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      When unforeseen circumstances force natural enemies to become allies, something far more enduring than animosity is born…

      

      Beatrice, a young healer living on the outskirts of the human port settlement of River’s Divide, simply wishes to hide herself from the searching eyes of the Priesthood of the Revealing Light. The last thing she wants ‘revealed’ is that she is host to a Larnkin—a spirit creature of vast and forbidden magic.

      

      Her already complicated life grows more perilous when a lupwyn scout stumbles into a trap set by the priesthood. If she sits back and does nothing, the wolf-like shapeshifter will be drained dry by the priests until he is an empty, soulless slave. As a healer, that isn’t something she will allow. But lupwyns have no love for the newly arrived humans.

      

      For the sake of mutual survival, Beatrice hopes this lupwyn can see beyond the hatred caused by two warring peoples. If not, she might die at the hands of the male she is trying to save.
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      All around him, the sights, sounds, and smells of the forest formed a picture in his mind as his Larnkin studied and catalogued everything in their immediate surroundings. Which was good, Silverblade supposed. In this form, with his normally formidable lupwyn senses dulled to the limited range of a human’s, he might as well have been half-blind.

      Even in the moon cycles since he’d first taken this mission, he’d never really gotten used to playing at human. Strangely, the Larnkin he was host to seemed to enjoy this new human form, or perhaps there was something else about his present mission the spirit creature found fascinating. Even though he and his Larnkin had been partnered since Silverblade’s birth, he still couldn’t really say he knew the mind of the spirit creature. Or why it found this particular scouting mission so interesting.

      Although he had a theory. If the Larnkin had been a mortal man, he’d have been tempted to say it was enamored of a certain healer Silverblade had discovered on this mission. He grinned to himself, finding humor in the thought of his ancient Larnkin infatuated with a human female.

      “So, Old Man, if I find out you have me skulking around this forest in human form to court a girl, Queen Marsolwyn and the pack elders are going to be less than impressed.”

      As expected, he didn’t get a response from the creature.

      It wasn’t like the stubborn, close-minded Larnkin would have shared the information with his host anyway. Silverblade’s, like most Larnkins, seemed to want his host to grow and learn through life experiences.

      Sometimes it would simply be nice to be told a piece of valuable information instead of accidentally stumbling upon it one’s self.

      “Old Man, if she’s too young for me—which she certainly is—she’s far too young for you,” Silverblade muttered to himself. “Besides, I’m not hunting for a mate. The only thing I’m presently interested in is friendship and possibly mentoring her.”

      His Larnkin didn’t so much as stir in response to Silverblade’s words.

      Sighing dejectedly, he stared straight ahead through his mare’s pointed ears. The mare knew this path well. They’d ridden it enough times. Even the mare’s senses were greater than his in his present form.

      She likely already knew if the human family who lived in the tiny homestead just ahead was within its four walls or out hunting in the forest. While he would travel faster on his own four feet and his senses were certainly sharper in that form, he couldn’t approach the humans in his true form.

      And he wasn’t about to use his Larnkin’s magic to inquire about her location, either. Larnkins weren’t always subtle about things they were ‘interested’ in, and his simple inquiry about the human family might lead his Larnkin to transport Silverblade there.

      That would cause a few tense moments, not to mention destroy his disguise.

      One day soon he would reveal his true nature to these humans—just not until after he’d had a chance to explain a few details to them. That event would likely require some delicacy on his part.

      They didn’t know he was a lupwyn scout spying on the humans of the Empire. They thought him a simple human trapper who frequented the same track of forest they lived in. In the guise of a trapper, he’d approached them, studying them to better understand the humans. He’d soon come to learn that Old Mother and her two grandchildren were not what he’d come to expect.

      They were likable, not so different from his own people. They simply wanted to live in peace, unmolested by the human priesthood.

      Had he not been under strict orders forbidding him from sharing knowledge with humans, he might have confided in this strange, human family sooner. But even with the infant peace treaty in effect, Marsolwyn, Queen of the Lupwyns, had judged all humans to be destructive and untrustworthy as of yet. They’d proven themselves the enemy too many times in the past for it to be otherwise.

      Still, an internal debate he’d had many times before rose up in his soul. While there might still be a war brewing on the not-too-distant horizon, and the humans were guilty of invading his people’s territory, he couldn’t label all humans as the enemy.

      Against orders, and probably his own better judgement, he’d struck up a friendship with the healer Beatrice. She lived with her grandmother—a wise woman known only as Old Mother—and a younger brother by the name of Roan. All three humans had proven level-headed and trustworthy. He’d seen from the first days of his study that these humans did not possess the prejudice exhibited by many of their kind.

      In truth it was impossible to think of them as the enemy and lump them in with the rest of the magic-fearing humans. For Beatrice and her family were hiding out in the forest as far from the settlement of River’s Divide as they could get and still technically be on human lands.

      The first time he had met them, the reason for their own subterfuge became evident. Old Mother was rich with magic. So too were her grandchildren, Beatrice and Roan. Each was host to a Larnkin.

      Beatrice, the most powerful of the three, was a healer just coming into her full power as her Larnkin started to rouse.

      Therein lay the crux of his present problem and likely the true reason for his Larnkin’s newfound interest in the girl.

      Healers were protected above all else. So even though his mission demanded one thing of him, every other speck of his being demanded he offer protection to this small family and see where his fledgling friendship with the young healer would lead. He loved his life as a scout, and he loved his pack as well, but his mother’s blood still called him to become more than he was now.

      He frowned in thought. Once his present mission was finished, there might be a way to offer the human woman and her family protection without him violating one of his Queen’s edicts. An apprentice could be of any species and would fall under their mentor’s cloak of protection.

      While he’d never really entertained the idea in the past, he was certainly old enough to take on an apprentice. His mother had been nagging him about it for the last century. She would certainly be thrilled if he was to return to Grey Spires with a new apprentice to train.

      Power woke in his chest and Silverblade’s heart lurched, then began to pound in surprise as his Larnkin continued to stir within him. It unfurled from where it slept in a tight knot under his heart, stretching and flooding his body with power. Amid the mad rampage of emotions rushing through his mind and body, two became discernable over all others—excitement and happiness.

      Well, then. Apparently his Larnkin agreed with his plan to mentor the young healer. That would make his plan easier to justify to his elders.

      Once his current mission was finished, he had planned to tell the three humans the truth—orders be damned—and offer them a home among his family pack, where they would be safe. Any punishment would then have landed on his shoulders, not theirs.

      He’d only made his decision a few days past, but his Larnkin’s clear wish to make the human his apprentice gave Silverblade an even more sound reason for bringing the humans into his pack.

      But just this morning, before he had time to act upon his plan, his orders had changed.

      Instead of continuing to spy upon the human soldiers patrolling the disputed lands, he was to meet with a delegation of elders sent to the human lands to study the acolytes—priests that reportedly possess some dark power none of the elders understood.

      Seemingly, Lord Master Trensler—the leader of the acolytes—possessed some power that had a draining effect on other magic-wielders. What exactly his power was, no one knew. The delegation was sent to find out that information. And since Silverblade was the closest scout in the area, and was already familiar with the humans and the port city of River’s Divide, he had been given the assignment of leading the delegation of elders into the humans’ port settlement in secret.

      There the elders would study the acolytes from a distance, disguised as humans.

      That was the one reason Silverblade still held onto his human form. While it would’ve been faster to run on his own four feet instead of riding the placid mare he used as part of his trapper’s disguise, he was not so skilled at shapeshifting that he could switch between forms too many times in the same day.

      From the mental tone that had accompanied his orders, he imagined the Elementals would want to infiltrate River’s Divide this day. Hence his human form and the placid mare.

      He would soon rendezvous with the elders, but his present course led right past Old Mother’s hut. He could not stay long and didn’t have time to explain himself, or even reveal that he was lupwyn, but he would warn them that he had heard rumors the priests were on the hunt—that they were even now on their way.

      From what he knew of Old Mother, it wouldn’t take much to convince her. She was a shrewd woman and had been avoiding the acolytes all her life.

      He soon reached the bit of cleared land that grew crops and the herbal plants Old Mother used for her healing. It had been some days since he’d last been this way, but the fertile land looked as it should, the small young plants forming green rows against the dark loam. He studied the land, trying and failing to find what disturbed him.

      His Larnkin roused again, stirring with interest. Silverblade felt his magic flare as it studied the area. Still he sensed no danger and allowed the mare to continue toward the hut. As they drew closer, his Larnkin pinpointed what was bothering him.

      The scents of habitation were fading; he could detect that much in his human form. There’d been no cooking fire for at least three days and even his dull human senses could tell him the place had been abandoned.

      He halted the mare in front of the hut and swiftly dismounted. Inside, he spotted signs that the occupants had packed quickly. His Larnkin stirred worriedly within his chest, the spirit creature making its unhappiness known, something it rarely did.

      Silverblade rubbed his chest in a half-conscious manner, as if that would soothe it.

      It didn’t.

      Thankfully, there were no signs of struggle, nor had the place been ransacked. They had left voluntarily. Perhaps Old Mother had sensed danger and she’d packed up and relocated before it could find her grandchildren.

      He left the hut and his Larnkin expanded his senses, seeking the direction the humans had gone. It took the Larnkin some moments to find the trail. It had been expertly hidden from view by both mundane and magic means.

      His Larnkin stirred again, and the urge to follow the healer’s trail doubled. Silverblade grinned at his Larnkin’s less-than-subtle showing of interest.

      “Yes, yes, Old Man. We will follow the young healer later and make her our apprentice. But first, we have another mission to complete.” His Larnkin stirred  excitedly for a moment more before settling down to wait. It was somewhat disconcerting to have a Larnkin come to consciousness so clearly. They usually didn’t show such an interest in the mortal world. But he was secretly pleased. It was always beneficial when both host and Larnkin agreed upon a chosen path.

      Once his new mission was over, he would seek out Beatrice and her family’s back trail and follow them to be sure they were safe. If his elders reassigned him again, or his mother had another quest for him, he would instruct a few of his pack members to seek out Beatrice and her family and see them safely to Elemental lands.

      But for now he had another task to perform. With one more glance around the small homestead, he mounted his mare and sent her on down the trail they’d been following since morning. In the wordless way of Larnkins, his communicated the location of the delegation members in a series of emotional sensations and physical sights and sounds, forming a vision in his mind’s eye. They were less than two candlemarks ahead.
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      Beatrice propped her longbow against a tree trunk and surveyed her work. Even studying the forest trail where the wagon had recently been over with a critical eye, the signs of its passage weren’t obvious. But then again, they shouldn’t be. She’d just spent the better part of three candlemarks hiding all signs of her family’s passage.

      The absolute last thing her family needed was for a patrol from River’s Divide to pick up their back trail. Or worse—acolytes. She’d been diligently hiding the wagon’s trail for the past three days since the Stonemantle sisters had first warned her grandmother about the newly arrived ship carrying Lord Master Trensler and his acolytes.

      Beatrice didn’t know the oldest sister as well as Sorsha, who was of an age with her. Yet Ashayna was a scout in General Stonemantle’s army and seemed like one of the most unflappable people in Beatrice’s acquaintance. That a seasoned scout feared the acolytes was enough to get Old Mother packing. Still, Beatrice was somewhat surprised by Old Mother’s swift agreement to the sisters’ offer.

      The offer itself was… unusual.

      It wasn’t every day that one was invited to go live among the ‘enemy’ because it was safer.

      Beatrice wondered if her grandmother might have had a vision. Whatever the case, Beatrice and her family were now on their way to live with Sorsha’s santhyrian allies.

      It didn’t surprise Beatrice that the youngest Stonemantle sister would align herself with the horse-like santhyrians. Sorsha had always had a way with horses—and for all their magic, santhyrians did resemble large horses. When the Stonemantle sisters had visited last, they’d been accompanied by three santhyrians and the Crown Prince of the Phoenix.

      It had been an odd experience.

      All her life, she’d been conditioned to hide her magic or risk being caught by an acolyte. To trust someone outside her immediate family with the knowledge was to court betrayal and a horrible death by fire.

      But the santhyrians and the phoenix prince had known that she was a healer at first glance, and they hadn’t cared. They’d seemed to consider her one of them, as if it didn’t matter that she was one of the ‘enemy’. It had been a novel sensation to not need to hide a part of herself.

      For once, she’d glimpsed what it was like to belong.

      Beatrice had foolishly looked forward to journeying to a new home with the Stonemantle sisters, thinking it would be nice to be safe for once.

      And then four days ago, the sisters hadn’t met them at the agreed-upon location. Even then, Beatrice had held out hope.

      Old Mother hadn’t been so trusting and had hitched the pair of old geldings to the wagon and ordered them in. They’d already packed what possessions would fit in the wagon and left everything else behind. Stonemantle sisters or no, Old Mother had decided to take her chances with the lupwyn raiders and other Elementals in the world beyond the human-held lands. Better a chance at survival out in the wilds than certain death at the hands of the acolytes.

      Her grandmother had said that the sisters were cunning; if they’d found trouble, they’d likely find their way free again.

      Beatrice agreed, although her heart had been heavy with doubt.

      Then, less than a day out, they’d heard the sound of horses approaching on the trail ahead. Before they’d had a chance to hide themselves and the wagon, Sorsha’s mare, Shadegrove, and Lamarra’s gelding came trotting down the road.

      Both horses had been un-tacked with no injuries to show they’d gotten their saddles off the hard way. So it looked like the two horses had been ridden out far beyond the human lands and then turned loose to find their way back to River’s Divide on their own.

      Which suggested that perhaps the sisters had managed to meet up with their santhyrian allies after all. Just not where they were supposed to.

      After quickly examining the horses, Old Mother had declared that no acolytes had been near them. Beyond that, they didn’t know what had become of their friends.

      Old Mother, never one to turn away one of fate’s gifts, kept the horses. Roan, the better rider, took the fractious Shadegrove as his mount, while Beatrice had adopted Lamarra’s big-barreled, placid gelding.

      In the following three days, Beatrice and her newly adopted mount doubled back to scout along the wagon’s back trail to hide the signs of their passage and to alert Old Mother and Roan if she discovered anyone following.

      So far, she’d found nothing.

      Absolutely nothing.

      So why had her magic been stirring uneasily all morning when she sensed no danger nearby? The only other reason her magic stirred awake was if a person needed healing. But she sensed no one in need of that skill, either.

      It was beyond frustrating. It had begun earlier that morning as a nagging sensation, but it had been growing all day. Until now, it was all she could do not to gallop her gelding back the way she’d come and ruin all the hard work she’d done to hide their trail.

      It didn’t help that cold sweat covered her body or that a sour fear was brewing in her stomach.

      If there was someone back there that needed her healing, she would have gone in a heartbeat. But the power stirring awake was not her healing power.

      No, it was nothing so innocent.

      There was a dark twin to her healer’s magic which slumbered within her soul.

      A power so fearsome, so evil, even an acolyte couldn’t withstand it.

      And that power was rousing, its attention focusing on something back toward the human settlement of River’s Divide.

      Beatrice shuddered and turned her gelding to follow the wagon.

      Whoever, or whatever, had roused her dark magic was not something she wished to encounter.
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      His mare’s ears perked and even Silverblade, with his dull human senses, could hear the sound of hooves on hard-packed ground.

      Somewhere not too far ahead, the group of elders, guards and their horse-like santhyrian allies rode the same trail as him, likely keeping to a slow pace to allow his mortal mare to catch up. The santhyrians were normally much swifter than a domesticated horse. And his mare was not a swift creature by even horse standards—but she was silent and well-trained. It was the one reason he’d bought this horse. He’d acquired her on one of his earlier ventures into the human settlement of River’s Divide. As a trapper, he needed a horse to help carry his furs, but as a scout, he’d looked over each horse closely for the one with the calmest disposition. This mare had shown herself to be the most level-headed, even when he had gotten close enough that she could catch his lupwyn scent.

      In the days since they’d first become partners, she’d shown great skill at navigating the narrow and twisting forest trails. Mild pride kindled in his heart. She was nearly as silent and sure-footed as any of his fellow lupwyn scouts.

      Eventually his mare caught up to the others, and he could now catch glimpses of the last riders in line through the trees.

      It was mildly rewarding—and childish, perhaps—to know he could track even the elders of this group without them knowing he was so close on their trail.

      His magic flowed around both his mount and their surroundings, dulling their scents and even hiding the faint thump of their heartbeats from anyone who might have sharp enough natural senses to detect such.

      Not that he could take all the credit. His Larnkin had a special knack for hiding that which it didn’t want known or located. Silverblade’s lips stretched back from his teeth in a grin. He was nearly upon the last rider in line.

      “I assume once you’re done stalking us like a starving wolf in mid-winter, you’ll come join me. It’s been five moon cycles since I last saw you in person.”

      His mother’s mind voice flowed across his thoughts, and his grin widened at her humor.

      “Mother!” Silverblade squeezed his legs against his mare’s barrel to urge her into moving faster and dropped his attempt at stealth. “I never could hide from you. As a child, it used to frustrate me no end.”

      “Hmmm, is that why you followed a lupwyn scout’s life path? I always thought you simply rebelled at the idea of embracing your phoenix heritage.”

      Silverblade chuckled at his mother’s astuteness and her flippant tone. It was a long-running joke between them that she despaired his choice of following in the ways of his father’s people.

      It was all outward pomp and bustle on her part. She loved him and his father, and spent much of her time among the lupwyn nation.

      In truth, he didn’t hate his phoenix side, he simply didn’t relate to it as much as his lupwyn form. Flying in bird or hybrid form was something he partook in from time to time to appease his mother, but he didn’t really love it. His lupwyn heritage was too strong, preferring to have at least two feet on the ground.

      And the call of the wind and the lazy summer thermals never spoke to his heart as strongly as the need to run through the soothing, dark forests. His mother knew it was so, and it didn’t really come as a surprise to her either. Most offspring that were of mixed heritage took after one parent more than the other, depending on the blending.

      Out of all the different Elemental races, the lupwyn bloodlines usually proved the most dominant when mixed with another species. His mother had come to terms with his choice a long time ago. But she still sent the occasional barb his way.

      Silverblade guided his mare closer to the group of visiting Elementals and then dropped his cloaking magic. Several of the guards acknowledged his sudden appearance with calm nods. They might not have known he was so close, but clearly they had been informed of his coming.

      After returning their companionable nods, he turned his attention to his mother.

      “Hmmm. You can’t seem to bother taking on phoenix form, but you’ll do human?” She sighed and then grinned at him, holding her arms open for a hug.

      Silverblade guided his mare close to his mother’s santhyrian mount and managed a quick, somewhat awkward hug. His mare tolerated the santhyrian, but the stallion mage Cymael was riding snorted with disdain.

      “Mother, it’s good to see you, even if the reason behind it isn’t.”

      “It’s always good to see you too.” His mother looked him over. “At least you make a fine enough looking human, I suppose.” Cymael arched a brow at him. “As majestic as your lupwyn form is, it would be nice to see you as a phoenix once in a while when you come to Grey Spires next. But I digress. Once this present mission is over, you’ll need to return to the pack and deal with leadership issues there. Maybe once that’s dealt with, you’ll find an opportunity to pass that stellar heritage on to the next generation.” His mother huffed softly at his stricken look, her cream-colored crest feathers rising slightly in humor. “I want to see some grandchildren one of these centuries before my Larnkin decides it is time to return to the Spirit Realm.”

      He could feel his early surprise melting away to mild annoyance. This was an old argument. “Now is hardly the time to worry about such things.”

      For the most part, the different races composing the Elementals shared many beliefs and values. But some things, like instincts, were too ingrained within the species and could not be overruled.

      Such as a phoenix’s mating instinct. That was something that could not be simply ignored. Like the dragons and gryphons, phoenix mated for life. Unfortunately, other species such as lupwyns or santhyrians had much more freedom to change life partners as sometimes happened.

      Silverblade had learned that very painful life lesson half a century before.

      While he wouldn’t mind having his own youngling to raise, that was a little difficult without a mate and there was no way he was ready to risk that kind of pain a second time. If his mother wanted grandchildren so badly, she and his father could just beget another youngling themselves!

      Silverblade wasn’t so foolish as to tell his mother that.

      “Your father says the pack is entering another fertility cycle. It’s likely why he wants you to return and take up your place as pack leader and put down any dissension among the other members while he’s at Grey Spires. You might even find another—”

      “No.” The word came out more sharply than Silverblade intended, so he softened his voice a touch. “Once was enough lesson for me.”

      His mother sighed, but wisely didn’t press him. She knew well his history.

      He swiftly sought another topic of conversation. There was one thing he should mention before the current mission sidetracked him. “It will be good to spend time with you, father, and the rest of the pack again.” He simply would not be seeking a new mate, and considering what they were just talking about, he hesitated to bring up the next topic.

      However, it was too important to avoid simply because he didn’t want to give his mother more fuel.

      “When I first started scouting this area, I found a young human woman and her family living deep in the woods. What’s more interesting is that they all possess Larnkins.” Until recently, he’d thought that those powerful, immortal creatures of the spirit realm only took Elementals as hosts. That was, perhaps, a tad arrogant on his people’s part to believe such.

      Yet it was understandable, too. For his spying had only reinforced what the elders had already suspected. Most humans were taught to hate and fear magic; that anyone with even the humblest of gifts was evil and should be hunted down so they could not ‘corrupt’ others. The only corruption Silverblade had ever witnessed was rooted in the acolytes’ core teachings.

      “Larnkins?” his mother said, a hint of surprise reflected in her voice that wasn’t mirrored on her tranquil features, her diplomat’s mask falling into place.

      “Yes. And when I return to the pack, I’d like to bring this family with me. They have been hiding from the human priests for years. Among them is a female with a very powerful Larnkin. My own led me to them, and he has since made it clear that these humans are under his protection.”

      His mother tilted her head, studying him, no doubt trying to read his thoughts. But for once, he had his mental shields firmly in place.

      “This female, how old would you say she is?”

      Silverblade paused and mulled that over. He knew she was young compared to a centuries-old Elemental like him, but she was human and he’d seen many humans younger than her with babes already at the breast. “Were I to guess, I’d say twenty.”

      “Hmmm,” his mother said, her thoughtful expression morphing into calculation. “She would be of an age with the Stonemantle sisters then.”

      He supposed that was so. Being a scout, he knew of the human general and his three daughters. It had been a necessity to learn as much as possible about their enemies.

      As it had turned out, the Stonemantle sisters weren’t the enemy. At least the oldest wasn’t. She’d turned out to be the bondmate of the Crown Prince of the Phoenix.

      But what that had to do with the three humans he’d found, he didn’t know.

      “They must all have been born here. I would need to know that for sure to confirm my theory, but if they were born here and the Larnkins of this land took them as hosts, then that means they are our allies,” his mother said. “You did well to find and protect them. Once you complete your current mission, I would like you to bring this family to Grey Spires.”

      “That was my plan,” he agreed with a nod.

      “And you say your Larnkin showed interest in this one’s mentoring?”

      Those weren’t his exact words, but by the way his mother’s crest rose slightly, he sensed another humorous barb at his expense was likely incoming.

      “You most certainly should tutor this young one, and if something comes of it after a century or two, all the better.”

      Now his mother wanted him to take a human mate? A species equally as promiscuous as a lupwyn, if not more so?

      He was just drawing breath to say as much when the first agonized scream reached his ears.

      The terrible sound battered his senses, and then chaos broke loose as the undeniable shapes of two dozen robed acolytes emerged from the surrounding forest.

      Ambush, he realized. But before Silverblade had time to draw his sword, a delicately textured net dropped down upon him.

      Wherever those delicate threads touched, a hot, fierce burning flared up. The heat and pain lasted moments and then the heat faded, changing to a numbing cold. His mare squealed in terror and then collapsed underneath him. Trapped by the net, he went down with her.

      He had no idea what was happening. His Larnkin flared in panic, but the strange nets simply absorbed whatever spell his Larnkin launched at it.

      Worse, his limbs were growing heavy, the strange, numbing cold somehow draining away his life energy along with his magic. And even as fine as the netting was, he still couldn’t break or shred any of the threads. He attempted to call on his lupwyn form, but even that was beyond him.

      Trapped in a human body without his natural weapons or his magic, he could only struggle uselessly and listen to those around him fighting for their lives and losing.

      Somewhere close by, he heard his mother’s enraged raptor’s scream and a moment later, her fire magic blasted just over his head. Some of the flames caught a portion of the net trapping him and burned it to ash. Seeing that, he renewed his struggle to free himself from the net.

      He’d managed to free his upper body when an acolyte stepped into his line of sight and leveled a crossbow at Silverblade’s chest.
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      Beatrice managed another quarter candlemark of travel, her alarm and fear growing with each stride the horse took. Her dark magic seemed not to care and continued to gather itself.

      Nothing she did calmed the magic. She didn’t understand what was happening. In the past, that dark magic only roused when she was in danger. Yet her healing magic told her there was no living creature close enough to be a threat to her life.

      So why the sudden stirring of her dark power? It hadn’t bothered to stir awake in years, not since she’d actively started avoiding acolytes at all costs. She sent her healer’s magic outward, searching the area in a half day’s ride around her once again and still she sensed no acolytes near.

      Beyond her control, her dark magic continued to rise within her. It wasn’t yet visible to the naked eye, and she didn’t think it was a threat to the gelding she rode, but she could feel the dark power waking. For the first time in her life, that power had a consciousness to it—a will.

      Like a beast that had long been hibernating and had come to awareness at last, it shook itself fully awake and looked out through her eyes, and then used her own healer’s magic to scan the area. With that dark power behind it, buoying her healer’s magic as its fearsome strength, her reach was so much farther.

      It stretched its waking consciousness back along the trail, hunting for something far from her present location—all the way back to River’s Divide.

      There was something there it wanted, something or someone it was interested in.

      Perhaps ‘concerned for’ was a better term.

      Yes. The knowledge was suddenly clear in her mind. Just a vague, nagging notion one moment and then absolute certainty the next. She didn’t have long to worry over the strangeness of her magic or its willfulness. She was needed elsewhere. Almost against her will, she found herself reining the gelding around until they faced the trail behind them.

      The dark power did not share more details. Beatrice desperately wanted to know more, but in the end she couldn’t resist its urging, and she squeezed her legs around the gelding’s barrel to hurry him into a trot.

      In all likelihood, she was about to ride into a pack of acolytes, but her fool of a Larnkin wasn’t giving her a choice.
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      Darkness was falling, the shadows among the trees growing longer. Ahead Silverblade heard the rushing of rapids over the sounds of his own passage and the blood pounding in his ears. The crossbow bolt buried in his shoulder grated against bone and the blazing pain caused his vision to go stark white with each step. He forced himself to focus on their surroundings, not each and every agony inflicted upon his body by the acolytes.

      He and his mother had escaped the acolytes. For now. But they wouldn’t remain free for long if he didn’t focus.

      He blinked his snowy vision clear and looked around.

      Yes. He knew this area, had camped by the falls several times and set traps.

      The river was near.

      They were never going to make it. Silverblade knew it. Likely his mother knew it as well, but still they ran, the underbrush snatching at them. Neither of them tried to hide their trail. It would not matter if they had. The predators tracking them had senses beyond the physical.

      Some unknown distance behind, the remaining acolytes still followed them.

      Silverblade darted around a tree in his path. His mother stumbled and slammed into it. He doubled back for her just as she righted herself. Together they continued their desperate run toward the river.

      A phoenix might be faster than a human, but they were still awkward on the ground. If he could only shapeshift, he could outrun the acolytes. He’d even be able to carry the phoenix on his back as he fled. But his Larnkin was still stunned and reeling from whatever the acolytes had tossed at them.

      He could still feel the cold numbing chill from the acolytes’ strange net traps as if he was still trapped underneath them. From what his Larnkin had gathered before it was crippled, it looked like the elders and their guards had walked right into the nets as if they hadn’t seen them. Or perhaps, couldn’t see them.

      Not that Silverblade had fared any better. Even with the screams giving him a few moments’ warning, he hadn’t sensed those deceptively delicate nets about to drop down onto his shoulders. Maybe had he not been idly chatting with his mother, he might have seen what was coming, somehow prevented the tragedy from unfolding. If he’d been doing his duty and actively scouting for dangers…?

      Looking back, he wasn’t sure if it would have made a difference. He’d never run across something that had no scent, taste, or hum of power to it before. All life—all magic had an essence, some form of taste or smell. But not these power-sapping traps the acolytes had created. They were nothing—a void neither he nor his Larnkin had sensed.

      Cymael stumbled a second time, but continued toward the river. A crossbow bolt still poked out of her back, high up near her shoulder blade. Another had shattered her one wing bone and the soft, cream-colored feathers were now drenched in bright blood, her useless wing dragging behind. They didn’t even have time to secure it to her back. If they slowed for even a moment, they were both dead.

      Had their physical ailments been the only factor working against them, he might hold more hope of escape, but even though they were free of the nets, their magic continued to bleed out as if they were even now caught in those deadly, gossamer threads.

      Cymael was the most powerful elder in the group. Her fire magic seemed the only thing able to kill the acolytes and burn through the net traps. But even she’d been too late to save the first group caught in the nets—their screams still echoed in his mind.

      Ahead of him, Cymael stumbled a third time and fell heavily onto her knees.

      “Mother!” Silverblade didn’t bite back the instinctive call, worry for his mother overcoming centuries of training in a moment.

      Again he sought his lupwyn form even as he reached for her.

      Not even a drop of magic answered his call. Only a deathless cold emanated from that spot in his chest, next to his heart, where his Larnkin used to dwell. His own injuries ached and burned and bled. Rage was the only thing keeping him moving.

      He gripped his mother’s arm and dragged her back to her feet. “Mother, you must come. The river is only a little ways farther. If we reach it first, we may be able to lose the acolytes.”

      Silverblade didn’t actually believe that, but the hope might be enough to keep his mother on her feet a little while longer. Her normally rich, brown skin was ashen, a fine dew of sweat covered her skin, and she coughed, blood splattering her lower lip. Shock and exhaustion were clear in her trembling limbs, but she staggered in the direction he indicated.

      They managed another quarter
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