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Chapter
One

 


Five years ago…

The Other Realm: The Jungle

Gethin’s
eyes were hard as he sneered down at his wife, the fingers of his
meaty hand flexing as though the slap he’d delivered to send Siana
sprawling in the dirt had hurt him, rather than her
face.

As the
first fat raindrop fell, Siana edged herself backward across the
jungle floor, the familiar taste of metallic blood coating her
tongue. Digging her nails into the damp earth, Siana gained another
few inches and defiantly met her husband’s gaze. Experience had
taught her that she couldn’t risk looking away.

She
hated this man. She wanted to be free.

Siana
almost gave in to building hysteria and laughed. Gethin owned
her—there was no escape. There was no freedom … unless the whispers
of the Resistance were true.

Siana’s
lips thinned as she grasped another fistful of earth, the heels of
her feet slipping in the soil. She would enjoy seeing him knocked
to the ground for once. The bastard. When Gethin took a step
forward, stealing the distance she’d gained, her hysteria won. Her
laugh seemed to surprise them both.

“You think this is funny?” Gethin’s face darkened to match the
storm clouds that had been chasing them all afternoon. “You are
mine and yet you defy me!”

His reminder that she had been given to him in marriage two
long years ago had Siana’s chin lifting. “I may have been forced
into this marriage, husband,” she said, “I may legally be
your property, thanks to Griffin Fionn’s command, but
I will never be
yours!”

Gethin
gave a growl and took another menacing step toward her. Siana
scrambled backward. She knew better than to poke at his temper, but
her fear of being forced to return to the palace that had been her
home for the first eighteen years of her life was greater than her
fear of him.

“You have no idea what you’ve done, do you?” Gethin shouted,
his face twisting with familiar malice.

“What I’ve done?” Siana gained another inch.

“Don’t you know what waits for us at the palace?” he
asked.

Siana’s
mind lurched from one bad memory to another. As a female, she had
been detained in her family’s chambers since birth. She hadn’t
stepped outside, hadn’t been free to talk to anyone but her mother,
father, and brother. Then, when she’d turned eighteen, Griffin had
chosen a husband for her. Her married life had been confining and
violent, but it had gotten her out of the palace.

As one
of Griffin’s favored warriors, Gethin had been charged with
overseeing the outpost at the temple. The temple was dark and
claustrophobic, but she had sometimes managed to go
outside—something that would be impossible at the palace. The
prospect of the complete restriction that awaited her made her sick
but it didn’t account for her husband’s anger.

Gethin
laughed, the sound hot and hard as he seemed to enjoy her
confusion. “You stupid bitch! You really don’t know how this works?
Two years of marriage is deemed more than long enough for you to
conceive my child.” Gethin’s hands tightened into fists. “Once we
reach the cliffside palace, Griffin will waste little time
dissolving our marriage. I will be a laughing stock.”

The
blood drained from Siana’s face, the rising bruise on her cheek
pulsing painfully.

 “Our marriage will be
dissolved?” she said, faintly. There was no way Griffin Fionn would
allow a female of breeding age to remain unmarried. “What will
happen to me?”

Gethin
sneered. “You’ll be gifted to the next favored soldier hopeful of
an heir.”


Dizziness blackened her vision as she fought the urge to
retch. Another husband meant another wedding, another mating
ceremony … another two years before she was passed on again if she
failed. The marriage she’d endured with this bastard had been hell
but she was in no rush to exchange one hell for another.

“I can see you finally understand the cost of your
failure.”

Forcing
her vision to clear, Siana focused on Gethin’s fist as she tried to
think of a way out. His hand flexed and relaxed, flexed and
relaxed, as though he couldn’t make up his mind what to do with her
now he’d knocked her to the ground and spilled his guts.

And then
she knew how she could escape. He’d nearly killed her once in a fit
of rage. This time, she’d provoke him far enough that he’d
succeed.

Siana
made herself smile, the crack in her lip widening. “Oh, I
understand completely,” she goaded and spat blood on the ground.
“I’ll be free of you.”

For a
moment, Gethin looked shocked, and then his reliable temper rose,
as she’d known it would. “You’ve grown brave, wife.
Fierce.”

“I’ll not be your wife for much longer.”

He
folded his arms across the leather vest that signaled he was one of
Griffin’s elite, his eyes burning. “Are you so keen to be fucked by
another male? Are you so keen to give another the heir you have
denied me?”

“Denied?” Siana didn’t try to prevent the disbelieving laugh
that escaped her bloodied lips. “Denied?”

She was
female. Other. With so few females being born in their realm, she
was a dying breed. Griffin Fionn had stripped females of all
rights. She was property, even if that property was on loan. She
didn’t have the right to deny him anything. She didn’t have the
right to say no—to anything. A fact her husband reminded her of
frequently with words, with his fists.

Above,
the gathered clouds gave the first ominous rumble of thunder. When
the storm hit, it would be violent and cathartic, washing away the
sticky heat that had invaded the jungle as though the sun was
trying to scorch the undeserving left upon the Mother’s cherished
land.

“You’ll be given to another soldier,” Gethin ranted, half to
himself. “You’ll be married, mated, in front of the elite soldiers,
as you were with me.” His fists solidified. “If you had just given
me an heir!” he bellowed the last as the rain finally began to
fall.

“Griffin Fionn might deny the old ways,” Siana spat, “but you
know as well as I that rape does not produce a child. The mating
bridge must form and taking me against my will does not forge the
bond. We reproduce through Affinity, Gethin,” she reminded him of
the forbidden truth. “The fact that so few children are being born
is proof of the evil ways you and your king have
adopted!”

“Blasphemy!” Gethin roared as he took a step closer.
“Treason!”

Siana
didn’t even flinch. “Griffin Fionn may have taken the throne, he
may even view himself as a god, but he is not the creator,” Siana
said. “I speak no blasphemy.”

“You were given to me! Griffin’s blessing is enough for you to
give me a child!” Gethin loomed over her.

“Have you truly swallowed all his lies?” she challenged,
glaring up at him from the jungle floor as the steady patter of
rain increased and the ground grew slick beneath her palms. The
thin red of her dress became sodden, clinging to her body as the
heavens opened to coat them in the Mother’s tears. She cursed the
rain when his gaze dipped to her breasts and his fury seemed to
take a turn she hadn’t anticipated.


Desperately, she glowered at him through the rain and
prodded, “You forget the teachings of millennia for a king’s
arrogant words? Affinity is life, not Griffin Fionn.”

Gethin smiled, his expression chilling Siana, and reached for
the waist of his trousers. “I think we should test your theory a
few more times before we reach the palace, wife.”

Siana’s
certainty that he would kill her slipped away like sand through
fingers. Why his plan to rape her here on the jungle floor only
half a day’s ride from the palace should shock her, she had no
idea.

“I’ll fight you,” she said, her bravado, her confidence
deserting her as he released his erection.

Gethin’s
eyes glittered as lightning flashed. “I was hoping you
would.”

About to
lunge, he froze in place as thunder boomed. His eyes widening, he
sank to his knees. Seeming bewildered, he looked at Siana and then
down at his abdomen. Siana’s eyes followed, her mouth falling open
as she saw the spear that protruded there.

“Siana,” Gethin garbled as a froth of blood emerged from his
lips. “Help me.”

As the
whoop of the Resistance echoed with the storm and painted warriors
spilled from the trees, Siana lay back in the dirt and
laughed.


Chapter
Two

 


Five years later…

 The Other Realm: The Retreat

“Siana!”

Siana’s
eyes popped open, the welcome peace she’d found within her
meditative link to Affinity falling away.

“Siana, they’re back!” Cara rushed through the entrance to the
cave they both called home. Cara was only a little over five feet
tall and Siana watched her employ every inch of her small frame in
purposeful organization, not a moment wasted.

“Didn’t you hear me shout you?” Cara asked, looking pointedly
at where Siana remained cross-legged upon the cave’s floor. “Our
warriors are crossing the bridge into the Retreat. The injured will
need our help.”

“Just our fighters?” Siana watched Cara’s competent hands
gather medical supplies and tried to suppress her rising fear. “The
watch has detected no soldiers from the palace pursuing
them?”

Cara
frowned, her hand lifting to flutter at the wide feather choker she
always wore around her throat. “Is that what has you rooted to the
earth?” Locating bandages, Cara thrust them into her basket with an
air of triumph. “Our warriors would not have returned to the
Retreat if they had been followed, Siana. But no, the watch—nor
Seren Daire for that matter—has detected any threat. The men and
women approaching are our own and more than a few will need our
help.”


Reassured, hating the fact she needed reassurance, Siana
unwound her long limbs and went to gather her own medicines. Of
course she must go and help. As a student of the Oracle, she had
been trained how to tend to the wounds their warriors received
while fighting to preserve the way of life Griffin Fionn was bent
on destroying.

Supplies
already in hand, Cara headed out of the cave. Quickly, Siana darted
after her, her long legs easily making up the steps of the much
smaller woman. Determined to do better, Siana boxed her anxiety
away as the Oracle jogged over to join them. Red hair was adorned
with her usual feathers and the Oracle’s youthful face was streaked
with the green war paint she wore every day without fail. Seren
Daire was intelligent, beautiful, and, despite appearances, more
than six hundred years old.

“We have injured,” Seren greeted, her gaze lingering on Siana.
“They will be here any minute.”

Slow to
respond to Cara’s summons, Siana’s cheeks heated at the
attention.

If Seren
noticed her blush she didn’t comment.

Seren
gestured to the stretch of jungle that met the lowest part of the
village. The Retreat, home to their Resistance cell, was located
high up on the steep peak of a mountain. The only way in and out
was the rope bridge lower down the mountainside that linked the
peak of the Retreat to the next mountaintop.

“Cara, you’ll ready for the wounded in your usual spot? Gwyneth
is rounding up help and will meet you there.”

Since
their most skilled healer and a number of his helpers had been
killed the year before, Cara had done her best to assume his
role.

Seren’s
green eyes returned to Siana and pinned her with a look of
challenge. “Siana, I need your help with something else. I sense
our warriors are not alone.”

Shooting
Cara an accusing look, Siana gripped her basket as she battled the
urge to run.

“No, it is not the enemy,” Seren said firmly. “I’d be shooting
arrows through their hearts if Griffin’s soldiers approached, not
be here talking to you, Siana.” Seren’s jade gaze shifted to the
slope beneath, growing distant as she likely stretched out her
senses and probed Affinity. “I sense the presence of two females.
Females that aren’t, as yet, members of the Resistance.”

Siana’s
head whipped toward the trees below. The warriors of the Retreat
were both male and female. If the females approaching weren’t their
warriors, then…

“Wives?” Siana’s heart beat too loudly beneath her breast. Five
years ago, it had been she who had crossed the impossibly high rope
bridge allowing access to the Retreat. She had been terrified of
what she’d face living as one of the Resistance and she thanked the
Mother every day that instead of more violence, she had found
peace.

“So, you know why I need your help. You understand the horrors
the approaching wives have endured.”

Siana
opened her senses, her gaze and her Affinity probing the trees,
trying to detect the women. Due to a lifetime locked away in the
palace, her spiritual education had been minimal until she’d joined
the Resistance, and despite her years of training at the Retreat,
her Affinity remained weak. She wasn’t surprised when she failed to
detect the wives’ approach.

“You were the last wife liberated, Siana,” Seren said more
softly, “and, as such, you are the best placed to greet the rescued
women. You can reassure them that they will not meet with harm at
the Retreat.”

Siana
forced her gaze away from the trees and reluctantly met Seren’s far
too perceptive eyes. She’d rather do anything than revisit her
past.

“Of course, Oracle.” Siana forced herself to say the words. “I
will do everything I can for them.” And for the Resistance that had
rescued her.

Seren
inclined her head in a gesture of acceptance as a cry went up and
the first of their warriors stepped free from the trees.

“Brenin!” Seren dashed across to where Brenin L’ anna propped
Cadell Macfione up. Blood oozed from Cadell’s hastily bandaged
thigh. Seren scanned Brenin’s naked torso streaked with
camouflaging swirls of greens and browns, then searched his bare
lower legs and feet. There was no blood.

“Are you hurt?” she demanded.


Intimidated by Brenin’s heavily muscled frame, Siana remained
several steps away from their cell’s leader.

Brenin
lifted one brown brow at the Oracle as he faced what seemed to be
motherly concern. “I am uninjured. You can relax, you haven’t lost
your future king.”

Seren
scowled. “My concern isn’t purely about the succession.” Then her
rare grin flashed, wide and unexpected. “Besides, you have both a
sister and a brother, as well as cousins. The succession is
safe.”

Brenin
snorted, his emerald eyes warm with humor.

 Beside him, Cadell grunted.
“I’m injured,” he
put in. “Perhaps a little of that concern could be directed my
way?”

Seren
laughed. “Come, Cadell, Cara will tend your injury and she might
even stitch you up if you ask her nicely.”


Grumbling, Cadell limped over to where the injured were
gathering.

Levity
forgotten, Seren turned shrewd eyes upon Brenin. “What
happened?”

“We’d just concluded our meeting with the Sanctuary Resistance
cell. We’d traveled maybe a mile toward home, no more, when we
found ourselves face-to-face with palace soldiers, a dozen
strong.”

“Soldiers? Or elite soldiers?” Seren asked. “If Griffin has
sent a dozen of his elite out of the palace, there will be more of
his forces close by. Those killed will be quickly
missed.”

“They were lower grade soldiers, which is why we didn’t detect
the presence of their spirits within Affinity.” He scowled at the
last. “Their chests were bare. They wore no leather to signal elite
rank. They were foot soldiers sent on an errand.”

Seren’s
pale brows rose. “An errand? Through the lowlands?”

The
lowlands were one of the last undisputed sections of their realm, a
section of dense jungle neither side of their war had tried to
claim. While the Resistance had been forced ever higher into the
mountains, they had been able to pass in relative safety through
the lowlands—as long as they were careful. An outright attack on
that soil hadn’t occurred in a generation.

Brenin’s
mouth turned down at the edges, making his hard features even more
forbidding. “They were returning from a distant outpost. Two elite
soldiers there had been ‘gifted’ wives before they took up their
post,” he said, his disgust about Griffin’s attitude to women
obvious. “Apparently, Griffin decided to annul the marriages and
was recalling the females back to the palace to
be—reassigned.”

“The bastard.” Seren folded her arms across her chest. “He
planned to force them into a more politically sound marriage as a
way of consolidating his power.”

“Most likely.” Brenin mirrored the Oracle’s position, arms
folding over his own chest. His jaw ticked, his gaze drifting to
where Siana quietly listened several steps away. “Griffin’s
evil.”

Seren
made a sound of agreement, then said, “I sensed the two females you
rescued so I know you brought them here.”

“My sister is with them,” he told her. “They
were—afraid.”

Seren
grimaced. “To put it mildly. And your brother? Evan has not
returned with you?”

“He doubled back to get word to the Sanctuary.” He grinned,
despite everything. “I think he was glad of the excuse to go and
see Megan L’ Seer.”

Seren
laughed softly. “Those two were always thick as thieves as
children. I always suspected their relationship would turn into
more.”

Brenin
shrugged his wide shoulders. “As did I, but he is as close to Megan
as he is to our own sister. I don’t think that is going to
change.”

Seren’s
good humor fell away, probably as Affinity nudged against her mind.
“Elain and the females are here, hovering within the tree line.”
She looked over her shoulder to find Siana and gestured her closer.
“We will go and greet them. You go and rest, Brenin, but we will
need to talk later.”

Brenin’s
gaze sharpened. “Has something happened while we were
away?”

Seren
shook her head. “Later.”

“As you wish.” Brenin headed up the steep slope.

“Oh, and Brenin?” Seren called after him.

Brenin
paused and looked back.

A soft
smile played at Seren’s lips but the expression in her eyes was
deadly serious. “Don’t place yourself in such danger again. You are
worth too much to the Resistance.”

Turning,
Brenin raised his hand in salute. There was no way to stay out of
danger and protect their people, and every member of the Resistance
knew it.

Seren
watched him go before linking her arm with Siana’s. “Come, let us
go and greet these poor souls and assure them they will know no ill
treatment here. They are free.”

Siana
allowed herself to be led away.

That
evening, Siana emerged from the cave she called home, weary and ill
at ease. The two liberated females would stay with her and Cara
until they acclimatized to life at the Retreat and accepted that
they truly had found freedom. It would be a squeeze, but she knew
from her own experience they would feel safer sharing with women,
and neither she nor Cara were married.

Her lips
turned down at the corners. At least she wasn’t anymore.

“Everything all right?” Cara neared, a basket of fruit and
bread in her small hands.

Siana
tipped her head back, her long hair touching her bottom as she
looked up at the emerging stars. Reassuring in their consistency,
the stars reminded her that life went on.

“It’s hard to listen to them,” she said, her fingers lifting
toward the cave behind her. “Hard to see their
distress.”

Cara
placed the basket on the ground and joined her friend in her
observation of the sky. “Too close to home?”

“Hmm.” She had done her best to avoid thinking of the past—or
the future. She preferred her present life of quiet worship and
study with the Oracle to any memories or uncertainty. The arrival
of the rescued wives poked at a wound she did her best to ignore.
She had no desire to face what was outside of this sanctuary, no
desire to remember what had been—and she certainly didn’t want to
marry again.

“I remember when you first came here,” Cara said softly. “You
didn’t leave that cave for almost four weeks. And while you view
the Retreat as your home now, in the five years since you have been
here you are, in many ways, still waiting in that cave.”

Siana
rolled her head to look at Cara, her eyes heating with rare temper.
“That’s not true.”

“Isn’t it?”

Siana
bristled. “Are you saying I don’t pull my weight? That I only
deserve to be here if I leave the Retreat to fight as Elain L’ anna
or Catrin Macfione do?”

Cara
sighed. “That is not what I’m saying. I don’t leave the Retreat
either,” she reminded her. “What I am suggesting is that you need
to take more for yourself than study and worship. You are young,
Siana. Twenty-five. There is much life to be lived, if you would
live it.”

Siana
narrowed her eyes. “I am not much younger than you.”

Cara
laughed softly. “You are. I may look as though I’m in my twenties
but I am not. I’m no Oracle, but I am far older than I
appear.”

They
were silent as a shooting star streaked the sky, then Cara told
Siana, “Marie and Osian have decided to marry this evening. Given
the close call our warriors just had, neither want to delay their
mating. Seren suggested that you might like to join them in their
celebration?”

Attend a
wedding?

Siana
quickly shook her head. “No, thank you.” Her own marriage ceremony
had been one too many.

“The ceremonies here follow the old ways,” Cara said. “It is a
time for joy.”

“I know,” Siana said. She had seen over the past five years how
the couples who chose to marry in the Resistance did so of their
own free will, out of love. The women were not forced. They were
not humiliated.

“But you won’t attend?” Cara asked. “Marriage and mating
ceremonies are not what they are in Griffin’s palace.”

Siana’s
gaze cooled. “And what do you know of palace life?” she asked
harshly, hurt by her friend’s insistence.

Cara
seemed to debate how to answer but then sighed and said, “I know
far more than you might think, Siana. I lived there once,
too.”

“You did?” Siana stared at Cara, truly shocked. Her annoyance
swiftly fell away. “You never said a word. You were
rescued?”

Cara’s
smile seemed sad as her hand lifted to smooth the feather choker
that covered her throat. “In a way. My past is my own but know that
I have known both the hands of a lover upon my skin and the touch
of violence. I found peace here, as you have, but I have also tried
to find happiness. I have never looked to take another husband, I
never will, but I can still take part in life. I attend weddings,
celebrate the birth of children I will never have, and share in the
life of those who call this mountain home. I don’t have to let my
past keep me separate. Do you understand?”

Siana
opened her mouth to protest but then closed it again. She’d held
back from joining in with her new community because she didn’t want
to draw male attention and while she had told herself she was safe
at the Retreat, she now realized she’d never actually believed
it.

Finally,
Siana said, “I will try.”

The
smile Cara sent her was bright in the gathering darkness. “Then let
us eat with our guests before we attend the wedding together. Elain
has volunteered to come and keep the women company until we
return.”

For the
second time that day, Siana felt the realm shift beneath her feet
and allowed herself to be led a little further into her
future.


****

The fire
popped, casting waving shadows across the faces of those gathered.
Through the trees, the distant sounds of celebration drifted, a
reassuring hum of life and freedom as the leaders of their
Resistance cell gathered to share laughter before talk shifted to
the topic Seren had called them here to discuss away from
interested ears.


Crossed-legged before the fire, Seren Daire toyed with the
feather at the end of one long, red plait and listened to the
relaxed conversations as family and friends took the opportunity to
reconnect after the recent battle. L’ anna and Macfione, they were
members of two of their realm’s oldest families and they were


















































tmp_ad2631931a63fb9847693119e41fa677_MPODBC_html_7ace8fdb.png
)
[

BXxX xt

!
|

.o





tmp_ad2631931a63fb9847693119e41fa677_MPODBC_html_209426bb.jpg
VERNIGHT PUBLISHING

THE GU}\RDIANS TRUST

SIANA!

BETH L‘*‘”INTON





tmp_ad2631931a63fb9847693119e41fa677_MPODBC_html_449c17e4.png





cover.jpg
VERNIGHT PUBLISHING

THE GUARDIANS TRUST

SIAN,_,g

BETH=FINTON





