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IN DEATH’S SHADOW




After three hundred years, Princess Maia is
done with dryads.

 


Imprisoned by the wood folk for a crime she
didn’t commit, Princess Maiasora Silvercloak wants her life back.
If she finds the Key to the Twelve Realms and returns it to the
dryads by the summer solstice, she’s free. Too bad she has no clue
where to look. And the dryads’ solution might kill her.

 


Master Assassin Quinn Talen wants safe
passage across the dryads’ forest after his last contract put him
in the crossfire. The dryads offer him a deal: Escort a princess on
her quest to find a magical artifact and he’ll be released. One
catch: she’s the daughter of the king who killed his brother.

 


Spell-bound together, they must scour the
world for the pieces of this artifact without getting killed or
killing each other. Falling in love isn’t part of the plan as they
race against time to secure the Key before the deadline. But
nothing’s ever simple when magic is involved and death isn’t the
worst outcome if they fail to find the Key.
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Chapter One




 


Quinn charged through the
snow, each booted foot landing precisely with a muted thud. The
breath puffed out before him with each stride, leaving a tell-tale
sign of his passing as much as his tracks in the snow. His forward
motion remained unhindered by the bow strung across his chest or
small crossbow at his hip.

He’d been running a long
time and his lungs burned from the frigid air sawing in his chest.
He left an easy trail, but it couldn’t be helped and the snow fell
thick enough his prints would disappear. Eventually. Hopefully soon enough
to evade capture by the army of ragged misfits on his tail. He’d
taken out their captain per his contract, but the small page boy
who’d cared for the captain’s dogs returned early from their
evening walk, and caught him leaving.

Quinn might be an assassin,
but he didn’t kill innocent children.

Unfortunately, it had set
the camp all astir and they’d mobilized to come after him. His damn
horse had fallen in with the regiment’s mounts and he’d been unable
to return to it. So he bolted, hurtling straight into a blinding
snowstorm, hoping to make it to the Centaur domain before his
pursuers caught up to him.

The open land seemed to
stretch on forever and he scanned the white drifts ahead for
shelter, or anything to disguise his trail. A dark smudge on the
horizon flashed through the swirling flecks filling the air and he
pushed back his hood to see better. Cliffs? Trees? Army? All were
possibilities, but the wrong choice could have him meeting his dark
patron—death. They hadn’t made a date yet, and Quinn hoped the
encounter hadn’t been added to his current schedule.

Slowing his strides, he
pushed on, dragging the tails of his coat behind him to obscure his
tracks. The wind had stopped and silence followed the crunch of his
feet in the snow. He paused and held his breath, listening over the
thunder of his own heartbeat.

Soft, cotton silence met
his ears and nothing moved on the land except the falling flakes.
He waited a few moments longer, but nothing came to his straining
senses, and he resumed his trek toward the hint of structure on the
horizon.

Time passed in increments
of breaths and heartbeats, but the smudge resolved into a
forest. Shit. That meant he’d miscalculated and hadn’t made it to the
Centaur lands. They had some forest forts, but the trees grew
widely spaced there, and this forest sat choked with thick
undergrowth. Dryads.
Fuck.

The dryads had no love of
humans after some fiasco, the details of which only they
remembered. And I’m as human as they
come. He knew the basics of the story.
Twelve princesses had been charged with espionage and collusion,
and had paid dearly for it. The dryads had turned them into
brightly colored lamps gracing some of their creeks in
response. Served them right.
He had no sympathy, not when their father had put
his own brother to death over their disappearance.

Another world, another
time.

The past couldn’t change
his present. The dryads remained unforgiving and he was out of
time. Voices echoed across the snow and he pulled out his spyglass
to scan the snowy valley behind him. Riders and dogs forged through
the drifts, heading his way.

No hope for it. He’d have
to brave the forest. Quinn cursed under his breath and picked his
way into the undergrowth. The bushes within held no snow, but
slowed his passage. He resisted the urge to climb. If he wanted any
friendliness from the dryads he had to respect their homes. He
pushed his way deeper among the trees and pulled off his bow as he
searched for a good place to hide and wait.

Settling behind some thick
rhododendrons, he pushed his white hood off and grimaced at the
cold biting his ears. He notched an arrow and held it loosely as he
scanned the tree line. Black trunks and shrubs obscured most of his
view, but sound carried well as his trackers approached.

“Cripes, it’s the feckin’
dryad forest, it is. I ain’t goin’ in there!” The rough voice
barely made it over the yelps and barks of the hounds.

“Don’t be such a ninny,
Garlic. You know he went in there and he killed the Cap’n. He
couldn’t have made it far. Go on, now.” Quinn recognized the
captain’s second-in-command.

“No one comes outta there
alive, y’hear? I ain’t goin’ in.” Garlic stood his
ground.

The Second sighed. “Then
send in the hounds. That’s what they’re for, right?”

But the dogs only milled
around in the snow and whined, picking up the fear of their
handler. Quinn’s neck prickled with the dryads’ magic, but he held
his silence and waited.

“Oh for fuck’s sake!” A
whip cracked and the hounds yelped, but none entered the trees.
“Fine. I’ll show you cowards how it’s done.”

The Second spurred his
horse toward the break in the undergrowth, but the animal reared
and squealed in protest. He cursed and yanked the reins, forcing
his mount between the trunks. When the understory proved too thick
to pass, he hacked at it with his sword, scoring the bark and
bushes with his blade.

Whispers and a subsonic
rumbling spread through the woods, raising the hair on the back of
Quinn’s neck. A breeze rattled the bare branches, but he saw no
other movement beyond the man slashing his way into the forest.
Quinn held his bow in a tight grip and breathed shallowly to keep
the white plumes steaming from his nose small.

Suddenly the horse screamed
as vines wrapped around its legs with thorns large enough to see
from a distance. The animal struggled, jerking and lurching
regardless of the man’s grip on its mouth. Bloody foam sprinkled
the trunks and bushes around it and the man shouted in frustration
and fear.

The horse broke free and
reared again, tossing the man from its back before plunging out of
the forest toward its herdmates. The Second hit the ground with a
grunt and slowly turned over. He muttered balefully and pushed up,
only to be pinned to the ground with two great spears. He shrieked
as he writhed around the one through his gut, but the second in his
shoulder held him still.

“Akers?” The men outside
sounded scared.

“I told yous.” Garlic
pulled the hounds back from the trees. “I told yous no one goes in
that comes out.”

Akers’s cries settled down
to whimpers and he tried to reach for his sword, but the thorny
vines curled around the hilt and dragged the blade into the
underbrush. Tall men appeared in the forest as if pine boughs had
learned to walk. Intricate tattoos covered the exposed portions of
their skin, giving the appearance of fine-grained wood. Only three
stood around the pegged man, but Quinn suspected the trees hid
others.

“Men are not welcome here,
human. The message has been made clear.”

“Please, please, I meant no
harm,” Akers wheezed.

“You hacked at our trees,
scarred them, broke our brother shrubs’ branches.” The dryad’s
voice remained implacable. “For that there is a price.”

Akers struggled again, but
the spears held him fast. “We were chasing an assassin who killed
our friend. I had to get through. He came in first…”

“But he did no damage and
he will be dealt with.”

Quinn’s gut sank, but he
held still. No need to draw attention to himself quite
yet.

“Please…”

The lead dryad stared for a
long time then nodded. “Very well, I shall grant you
relief.”

“Thank you.” Akers relaxed
just before a vine snaked around his throat. He inhaled to protest,
but the vine tightened and he squeaked his panic.

“I relieve you of your
ignorant life and you may take your lack of respect with you.
Begone.” The dryad turned away as the vine choked Akers into
silence, his body kicking and shaking. An eerie crunch filled the
forest followed by a wet tearing and the head rolled free of the
twitching body.

“Take the body and bury it.
It shall offer nourishment for the saplings.” The dryad leader
nudged the head with his boot toe. “Toss this out to his
compatriots to renew the warnings.”

Two dryads grasped the body
and tore it from its spear moorings before dragging it away. A
third grasped the head and hurled it out of the trees to land among
the men and dogs still waiting to see if Akers would
return.

Not today.

Panic ensued and they
scrambled away from the forest back the way they’d come.

Quinn had seen his fair
share of death—had dealt most of it—but beheading by vine topped
his list of things to avoid at the moment. He remained crouched,
weighing his options of escape. While they hadn’t attacked him
outright, he suspected the dryads knew where he hid. Quinn returned
the arrow to his quiver and hung his bow across his chest. While he
could probably take down several of them, he stood on their home
turf and they could easily call in reinforcements.

No hope for it. He’d have
to beg forgiveness and asylum. He tugged the hood back onto his
head and stood. No point in hiding. They knew where he was. He
latched the restraints on his visible knives and hatchet, and
crossed his arms over his chest as he waited.

Quinn heard them before
they appeared, but the space between sound and arrival couldn’t be
measured. Faced with the same dryad leader as Akers, Quinn raised
his hands from his chest, opening his fingers wide.

“I seek asylum with the
dryads of the Arborium and wish to speak with the Keeper of the
Grove.”


 


Chapter Two




 


Maiasora Silvercloak stood
on the banks of Luminara Creek and stretched her arms above her
head. Her back cracked like snapping twigs, and she groaned. How
long had the dryads kept her as a lamp this time? It seemed shorter
than usual, though she couldn’t tell from the sounds her back
made.

Her gaze rested on the
trail beside the creek and the rocks glistening in the pale light
left from a recent storm. Her sisters should be waking up from
their forced transformation soon and she’d have to listen to them
bemoan their fates.

She and her eleven sisters
had made one mistake.

Well, Inge made the mistake
and the rest of us paid for it by being turned into
lamps.

Inge had been determined to
go visit the dryads every chance she got, and her sisters had
trailed along for the party and dancing. But Inge had been seeing a
lover, one of the dryads’ holy folk known as a druid. The man
seduced her into showing him dryad secrets to which he wasn’t
privy. How Inge knew them or where to find them, Maia never
learned. But when he stole the artifacts and fled, Inge was blamed
for her collusion, and the rest of her sisters were transformed
into warning lanterns.

Literally.
But at least they gave us fancy stained-glass
shades to keep the rain off.

No rain today. Maia stared
down at her dress and frowned. Looking a
little threadbare. She doubted the
dryads would give her new clothes, but it couldn’t hurt to ask. At
least the party dress she’d worn all these years remained
clean. Gotta love magic.

She shot a look at the sky
between the trees. Fat white flakes of snow fell through the
branches, but didn’t stick to the ground. She frowned. She couldn’t
recall a time when she’d seen it snow in the dryads’ realm. She
shivered as an icy wind curled along the stream in the fading
daylight. Odd. The dryads had never awakened her in winter. Her gaze strayed
to her other two sister lamps lining this creek. Why weren’t either
of them changing into their human forms?

Another frigid breeze
snaked down her neck, carrying voices through the trees.

“Why are we to bring this
one to the Grove? I thought we’d be done with them.”

“The Keeper wants to speak
with one. It has something to do with the assassin.”

Maia gulped.
Assassin?

“I don’t know why the
Keeper allows such dreck to live, even in lamp form. They made a
grievous mistake allowing the artifact to be stolen.”

“And it will be remedied.
The Keeper has clues to its recovery and now wants to speak to one
of them.”

“Dreck, I tell
you.”

Two male dryads appeared
and stopped within sight, their expressions hard. “The Keeper
summons you, princess.”

Maia swallowed her unease
and gathered her skirts, wishing she had a shawl. Hard to look
presentable in a tattered party dress. She suspected her appearance
would be the least of her worries. She took a deep breath and
raised her chin, marching after them. They’d have to take her as
she came.

Neither of her escorts
appeared to find the temperature uncomfortable, but men made of
wood probably didn’t feel much of anything. Her teeth chattered as
they passed beneath the ornate arbor framing the entrance to the
sacred Grove.

Tall Sequoias formed the
apices of a twelve-sided space, creating a great hall of trees.
Smaller species of scrub oak, fig, ponderosa, vine maple, apple,
and alder filled in the gaps between the thicker trunks in artful
designs. Maia suspected every species of tree had a place in the
sacred grove.

The dryads led her to the
end of the arboreal hall where the great spreading oak, the Elder
Tree, presided over all. The roots of the giant had formed a more
human-sized throne, complete with mossy seat for whoever sat there.
Currently, a hard-eyed woman with a crown resembling a Bonsai tree
occupied the seat and she offered no smile as Maia
approached.

Not that I expected
one.

Maia recognized the robes
to the Keeper of the Grove, but the person had changed. This woman
on the throne carried herself with less anger and more patience
than the old man she remembered. Maia scanned the new Keeper,
sensing something familiar about her, but the intimidation was the
same since Maia and her sisters had come dancing that fateful
evening. Trying not to step on the fringe from her ragged skirts,
Maia curtseyed and waited to hear what the Keeper
wanted.

“You’re one of the women
who came to dance the night the artifact was stolen all those years
ago, correct?”

Maia raised her head.
“Yes…Majesty.”

The enigmatic woman looked
her over with cold eyes. She wore the traditional wood grain
tattoos common to the dryads and displayed the same superior
attitude those with magic often offered to the “lesser”
classes. No, I’m not bitter at
all.

“We need you to find it,
princess.”

Maia bit her lip. “What,
Your Majesty?”

“Don’t play dumb with me.
The artifact that was stolen by your sister’s lover. We need you to
find it for us.”

How in the gods’ names
am I supposed to do that? Maia
struggled to control her expression. “Why do you think I could be
of service, Majesty?”

“Are you refusing to help,
princess?”

“No, Majesty.” Maia bowed
her head. “I just don’t understand how I can find it when I knew
nothing about it even at the time it was stolen. Why do you think I
have the skills you lack with all your druids and
dryads?”

A small smile curled the
Keeper’s lips. “That’s a good point. However, your family had
connection to the artifact. That’s why you were allowed into our
world night after night to begin with. And how your sister
had…relations with the Dark Druid.” A grimace worked its way across
the Keeper’s face before it smoothed out once more. “The time of
anger is done, but now we must recover the artifact the Dark Druid
stole from us. Your family, and you in particular I’ve heard, have
the ability to sense the magic unique to the artifact.”

Maia frowned in thought. “I
know my family was sensitive to magic. But I never saw this
artifact you keep referring to.” The ability had allowed them to
come dancing with the dryads back when it had seemed a frivolous
adventure. “Why do you think I’m the most sensitive to its
magic?”

“Call it an intuition.” An
enigmatic smile curled the Keeper’s lips and Maia suppressed a
shiver. “Because of that sensitivity, we need you to go find this
artifact and return it to us. I suspect it has a familiar energy
signature.”

“Wouldn’t my elder sister
Inge be better suited to this task? She’s seen the artifact and
must have known more about it than all of us. Shouldn’t she be the
one to find it for you?”

The Keeper exchanged a look
with one of her guards and the dryad looked away with chagrin.
“They weren’t told?”

“No, Keeper. There wasn’t
time.”

“I wasn’t told what?”
Maia’s gut sank as the silence stretched.

“Your elder sister was put
to death for colluding with the Dark Druid.”

Maia gaped. They’d killed
her sister because the man they called the Dark Druid seduced her
into showing him what he wanted? So it
was Inge’s fault? That’s hardly fair. Maia hadn’t particularly liked her elder sister, but she
hadn’t wished her dead. Anger simmered, but she recognized these
people were far more powerful than she could fight. They still had
control for the time being.

“You killed my sister and
turned the rest of us into lamps to illuminate your forest creeks,
but now you want me to help you? Why should I? What benefit could
it be to me to help those who killed and imprisoned my family for a
mistake made by your own people?”

“It was a dark time in our
history and we seek to correct the destruction of those events.”
The Keeper gave her a compassionate look filled with sorrow and
regret.

Damn right you should
regret it. But Maia held her tongue.
Maybe she could use this to her advantage. They accused us of being manipulating and conniving. They
ain’t seen nothing yet. She’d give them
a taste of true manipulation.

“Do you still have this
ability, princess, or should we continue our search for someone who
does?”

Maia shrugged. “I don’t
know, to be honest. Do you have anything with the same energy
signature of the artifact you’re looking for?”

Another exchange of looks
made her wonder what else they hid from her. So much for openness and honesty.

“We don’t have anything
left of it, but my energy and magic is similar, and while that is
waning, it’s something you can learn to see.” The Keeper dropped
her hands to her sides and tilted her head expectantly. “Do you
still have the ability to see this energy?”

Maia stared at the woman,
allowing her eyes to unfocus. Swirls of energy surrounded the whole
clearing in muted earthy colors. They rose like wavering heat
mirages in the desert, and she shifted her gaze to the current
Keeper of the Grove. Brilliant green and gold light burst from the
being in front of her. Outwardly, she appeared like a human woman,
but within Maia’s sight, she stood as tall as the tree of life,
with roots and branches of undulating light spearing in all
directions.

Yeah, I can still sense the
energy.

Maia pulled her senses back
until the Grove settled into normalcy. “I still have the ability,
Majesty.”

“I think I hear a ‘but’ in
there.” The Keeper tilted her head.

“Not a ‘but’ so much as an
inquiry for negotiation.” Maia met her gaze wearing her best polite
impassivity. “Perhaps I might trade on my skills for something I
want.”

A half smile quirked the
Keeper’s lips. “What did you have in mind?”

“I suppose that all depends
on what you need me to do. You say you need me to find this special
artifact, but it was stolen some time ago.”

“Three hundred years have
passed since it’s loss.”

Maia jerked in surprise,
but stored that information away for later consideration. “Three
hundred years ago. Do you have any idea where the artifact might
be, Majesty?”

“No, that’s why we’re
asking you to start the search.”

The dryness in the Keeper’s
voice could’ve cracked Maia’s skin as the woman rose and stepped
forward. She appeared to float down the steps of her dais. Maia
shoved a spike of envy away. She’d practiced for years to get that
kind of grace, but never mastered it.

And then I became a lamp,
so no walking for me.

The Keeper strode around
Maia, her gaze fixed on the tattered dress. Maia refused to be
embarrassed. She would’ve had better clothes for this audience if
they’d given them to her, but they never bothered. She raised her
chin and stood tall. Clothes don’t make
the woman or the leader. Her father had
once said that and she believed it. Living up to it took
determination in the face of the Keeper, however.

“What I need from you is
your awareness of this energy and your willingness to complete a
quest to find it. We have a few leads on where to look, but we have
no idea if it’s in one piece or disguised. It may be in ordinary
objects or otherwise unremarkable. I need someone who can pick out
the correct signature.”

Maia nodded slowly. “Do you
believe it to be in this world?”

The Keeper paused and
raised her chin, her eyes narrowing. “Why do you ask?”

Maia shrugged. “I know
there are more worlds than just this one in which to hide
something. Is that what happened to it?”

The Keeper shook her head.
“We don’t exactly know, but we don’t think so.”

“So you want me to wander
this world and others looking for your artifact. That seems like a
fairly tall order.”

The Keeper snorted. “If it
wasn’t, we wouldn’t be asking for help.”

“True enough. Very well.
Here’s what I want in trade. I want my life back. I want to know
that was the last time I’ll be a lamp in the dryad’s realm. Once I
do this job for you, I’ll be free, and so will my two next youngest
sisters.” She raised her own chin. “And I want it in
writing.”

The Keeper matched her,
stare for stare, for several heartbeats, but Maia refused to back
down. She’d been their docile light fixture for long enough. They
wanted her help? Fine, but they’d have to compensate her, and give
her life back.

Eventually a smile curled
the Keeper’s lips and she nodded. “Done. Broadfir, make sure
someone takes notes and gets this written up. I don’t want anything
to be missed.”

Maia blinked. They actually
agreed to her request. Thanks be to the
saints. She wanted to ask about her
other sisters, but now didn’t seem to be the time to push things.
The new Keeper struck her as someone who’d hear petitions, but
pushing her too far too fast would end all negotiations. The dryads
had been less than friendly and Maia made a practice of avoiding
them as much as possible. But the Keeper didn’t act anything like
the others she remembered.

“The only problem I can see
is I don’t know this world as well as I should. Being a lamp rather
curtailed my explorations.” She chose not to smirk, but the Keeper
coughed a laugh.

The woman clapped her on
the shoulder with a smile. “Fortunately, we have someone who can
help with the navigation. All we need from you is to sense the
artifact wherever he takes you.” She waved at her second. “Bring in
the assassin.”

I have to trust an
assassin?

Two more dryad guards
appeared, this time flanking a tall man in a white, hooded coat. He
bristled with bow, quiver, knife hilts, sword, and a small hand axe
slung all around his body, a body broad across the shoulders and
silent in motion. The hair on the back of her neck rose with a
combination of attraction and fear. This man was a predator, the
most deadly kind, and Maia didn’t like the thrill zinging through
her. He’s not sexy. I can’t even see his
face.

He stopped beside them and
studied each of them without moving. Maia did her best to keep
still, but his perusal unsettled her and she fought the urge to
run. Who is this man?
The dryad guards looked as uncomfortable with the
stranger as she felt.

“I see you didn’t kill
anyone while waiting.” The Keeper chuckled at the guards’ tension.
“This is good. Now we have a proposition for you, assassin. You
want safe passage across our lands and asylum from the rabble
following you. We need you to search for an artifact with the same
energy signature as myself.”

“Pardon, Keeper, but how am
I to find this missing artifact? I cannot sense magic.” The robed
man spread his hands and the guards gripped their weapons tighter.
Maia suspected they wouldn’t get them up fast enough if he chose to
attack them.

“That’s where she comes
in.” The Keeper waved at Maia. “Quinn Tarlen, master assassin, meet
Princess Maiasora Silvercloak, seeker of the artifact.”

Quinn’s chin rose and his
icy green gaze slammed into Maia, surprise and animosity sparking
in the depths.

“I’m sorry, Keeper. I shall
take my chances with the mob. I cannot do as you ask.”

Cold fury laced his voice
as he turned his gaze on the dryad leader, and Maia swallowed hard
against the snub as her anger kicked in. What the hell have I ever done to you? I’ve been a lamp, for
the Goddess’ sake.

“Why not?” Both she and the
Keeper spoke at the same time, but Maia kept her gaze on
Quinn.

He didn’t meet her gaze,
staring at the Keeper. “I cannot work with my brother’s
murderer.”

Astonishment shut Maia up
completely. Murderer? She frantically searched her memory, but she
couldn’t remember any violence after her transformation into a
light fixture.

 


****

 


Quinn clenched his fists to
keep from throwing a blade straight into the wicked bitch’s throat.
How could the dryad Keeper ask him to take the enemy with him on a
mission? He’d sooner run naked through the deep snow than spend any
time with the little whore who caused the death of his
brother.

“That’s rather rich coming
from a professional assassin, isn’t it?” The Keeper raised an
eyebrow.

“I am not a murderer.” The
young woman in the shabby dress lifted her chin and crossed her
arms over her ample chest. “I couldn’t have killed anyone. I’ve
been a lamp for centuries.”

“Centuries?” He snorted.
“You don’t look old enough to have been here so long. And your
father killed my brother, my younger brother, less than thirty
years ago. I should know as I’ve been in this world that
long.”

The Keeper shrugged. “Time
works different here than in your world, Tarlen. You may have
arrived “soon” after they disappeared in your time, but time is not
always equal across the rifts between worlds. It’s true the
princesses were cursed for their negligence centuries ago and thus
they have remained.”

“Negligence seems to be a
common trait in her family,” Quinn remarked and the princess glared
at him, her coffee-brown eyes flashing. “However long it’s been, my
brother’s still dead.”

He remembered coffee—the
sweet creamy drink warming him from the inside out. But he’d lost
the warmth with his brother. All for one fateful night when the
princesses hadn’t come home from their stupid revelries and his
brother had paid the price.

“Why do you think she
killed your brother?”

“Because he was the last
one she and her sisters drugged to escape her father’s castle. And
her father killed him when they didn’t come home.” He swung his
fury on the princess. “Do you even remember Sean, princess? A man
searching for his fortune only to fall prey to your
machinations.”

She shook her head. “You
think I drugged your brother? I never touched the tea served to
him.”

“But you went along with
it.” He bit back his snarl and turned to the Keeper. “My brother
would be alive if she and her sisters had returned.” Quinn raised
his chin and crossed his arms over his chest. “I’ll take my leave
of you as soon as I’m able.”

“I didn’t kill your
brother. I have no idea who you are.” The wench mirrored his
stance, her feminine curves barely hidden by the ragged clothes
distracting him. Yet she still managed to look regal.

“Nevertheless, your actions
caused his death.” His gaze flickered shamelessly over her body.
“You’re without honor and therefore, not worthy of my
company.”

“Without honor.” The
princess snorted and raised an eyebrow. “This coming from a man who
sneaks up behind people and slits their throats? You have no room
to talk.”

“I didn’t ask for your
input or opinions, princess.” Quinn returned his gaze to the dryad
Keeper’s face. “As I said, Keeper. I’ll take my chances with the
mob.”

“I’m afraid that storm has
passed.” She didn’t smile, but a hint of amusement showed in her
expression. “I have a quest I need completed and you have the need
of safe passage through the forest. Princess Maia can locate what
we’re looking for, and you can get her there. Plus you’ll be able
to avoid the mob. Sounds like a win-win situation to
me.”

Anger kindled in his chest,
but he kept his expression impassive. “Are you threatening me,
Keeper?”

“No, just making sure the
consequences of your choices are very clear.” The Keeper tilted her
head. “You have a problem with past actions done by this king. The
princess can make it up to you if you let her.”

“Work or wither. Is that my
choice?”

The Keeper shrugged. “It
doesn’t have to be that way. We’d probably feed you, but you
wouldn’t be leaving our domain any time soon. Perhaps you’d prefer
the luxurious accommodations of being a lamp along a stream.” She
narrowed her eyes. “Although, I think you’d make a much better
weapons locker given the array of arms you have on you.”

“You mean, work or
die.”

“It’s not death, really.
Ask Maia. She’s been a lamp for centuries. Think of it as
illuminated immortality.” The Keeper grinned, giving her a
surprisingly youthful appearance.

He switched his gaze to the
princess. She wore a scowl and didn’t appear afraid of him at
all. I can change that.
But for now the better part of valor seemed to be
agreeable. If worst came to worst, he could kill her once they’d
left the dryads’ grounds and be free.

He returned his gaze to the
Keeper. “Very well. I accept your terms.”

“Excellent.” The Keeper
nodded. “We shall outfit you with clothing, provisions, and
supplies, and whatever clues we currently have to the whereabouts
of the artifact. Now, both of you take my hands,
please.”

“Your hands?” Quinn raised
his eyebrows.

“Yes, this will bind you to
each other in an effort to keep you both alive for the duration of
the quest.” A smirk curled the Keeper’s lips. “And keep you honest
with each other, at least about the other’s well-being.”

They each grasped her hands
and she closed her eyes, humming a tuneless sound that echoed in
his breastbone. Vibrations shot through him and the scent of cloves
hit his nose just before everything settled and the Keeper let
go.

“There, now it is done. You
have the night to prepare and shall leave in the morning.” The
Keeper retreated to her throne on the dais. “Broadfir will show you
to your quarters for the night and outfit you accordingly on the
morrow. Thank you for your service and may the winds support your
leaves.” She waved them out, her expression settling into wooden
impassivity.

Quinn shot a glance at
Maia, but the princess straightened her spine and marched out of
the Grove ahead of him, her head held high. He snorted.
I’m just biding my time, princess.
He wouldn’t have to be bound to her forever. He’d
make sure.


 Chapter
Three

 


 


Maia settled her pack on
her back and pulled her hood up onto her head. The dryads had given
her exactly what they promised, including a long coat with fur
lined cuffs and hood, and thick insulated boots. She had extra
clothes in the pack along with a first aid kid, a fire kit, water
skins, and light-weight but warm sleeping blankets. They also had
travel food, something the magic had compressed to make for easy
packing.

Definitely better than
being a lamp.

But her companion left a
lot to be desired. Beauty to look at,
but beastly to talk to. Yeah, if anyone
embodied a fairytale, Quinn nailed it. If he took the role of
villain. Dangerous, scary villain. But
sexy.

She bit back a groan. Why
did women always think bad boys were wonderful? He spent his time
either ignoring her or scowling, neither of which constituted
pleasant company. There is something so
wrong with me. He’d make a nice
wall-hanging, something to look at or admire, but not a good
partner. In anything.

She shot another look at
him from under her lowered lashes. He wore his long, white hooded
jacket over trousers and tall brown boots. The visible weapons made
him bristle, but she knew there were plenty she couldn’t
see. Not to mention the sneaky way he’s
proficient at killing. She’d never hear
him coming.

Maia shook her head and
closed her eyes, trying to settle her trepidation. She took slow,
deep breaths to find whatever center she had and on a whim, tested
for the energy of the Keeper. As expected, bloom of energy pulsed
to her left from where she’d seen the Keeper standing. But another,
faded shimmer of energy came from behind her. It wasn’t strong, but
it was present.

Hang on, if I can sense the
artifact, why can’t they?

Before she could ask, the
Keeper called for their attention. “Your quest is this: You must
find the Key to the worlds’ gates. It may be in one piece or
several, but included in your map case is the known drawings of
this item. Find it, return it to us, and your contracts will be
fulfilled. Princess Maiasora, your younger two sisters have been
included in your contract and they shall be free to go upon your
return. You’ll find it in writing as you requested.”

Maia pulled out her map
folio and opened it to check the contents. The contract sat behind
the hand-drawn map and the illustrations of the Key. The images
were vague and so were the descriptions. Oh, that’s much better. She
resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Guess I’ll just have to depend on my sense of the damn
things.

She glanced at Quinn, but
he hadn’t moved. He remained as stoic as a marble statue.
And just as friendly. She sighed. This was going to be a long trip. She stuffed the
folio with its contents back into her pack.

“Our guards will escort you
to the borders of our domain in the direction we suspect you’ll
find the Key. We expect you to return by midsummer when the sun
reaches its solstice.” The Keeper gave them a benevolent smile, but
Maia wasn’t fooled.

“And if we haven’t
completed the task by that time?”

The Keeper’s expression
turned impassive. “Then your sisters shall be put to
death.”

And there are the dryads I
know and “love.”

Anger bloomed in Maia’s
chest and she raised her chin, but kept her mouth shut. The Keeper
stared her down as if daring her to challenge, but Maia said
nothing. She’d bide her time and figure out a way to save her
younger sisters. Even if she had to steal the lamps and find a
shaman or magician to break the spell herself.

“You have what you need and
you have your instructions. May the Earth Goddess bless your way
and give you fair weather.” The Keeper looked so benevolent as she
had the guards usher Maia and Quinn out of the Grove.

Too bad she’s a
manipulative, soulless bitch who will kill my family if I don’t do
what she wants.

Maia followed after the
guards, keeping her head down and her thoughts to herself. She had
no idea if Quinn came with them. She couldn’t hear him at
all. How the hell does he move so
quietly? She tossed a look behind her
to see if he was there and met his hostile gaze.
Good thing he’s paying attention. I might have
run off. As if she could outrun him. He
hadn’t been a lamp for centuries and those shoulders sat packed
with muscle.

Still sexy.

Focus on the
journey.

They made it to the edge of
the forest and the guards said nothing, not even “here you are” as
they stopped at the treeline. Maia raised her eyebrows and waited
to see if they’d do anything, but Quinn marched resolutely out into
the snow without a backward glance.

Guess we’re on our own from
here.

She sighed and followed
after him. A light snowfall floated from the leaden sky and she
used Quinn’s tracks to save some of her energy as he plowed through
the drifts. She wondered where he was going since he didn’t know
the way, but she was content to follow him long enough to get away
from the forest. She wouldn’t be able to sense anything beyond the
Keeper if they didn’t get some distance.

They hadn’t gone far, maybe
two hundred yards, and her body already ached and cried out with
fatigue. Holy hell, being a lamp killed
all my endurance. She allowed herself
to stop to catch her breath and turned to look at the forest. She
had no idea if Quinn had stopped, but he’d figure it out soon
enough. She needed a breather anyway.

“What are you doing? We
need to get going.” His snarled statement made her want to throw
snow at him.

“Wait for it…” She turned
her gaze back to the forest.

After about thirty seconds,
the forest shivered like a mirage in the sunlight and lost all its
color as if the life had drained out of it. The low hum that had
been in the back of her mind ceased and the silence of the snowy
world swelled into her awareness.

“Okay, now we should be
able to figure out where to go.”

Quinn scowled. “You
couldn’t figure it out before?”

“No, genius. I had to wait
until I could no longer sense the Keeper since she has the same
energy as the object we’re searching for. No use in going backwards
now, is it?” Maia shook her head. If he was going to be a jackass
the whole trip, she could give as good as she got.

She took a deep breath and
closed her eyes, opening her senses as she ignored her companion.
The world shifted from dull white and gray to unusually vibrant
colors. The ground slumbered in indigo blue while the snow appeared
more turquoise. She turned slowly, looking into the distance. The
forest wore drab olive green with brighter green leaking from
between the trunks. That’s the Keeper’s
energy.

Swinging to her left, she
looked for similar light against the turquoise and indigo world. A
faint glimmer beckoned to her against the horizon.
Guess we’ll go that way.
She opened her eyes and met Quinn’s scowl with a
bland look. Still there I
see. She hoped he wouldn’t maintain it
for long.

“That way.” She pointed
into the snowy wastes.

“You’re sure?”

She sealed her lips over a
snarky response. “Yes. Are you going to lead the way or do you want
me to?”

He growled something about
irritating bitches and marched off into the snow.
At least he got the direction right.
She followed after him, glad she didn’t have to
break trail.

 


****

 


Quinn tried to breathe
through his deepening ire, but the woman following behind
infuriated him more than anyone he’d ever met, including his
Assassin’s Guild brothers and sisters. He’d figured once they were
beyond the reach of the dryads he’d be able to break the binding
spell and kill the princess without repercussions. But all his
attempts had been met with excruciating pain. Apparently the spell
even reacted to intentions.

Fuck.

So she remained alive and
behind him, moving painfully slow through the snow. Surprisingly,
she didn’t complain or ask him to rest every ten minutes. She
slogged on without comment, her head bent to keep the snowflakes
out of her face. He wanted to push her hard into misery just
because he could, but even he had to stop to eat at
midday.

They’d been traveling into
the white nothingness for hours and he had no idea if they closed
in on anything resembling shelter. His legs ached from constantly
breaking the trail through the deep snow and his breath sawed in
his chest from the exertion. Damn, I
hate walking in snow. He took them down
into the swale of a drift out of the wind and stopped.

“We’ll break for a meal
then be on our way.”

He hunkered down, not
caring if she followed suit or not. He didn’t want to care about
anything she did. It frustrated him that he couldn’t figure out a
way to rid himself of her company, but every attempt, even subtle
ones, was met with blinding pain. Anything he tried to do to her
came back on him double.

“Are we still going the
right direction?” It galled him to ask, but he didn’t need to be
off course any more than she did.

“Yes, the right direction.”
Maia didn’t look up, just worked on eating.

At least she didn’t natter
on and on, that was a relief. He preferred silence and the company
of his own thoughts. Despite this, he found himself annoyed at her
lack of response. He expected her to rail at him for not trusting
her and expound on why he should. But she did neither and soon it
was time to go again.

“Which direction,
Princess?” He readjusted his pack as he prepared to set
off.

She raised her face and
closed her eyes, standing still for several moments like a snow
maiden statue. Her beauty struck him in that moment and he had a
flash of what she’d look like smelling flowers he’d gifted her or
enjoying a rare sunny moment.

What the fuck is wrong with
me?

Before he could berate
himself more, the princess opened her eyes and pointed just over
his right shoulder. “We need to go that way. The energy signal is
getting stronger.”

“Good. Hopefully, we’ll
find shelter in that direction, too.”

Maia nodded, resettled her
pack on her back, and waited for him to lead them on. His annoyance
rose again, this time at her expectation, even when he knew she
couldn’t break the trail for them. He stuffed his anger down deep
and headed out, shuffling through the snow to give her an easier
path.

Which makes no sense at
all. Except that her fatigue and
painful body strain dragged at him. I’m
only making it easier so it doesn’t mess with me.
Despite the legitimacy of the thoughts, it felt
inaccurate.

He spent time puzzling over
the dichotomy as he trudged along. Despite the meal they’d had, his
exhaustion dogged his every step, but he pushed it aside to keep
going. He lost track of time, the cold monotony of slogging through
the heavy, wet snow creating a dangerous brain-fog of numbness.
When the rocks appeared out of the gathering gloom, he whipped out
a blade and a cascade of sparks decorated the snow from his
strike.

Rocks.
That meant they’d stopped walking the plains at
some point. He looked up, trying to figure out where they were. A
solid rock monolith rose out of the ground in front of them, but he
spied a way around it to the left. Sparse trees dotted the hillside
in black shadows obscured by the driving snow. The wind whistled
through them, tugging at his hood and swirling the snow.

Storm is getting
worse.

But the hillside and
monolith gave hope to finding shelter and wood for a fire. Quinn
turned and looked for Maia to tell her he’d find a place to hole up
to wait out the storm. To his surprise, she wasn’t in
sight.

What the
fuck? Was she so slow that she couldn’t
keep up with his easy pace? Where the hell was she?

“Princess?” The wind
swallowed his voice in its increasing howl and no response other
than its whistle came to his ears.

The snow fell harder now
and if he didn’t go look for Maia, their path would be swallowed up
in drifts. Sonuvaprick!
He retraced his steps already filling with new
snow, his eyes scanning the monochrome world around him.

“Princess!” He shouted the
word, hoping she’d hear and respond. She
can’t be that far back, can she?

He kept going, searching
the landscape as the snow pelted his face. The longer he walked the
more concerned he grew. Where had she gone? Had she fallen? Why
hadn’t he noticed? He knew the answer to the last question, but
didn’t like it. The fatigue he’d felt had dropped him into survival
mode and he’d shut out everything else. But he realized the
exhaustion had come from her and he’d ignored the moment she’d
reached the end of her endurance.

“Princess!” He shouted it
again as an oddly shaped lump appeared out of the snowy gloom.
While the dryads had given her a “white” coat, it had enough gray
in it to be seen against the snow.

He pushed his body into a
run to reach her. “Maia?”

She lay face down in the
snow, her body very still.

“Maia!” No response.
“Sonuvaprick!”

He pulled her up, her body
flopping bonelessly, and turned her over. Gray skin and blue lips
met his gaze and his gut sank. Was she already hypothermic? He
dropped is face close to hers and found her breath barely warming
his skin.

Shit.

He hauled her up onto his
shoulder in a fireman’s carry and headed back the way he’d come. He
had to find her shelter soon or she’d die, and probably take him
with her. The fatigue had already started to drag at him again with
her nearness.

“Hold on, Maia. Let me get
you somewhere warmer.”

He couldn’t sprint through
the
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