt of water erupted inches from Uncle Eron's flaccid hand.  

Another bark from the forest. An explosion, almost. Loud enough to echo. Sean turned and something caught him in the shoulder, a searing pain that spun him around and left him dizzy and sick as his sword fell from nerveless fingers. He stumbled over Uncle Eron's body as the thing in the forest barked again. Another little spurt of water, inches away. He fell to his knees, across Uncle Eron's body. 

A streak of pain coursed across his back. Sean scrabbled in the shallow water for his sword, but he knew even as he searched that his sword was no match against this weapon. 

He could not move his left arm at all. His fingers would not curl around Uncle Eron's arm to pull him... where? Obviously, neither the land nor the sea held sanctuary for them. Sean knelt over his uncle's body and closed his eyes. This was the end, then. His father's grand plan to keep him safe had failed. 

His good hand closed over the pendant. He had to keep it safe. But how? 

This time, something roared in the forest. A streak of flame lit the night sky. A monstrous shape rose over the trees, blotting out the moon. 

For a moment, Sean forgot everything but the awesome figure of the dragon above him. A clawed foot sank into sand, leaving a footprint behind the size of a small pond. The creature ducked its head and emerged from the trees with a wriggling figure in its mouth. The moon glinted off the dragon's teeth for a long moment before it crunched its jaws together and gulped the tasty morsel down. 

Sean ducked as the dragon's tail swished over his head. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the two Fin vanish beneath the ocean's surface, escaping before the dragon plucked them out of the water and had them for an after-dinner snack. 

Should he flee, too? He started to struggle to his feet and realized that his shirtsleeve and arm were wet with blood. His blood. The searing pain in his shoulder had sharpened now, but he still could not move his fingers. He hugged his wounded arm against his body, tucking it safely against his chest. 

How would it feel to be eaten by a dragon? 

The dragon roared again, breathing fire across the ocean waters. Something yelped behind Sean, but he didn't turn his head to see what the dragon had burned.  

Black spots danced in front of his eyes. The pain turned to ice in his veins, draining away what strength he had remaining and leaving him with nothing. Blood crept down his arm and dripped into the sea. 

Would his father taste the faint tang of his blood across the ocean currents? 

The dragon reared up. Sean braced himself for death. He closed his eyes, hand falling away from the pendant, muscles limp now as he imagined the dragon's teeth splitting both skin and muscle and crushing his bones. 

His ears popped. The immense awareness of the dragon vanished. In its place, human-seeming hands lifting him up and dragging him across the sand. A worried face appeared in his line of vision. A human face, with dragon eyes. White hair, cut short. An old face that reminded Sean of his grandfather. 

A voice spoke. "Niklas, did you have to eat him?" 

"He was about to finish him off, Lucas." The dragon's voice rumbled in Sean's ears. "I think Eron is dead. Will you check?" 

The ice crept into Sean's lungs. He drew a breath and his teeth chattered together like castanets. He knew about castanets, because he had studied human music once upon a time. And he'd made some, under the sea. Out of shells, of course. Scallop shells worked best. 

"He's dead," the other voice reported. "Damn it. What went wrong? How did they find out where we were to meet?" 

"Since when did the Finfolk have Selkie allies?" Niklas asked. His hands tore the fabric of Sean's shirt away from the wound in his shoulder. "The one I ate had Selkie blood, at least. He might have been a halfbreed, but..." 

Sean sucked in a breath. "Iron..." He could not force another word past frozen lips.  

A shape loomed out of the darkness. This time, it was an old man. Human, perhaps, with shocking blue eyes. 

But how could his eyes be blue in darkness? 

"Sean?" The old man knelt on the bloody sand. His warm hands leeched some of the ice away as he gently touched the gaping wound. "Don't close your eyes. Stay awake for me. Can you do that?" To the dragon, he asked, "Did the bullet pass through?" 

Sean licked his lips and tried to focus on the old man's face. "Uncle Eron?" 

"I'm sorry." The dragon's rough voice echoed inside Sean's head. "We didn't get here in time." 

A tear--scalding hot--crept down Sean's cheek. He tried to shake his head, to deny the knowledge, but deep down inside he had already known his uncle was dead. 

"And so your people grow closer to extinction," the old man murmured, smoothing Sean's hair against his forehead. "My name is Lucas, Sean. Lucas Lane. I was supposed to meet you and your Uncle here at midnight and take you both to Darkbrook. I am so sorry that we didn't make it in time to save your Uncle's life."  

The tears would not stop. Sean tried to push past crushing grief and the paralyzing ice, but he did not have enough strength to win free. He closed his eyes, only wanting to retreat from the knowledge that his Uncle was dead. Only wanting to rest for a bit before he tried to comprehend what had happened. 

"Sean." Lucas' hand closed over his good shoulder. "Don't slip away. Not yet. Listen to me." His voice held some sort of power that drew Sean out of darkness and into awareness again. 

He opened his eyes. Blinked up at the two faces above him. 

"Niklas, take him to Darkbrook." Lucas stood and turned towards the sea. "He'll die from shock if that wound isn't treated. Or the iron will kill him." 

"And where will you go?" Niklas asked, his voice only mildly curious.

"Into the sea, of course," Lucas replied. "Someone has to tell his father." 

"If he has a father left," Niklas whispered, almost too low for Sean to hear.

Sean clutched at the dragon's arm. "M..." He struggled to force the words past numb lips. "My... my father... was alive..." 

Would he be able to bear it if Lucas found his father dead? His entire family slaughtered? The palace ransacked? 

His eyes drifted closed again. No amount of struggling would force them to open.  

Something whooshed overhead. The great weight of the dragon bore down upon him again, an immense creature he could sense without opening his eyes. 

A clawed hand gently curled around his chest. A strong arm supported his back, nestling his body against smooth scales and a heat that stung his icy skin. 

"Fly," he heard Lucas say. "Don't stop for anything. Get him to the infirmary as soon as you land." 

"There will be sightings," Niklas said. His voice was an avalanche now, an earthquake; the roar of a hurricane. 

Sightings, Sean thought. Of dragons? 

"We'll deal with them later," Lucas said. "And I'll meet you at Darkbrook. Now, go." 

Wind whipped Sean's hair away from his face. He felt the dragon's muscles tense to spring, and then...and then they were flying. 

They had to be flying. Nothing else could make him feel so secure and so precarious at the same time. Nestled deep within the dragon's arms, Sean tried to honor Lucas' request that he stay awake, but he could not fight the pull of darkness. 

He could not fight. So he let sleep carry him away, into blessed, dream-free night. 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 1

 

Jacob had just walked into the library when a dragon landed in Darkbrook's front yard. 

The sight wouldn't have been as unusual a century ago, but in this modern day of airplanes and satellites, the dragons preferred to keep a low profile and stay in human form when not in the safety of their realm. 

This dragon had no such qualms. As she watched, jostled by the students who gaped and whispered around her, it shifted into human form. 

She recognized the white-haired man the dragon became as Niklas, one of the members of the Wizards' Council. He held the body of a boy in his arms. And as he vanished through Darkbrook's front door, Jacob slipped away from the press of students and hurried down the hall. 

Towards the infirmary, of course. 

She wasn't the only one to have that idea. A small, brown bat flew above her as she hurried down the hall, and Ophelia appeared just as she reached the double doors that Niklas would have to walk through if he intended to bring his burden to the infirmary. 

"I smell blood," Ophelia said as soon as Jacob arrived. "Sea-blood." She wrinkled her nose. "And iron." 

The double doors flew open. Jacob and Ophelia dived out of the way as Niklas burst through, clutching the boy to his chest. He was about Jacob's age, his skin pale and waxy, his left shoulder and arm covered with blood. It only took Jacob a moment to realize his fingers were slightly webbed. 

Webbed? What was he, then? And where had he come from? Before Jacob could embarrass herself and ask, a crowd of students appeared around the corner, and she saw Niklas realize that his dramatic entrance had gathered quite an audience. 

"The infirmary," he barked, his glower keeping all but the bravest students at bay.  

"We'll take you there," Ophelia said before Jacob could open her mouth. "Follow us." She swept off down the hall. 

Jacob brought up the rear of the strange little procession. Niklas did not slow down when Ophelia opened the infirmary doors for him. But he nodded his thanks, and delivered his burden into the waiting arms of Beatrice, the same healer who had looked after Jacob two years before after Clara had almost killed her. "Lucas called and said you would be coming," she said in her light, Irish brogue. "He had a bad connection--he sounded like he was underwater!" 

"He was," Niklas said, folding his arms as Beatrice gently laid the boy onto an empty bed. He glanced at the doorway, where Jacob and Ophelia still stood. "You don't need to stay." 

"I'd rather hear the truth than rumors," Jacob said, greatly daring. "And there will be plenty of rumors. Is he going to be okay?" 

"The poor child." A golden light played around Beatrice's hands as she probed the wound in the boy's shoulder. "Shot?" 

"With iron," Niklas said. "This is the crown prince of the Selkies. His name is Sean." He glanced back at Jacob and Ophelia again, but neither of them made any move to leave. "His uncle died trying to get him to safety. Will he live? I'll have to tell Lucas."  

"Uncle Lucas?" Jacob asked before she could stop herself. 

"Don't you two have somewhere to go?" Beatrice frowned at the two girls. "He'll live, Niklas. I've not lost a patient yet and I don't intend to start now." 

Considering Beatrice was at least as old as Uncle Lucas, Jacob thought that had to be a world record. 

The infirmary door burst open again and Principal Whitteldon hurried inside. "What is going on here? I sit down at my desk for a cup of tea and..." His voice trailed away when he saw Sean, lying so still on the bed. "Oh. Who is this?" 

"The crown prince of the Selkies," Niklas said. "His uncle--a very good friend of mine-died in the attack." 

"I'm sorry to hear that," Principal Whitteldon said. "Beatrice? Do you have everything in hand?" 

"He won't die today, if that's what you mean," Beatrice said. "And he'd do much better without any interruptions." She looked pointedly at Jacob and Ophelia.  

"Don't you two have classes?" Principal Whitteldon asked, frowning at them. 

"Actually..." Jacob tried to remember what she had been about to do before Niklas' spectacular landing. "Ummm... I was just about to..." 

"We were just about to ask Miss Elliott about the extra credit project she had posted," Ophelia said smoothly. "But when Jacob recognized Niklas, she thought he might need some help, so we came to help." 

"They did help," Niklas allowed. "It's been a while since I've visited Darkbrook." 

"However, now that the excitement is over and done with, my patient needs his rest." Beatrice smoothed down his short, brown hair. "Did he come with any luggage, or was that, too, lost in the attack?" 

"I'll see what I can salvage, but he'll need some clothing," Niklas said. "Lucas didn't want him to die, so I didn't stop to gather up his things." 

"He won't die," Beatrice said. "See what you can find." She expertly stripped away the rest of his shirt, and gently touched the ornate pendant that hung around his neck. 

Sean's good hand flew up to grab at her wrist. His eyes opened, but they were dazed and filled with pain. His mouth worked soundlessly as he struggled to force something past his lips. 

Beatrice did not react to his awakening. She let him clutch her wrist with desperate strength, and used her other hand to ease a bit more of her Healer's light into his wounded shoulder. 

"You're safe, Sean." Niklas' voice broke the silence. "You're safe. This is Beatrice, our Healer here at Darkbrook." 

Sean licked his lips and released Beatrice's wrist. "Darkbrook?" His gaze drifted past Principal Whitteldon and stopped at Jacob and Ophelia. 

He had a slight accent, Jacob noticed. Almost... Irish in tone. Under Principal Whitteldon's watchful gaze, she gave him a little wave and smiled, suddenly shy. How did someone address a crown prince? 

Ophelia smiled as well. "Welcome to Darkbrook." 

Sean's eyes slid shut. His head fell back against the pillows. 

Beatrice muttered something under her breath and glared at everyone in the room, including Principal Whitteldon. "Out with you! Leave the poor child be!"  

"Keep him safe," Niklas said. "Marcus, I'm sorry. I had no choice but to fly him here."  

Principal Whitteldon held the door open for Niklas, then followed him out. "There will be inquiries, you realize." 

"Lucas said he would take care of it," Niklas replied. 

Jacob and Ophelia exchanged glances, then turned to tiptoe out of the room before Beatrice turned her wrath on them. 

"Girls!" The healer's voice brought them up short. 

Jacob turned around. "Yes, Miss Beatrice?" 

"You may visit him tomorrow if you wish," Beatrice said. "He's all alone here, after all."

"We'd love to visit him," Ophelia said before Jacob could speak. 

Jacob stared at Ophelia. "We would?" she whispered. 

Ophelia's nod barely indicated the door. "But now we need to get to the library to talk to Miss Elliott about that extra credit project," she said. "See you tomorrow."  Before Jacob could say anything else, Ophelia grabbed her hand and pulled her out the door. 

"What was that all about?" Jacob asked. The hallways were empty now. She had no doubt that Principal Whitteldon had something to do with dispersing the crowd.  

"There's something strange going on," Ophelia said, staring back at the infirmary doors. "Selkies haven't been seen on land for almost two hundred years. Daddy claimed they were extinct." 

"Some people think vampires aren't real," Jacob pointed out. "Or dragons. Or werewolves." 

"This is different." Ophelia said. "Selkies are sea-folk. And sea-folk don't mix with land-folk." 

"Well, they're mixing now," Jacob said. "I still don't see what the big deal is. Uncle Lucas told me that Darkbrook was created for all species. So why shouldn't there be Selkies here?" 

"It has something to do with the early history of Darkbrook," Ash said, appearing beside them. "And if you ever get back to the library to ask Miss Elliott about the extra credit project, you might eventually find out more than you want to know about Selkies." 

Jacob had long-since grown used to ghosts appearing and disappearing at will. Ophelia had ghosts living with her in the family castle, so neither girl was a bit startled at his appearance. 

"And of course you would know all about it, being Darkbrook's Historian," Jacob said. "So why is Sean's presence so important?" And did Sean realize the importance of his arrival? She doubted it; he hadn't seemed very coherent in the brief time he'd been awake. 

"Meet me in the library," Ash said, giving her one of the opaque looks he was rather famous for. "Both of you. In ten minutes." 

"Ghosts," Ophelia grumbled. "They always have to be mysterious!" 

Perhaps Ash did have a good reason for wanting to meet in the library. Jacob could give him the benefit of the doubt. "Were you really going to ask Miss Elliott about the extra credit project?" She had not seen Ophelia in the library before Niklas landed in Darkbrook's front yard. 

"I am now," Ophelia said. "Let's go." 
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