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        Otherworldly portals. Mysterious powers. Evil hungrily awaits her return.

      

      

      Taryn’s simple life is all she’s ever known. Living above a busy London pub with her grandfather, they’re ripped from their reality and plunged into a strange world to jumpstart an ancient prophecy. And when he’s killed defending her from a vicious intruder’s magic, Taryn’s left nearly alone… and forced to trust a rugged savior.

      Rhoane has one job. Sworn to protect the young woman who has returned to fulfill her destiny, the assassin dare not let his feelings get in the way of her training. But he knows the time will come when she accepts her power and recognizes he’s her fated mate.

      As Taryn learns her life on Earth was a lie, she must unlock her hidden talents to save an entire world from destruction. And though Rhoane will show no mercy to anyone who stands in her way, he fears her biggest threat comes from the family she has never known.

      Will the destined pair rise to stop the annihilation of a vast kingdom?

      Turn the page and step into a deadly new realm…
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        Want to know more about the world of Aelinae?

      

        

      
        Open your table of contents and head to APPENDIX: THE WORLD OF AELINAE

        for maps of the world, pronunciation guides, and more.

      

        

      
        Or continue reading and let the world unfold organically, referencing only as you need or want.

      

        

      
        Your reading experience is up to you. Enjoy!
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      IT IS time. He is waiting.

      Taryn placed a finger on the page she was reading and cocked her head, listening. Voices from the pub below drifted through the thin walls of their flat. The kitchen staff preparing the day’s meals. Her stomach twitched with anticipation.

      She scanned the sparsely decorated room, her gaze resting on her grandfather. He sat in his favorite chair, pipe at his lips, one hand curled around a cup of tea long gone cold. Unblinking, unmoving, he remained focused on the fireplace, oblivious of his surroundings. She leaned against the window frame and shook her head. Two weeks of being cooped up was affecting her mind.

      Outside, clouds, dark as pewter, blocked the sun that only an hour ago warmed the tiny room. Defiant rays struggled through the mass, but the summer storm released a torrent of rain, tamping out the last of the light.

      It is time. He is waiting.

      Taryn jerked forward, snagging her T-shirt on an exposed nail.

      “Did you hear that?” She pinched the rip in her shirt as if the force alone could mend the frayed fabric.

      Brandt continued staring into the flames. “Hear what, darling?”

      “A woman. It sounded like she was standing right next to me.”

      “It must’ve been the storm.”

      “I guess.” She rose from the window seat and stretched her long body, working cramps out of muscles more accustomed to long days of work than sitting. “Want to visit the museum today?” She had to get him out of the flat. Away from the apartment and back to work. Yet he refused every opportunity she or their clients presented. His lack of motivation perplexed her. And worried her. He was getting on in years; perhaps the constant traveling was finally catching up to him.

      Wisps of white hair vibrated with the quick shake of his head. “Not today, love. Not today.”

      Her grandfather had loved his job, as did she. Loved the travel to far off civilizations, the discovery of long-forgotten artifacts, even loved the hard work associated with archeological digs. Then one day, without any warning, he told Taryn they were going back to London, to their flat, where he remained day after day, staring into the fire as if waiting for an answer to an unspoken question.

      She rested her cheek on his head, and smoothed the tweed jacket he wore, grimacing at the lack of substance beneath. He wasn’t eating well, nor did he sleep much at night.

      A crack of thunder startled them both. Taryn’s pendant thrummed against her skin, an insistent pulse that irritated her. She tapped the silver with her fingertips, shushing it.

      A pop from the fireplace drew Brandt’s attention, and he sat up straighter.

      It is time. Awaken.

      “There it is again. Tell me you heard that.” Taryn scanned the room, her nerves twitching.

      Brandt remained still, listening as she’d done a few minutes earlier. When he turned to face her, his eyes shone with excitement. “Aye, lass. I did.”

      A crack of lightning flashed outside their window, rattling the fragile glass.

      “I hear you,” Brandt shouted to the storm. “I hear you!” He grabbed Taryn’s hands, startling her as much as the thunder had. A smile started at the corners of his lips and stretched to his cheeks, giving him a mischievous glow. “It’s time, my darling girl. It’s time.”

      “For what?” Uncertainty clipped her words. The sleepy entropy they’d cultivated over the past few weeks dissipated in the space of a moment with Brandt’s sudden excitement.

      “There is so much I need to explain but not here. Grab your rucksack and follow me.” He spoke in the language they used in private, never around others, and as far as Taryn knew, only the two of them understood. The strange language was just one of Brandt’s peculiarities. Inventing adventures was another.

      “Baba, stop. This isn’t funny. I don’t know what’s gotten into you lately.” Only when alone did she use his nickname, finding it easier to call him by his given name around the men and women she worked with.

      “It’s time,” he said, pulling her toward the door. “Come with me.”

      She grabbed her backpack and followed him down the narrow staircase that led to the back of the pub.

      The smell of bacon assaulted her before they reached the ground floor and her stomach growled its unhappy emptiness. The sound of pots clanging and cooks yelling above the din was a comfort to her, but Brandt ignored it all as he hurried through the kitchen, its modern appliances gleaming against the ancient stones. Taryn rushed after him, swiping a scone from a nearby tray before heading through the back door.

      Brandt led them down creaky steps to the cellar, where nothing more than broken chairs and leaky casks littered the earthen floor. After flipping on a single light switch, he stopped in front of a heavy oak door and motioned for her to wait. She shifted her backpack and leaned against the wall, bristling against the dampness. In the nearly twenty-three years they’d lived above the pub, she’d been to the cellar twice; neither occasion she recalled with much enthusiasm.

      The scone’s warmth and buttery aroma did little to alleviate the cellar’s mustiness. She chewed absently, painfully disappointed she didn’t grab a cup of tea as well.

      “Seriously, what are we doing here?” Despite her whispering, the melodic words echoed off the walls.

      “I’m taking us home.” His fingers danced across the edges of the doorframe, a peculiar amber light flickering beneath them.

      “We are home,” she mumbled through a bite of her scone. The air around them shivered, and she straightened, alert to unseen danger. “Baba, what’s going on?” Her pendant flicked icy heat against her. The air thrummed with every breath, vibrated with each heartbeat as if it were a part of her. “We should go.”

      She reached out to Brandt, but he shook his head, sadness clear in the amber depths of his eyes. “We can’t go back. You are so much more than this world would ever allow.” Excitement crept into his words. “Through this doorway is a portal to our world. Our real home.”

      “A portal?” She snorted a laugh and choked on a bit of scone. Swallowing down her anger and the scone, she warned, “I don’t know what you’re up to, but I’m not a child anymore. You don’t have to create distractions to entertain me.”

      “This isn’t a game, Taryn. This is your chance to discover something wonderful. Won’t you allow an old man just one more grand adventure?”

      With a wink, he kissed her nose and turned back to the doorway. The way his fingertips traced around the frame entranced her. There was a pattern to his movements, a staccato beat ending with him pressing his palm against the wood. A shock of searing heat flashed from her pendant, and she staggered against the pain. The air around them sighed with centuries’ old longing. Amber lights blazed against the oak, then the door was gone.

      Instead of a storeroom filled with casks and old chairs as she’d expected, Taryn stared into a gaping blackness. “Bloody hell.”

      “Take my hand, and whatever you do, don’t let go. There’s no telling where you might end up.”

      “Where does it lead?”

      “Aelinae.” A mixture of wistfulness and mirth filled his tone.

      “Ay-lynn-ay?” A memory teased her thoughts. Of a bright star. A man with fear etched into his features.

      “Another world—another planet, actually. One of beauty and wonder. You’d be surprised what’s possible if you look beyond what you think you know.”

      She reached out to the undulating, seductive void, stopping before her fingertips touched the darkness. Her mind raced with questions, doubts, and fears, but curiosity overrode everything. Nerves trembling, she took Brandt’s hand, clasping it tightly. “Portals to other worlds? For real? You weren’t kidding about it being an adventure.”

      “Are you ready?” Brandt’s eyes glittered with unshed tears.

      Not trusting herself to speak, and before she could tell him “hell no” and run back to their flat, she nodded. A thick cocoon enveloped them as soon as they stepped into the chasm. A deep, primal fear itched its way from her core, sweeping over her, suffocating in its entirety. Her breath came in small gasps that left her feeling lightheaded. Complete darkness engulfed her. If Brandt remained beside her, she couldn’t see him. Nor could she see her own hand held an inch in front of her face. No sound, no brush of air indicated they were moving. She shoved down her panic, trusting that Brandt would see her safely through the abyss.

      She floated in darkness, with licks of heat burning against her face before slipping beneath her T-shirt, cutting her skin before soothing her with cool caresses. Blisters formed on her lips, then disappeared with a kiss of frost.

      The sensation moved down her jeans to touch her in places no man ever had. A small moan escaped her lips, silent to all but her. Heat wrapped around her legs and bound her in its warmth. Cold thrills traveled through her, searing against the invisible flames that made her sway with desire. She yearned for the touch, opened herself to the seduction of the darkness.

      An image of a man with short brown curls and eyes the color of summer moss drifted in her mind—the man from her dreams. Her submission wavered, and the void took on a prickly coldness before it shifted to a reassuring heat that wound its way over her breasts. It crept up her neck to her lips, lulling her back into sweet oblivion. The dream man called out her name, and she jerked against the stupor.

      A sibilant hiss lashed against her senses. A moment later, she slammed into the unforgiving ground.

      Sparks lit behind her eyes. A shock of pain ran the length of her. Ragged breaths ripped her lungs as she coughed against the dust flooding her throat. Her fingertips raked through the soft soil. After the etherealness of the void, the sand chafed against her skin.

      A melody played in her mind, its tune sweet and light, hopeful. She stretched her fingertips to her pendant. “Quiet.” The song lowered to a faint hum.

      Each move sent a fresh spasm of pain across her forehead, trailing down her spine. Nothing felt broken, yet everything felt abused. Ignoring the protests from her scraped hands and knees, Taryn pressed up to all fours. She untangled herself from her backpack and fought off a wave of dizziness before she stood on unsteady legs. Faint light from the portal made it difficult to see where she was.

      “Brandt?” Her voice died on empty air.

      The portal brightened and elongated, stretching to allow Brandt to step through. “Thank the gods. I thought I’d lost you.” He pulled her to him, crushing the air from her lungs. When he released her, tiny golden lights haloed his head.

      The air shuddered as the portal closed in on itself until there was nothing left to indicate its existence. Brandt held her hands, murmuring beneath his breath. Several orbs lit around them, giving off enough light to see. An electric current pulsed up her arm; not unpleasant, exactly, but she resisted the urge to pull free from her grandfather’s grip.

      “Welcome home, my darling girl.”

      Fear gnawed at her belly, sharp pricks of unease heightened by the strangeness of her surroundings. “Is this—what did you call it?”

      “Aelinae.”

      After her experience in the void, her emotions were raw, conflicted, vulnerable, and yet she was excited. “We did it? We crossed through to another planet?”

      “Aye, we did.”

      His hand swept out and the light expanded, illuminating a cavern with glistening white walls and sand floors. Crystals radiating from pale white to deep purple grew in all manner of shapes and sizes. Beneath her pendant’s jubilant tune, she heard a deeper strain that harmonized perfectly with her charm. The two melodies sang of a world full of light and shadow, of waterfalls and green meadows. Of temples to gods young and old, of mountains and a vast forest. They sang of a palace that overlooked the sea; they sang of Aelinae.

      A world she knew without knowing.

      At her back, the pull of the void beckoned her to return. Insistent. Demanding. Jealous.

      “Aelinae is where you were born, Taryn.” The whispered words echoed through her conscious. He didn’t lie. Somehow, she knew it was true.

      Taryn took a step forward, closer to the glittering gems. “I remember a star.” Taryn pointed to the ceiling. “From up there.”

      Tears shone in Brandt’s eyes. “Come with me. There is someone I want you to meet.”

      They wound their way through the forest of stalagmites, the crystals smooth beneath her hands. Some were as thick as her waist, their frosted coats shaggy with fingerlike growths that stretched in all directions and feathered ends blossoming toward one another.

      Beyond the muted glow of the crystals, a large lake nestled in a well-lit cavern. Taryn blinked against the sudden light and instinctively headed toward the water, but Brandt stopped her with a grip on her arm that made her cry out.

      She started to protest but then saw what he’d noticed first. Two men, arguing not more than twenty paces away, turned toward the sound of her shout.

      Of equal height, they were opposite in expression. One dressed in clothes of darkest night with hair to match and mist-colored eyes. No warmth, no greeting entered those eyes as they traveled the length of her, bringing the slightest tilt to his tight lips. He hadn’t moved from where he stood—feet firmly planted in the sand, shoulders back, head tilted just so—but his presence pressed against her, violating her space.

      A breath caught in her chest, and she looked away only to meet the steady gaze of the other stranger. His eyes didn’t raze her body but stayed locked on her face. Concern hid in the depths of those eyes. A tightness in his jaw and twitch to his lips made her want to reach out and stroke him, to soften the hardness beneath the stubble of beard. The idea both shocked and thrilled her. His stance wasn’t as rigid as the first man’s, but there was no mistaking his strength. Her gaze went from his lips, full but hard against his tanned skin, back to his eyes. They were an unmistakable shade of green.

      It was the darker of the two who spoke first, his voice a low vibrato, thrumming against the empty cavern. “Greetings, Your Eminence.” He bowed to Brandt, his steady scrutiny never leaving Taryn. “Well met on this day. Your absence has been too long, but I see you have returned to us that which was lost.”

      “What’s going on? Who are these men and how do they know our special language? You told me no one else spoke it.”

      Brandt’s chuckle did little to reassure her. “We are speaking Elennish, the oldest language on Aelinae. It was the least I could do to prepare you for your return.”

      Taryn stared at Brandt, mouth agape, an argument on her lips, but the handsome man stepped between them and the man in black, drawing her attention. Green lights sparked across his body.

      “Zakael, this is nothing that concerns you.” In contrast, his voice blended with the environment, eloquent, melodic. Safe. Comforting.

      Dark, silvery flares whipped around the one he called Zakael. “I wouldn’t be too certain of that.” He indicated Taryn. “Who is the priest’s friend? She’s tall for an Aelan, but those blue eyes and that glorious, sun touched hair remind me of someone.”

      The air shifted around them, electric, full of pent-up animosity.

      “Stand down, Rhoane. Zakael will not harm us,” Brandt warned, his anger directed at the darker of the two men. “I don’t want a quarrel with you or your master. Leave this place at once.”

      A flash of anger crossed Zakael’s face. “You have something that belongs to my lord.” A bright ball of silver fire sprang to life on his outstretched palm. “Give it to me, and I’ll let you live.”

      Taryn shrank behind her grandfather. The flame danced on Zakael’s hand with a menacing ferocity, as if impatient to be released.

      “Zakael,” Rhoane said low enough Taryn had to strain to hear, “this cavern is sacred to the Light. Do not work your Dark power here.”

      “I demand that you give me what is mine.” The force of Zakael’s stare immobilized her where she stood.

      Her mind screamed at her to run, to take Brandt and sprint to the portal, but her body betrayed her instincts and wouldn’t budge.

      Seconds passed in slow succession. Rhoane’s jaw tightened, his fists flexed in anticipation. Then Zakael’s body softened, his shoulders slumped forward, and he turned to leave. Taryn exhaled the breath she’d been holding, but Brandt gripped her hand tighter.

      Zakael took a few steps and swung around, his black cloak fanning out like wings. A silvery ball flew at Rhoane. Prepared for the attack, a web of green power consumed the fireball, dissolving it with an angry hiss.

      Thick strands of Zakael’s energy spiraled to the ceiling and loosened several crystals, sending them crashing to the ground. A wall of tawny light sprang up, protecting her from the glittering shards that shattered all around her.

      “We need to leave. It’s not safe here,” Taryn urged Brandt, edging back toward the portal.

      His eyes held a sadness she’d never seen before. “There is no going back for us. Aelinae is, by turns, beautiful and dangerous. You must trust this is for the best.” Brandt moved them away from the fight, keeping his body between her and the men, never losing contact with her. The luminous wall of energy swirled in a frenzy, as if it longed to join the fray.

      Taryn watched in stricken horror as Zakael circled Rhoane, taunting him. Their grudge went beyond this morning; that much was clear. The crystals lost their translucence, their glow vibrating in deep shades of aubergine and red.

      “Do not do anything that cannot be undone,” Rhoane warned.

      A jag of laughter was Zakael’s answer. A length of ashen energy whipped around Rhoane’s legs and pulled him to the ground.

      A sword appeared in his hand and he slashed through the bindings, missing several times before he freed himself. He leapt up and advanced on the other man, a murderous tilt to his features.

      “Baba,” she begged, “please. If we don’t leave right now, one of these lunatics is going to kill us with those energy balls. Please. Now?”

      Zakael held his hands out placatingly. “My quarrel is not with you this day, Glennwoods.” He turned his attention to Taryn, his leaden glare cutting her soul before he settled a look on Brandt. “Priest, I will only say this once more. Return that which has been stolen.”

      Brandt opened his mouth to speak, but before any words were said, a bright flash of silver shot toward them.

      “No!” Taryn moved to cover Brandt at the same time he threw a ball of amber flames at Zakael. A deafening explosion rang through the cavern when the two orbs collided. Sparks flared in a rainbow of color, and the impact flung Zakael backward with such force he hit the wall with an ominous crack before his body slumped to the ground in a motionless heap.

      Waves of energy pushed over her, biting at her skin. Brandt staggered and slid to the ground, pulling her with him.

      “Brandt!” Taryn bent over him and felt for a pulse. His labored breathing echoed through the cavern. “No, no, no. Stay with me, Baba.” Rhoane knelt beside her and placed one hand on Brandt’s forehead, the other on his chest. “Help him, please,” she begged while stroking Brandt’s face. Her vision blurred with unshed tears.

      Her grandfather’s eyelids fluttered open, and he smiled at Taryn. “My darling girl.” He reached up, cupping her cheek in his soft palm. “So much I have left to teach you. Too much left unfinished.” His gaze traveled to Rhoane. “Cael glinth aedder dia. Kulmacht vroider s’ael llynvayr khol dorn.” Brandt spoke in a language she’d never heard.

      “What’s he saying?” Taryn asked Rhoane. His eyes widened, but he didn’t reply. “Baba,” Taryn pleaded, “what did you tell him?” A wave of nausea rose in her belly, and she swallowed hard to keep the sickness at bay. A green thread of Rhoane’s energy wound around Brandt, hovering above his mouth as he struggled to pull in air. “We need to take him back through the portal. We have doctors and hospitals. Someone there can help him.”

      “No, Taryn.” The wheeze in Brandt’s voice hurt to hear. “This is the only place that can help me now.” The calmness in his eyes made her heartbreak more terrible. “Rhoane al Glennwoods ap Narthvier, I’m entrusting you with protecting Taryn.” A look passed between the two men, and Brandt gripped Taryn’s hands. “Promise me you’ll stay here on Aelinae with Rhoane. Promise you won’t return to Earth.”
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      WHAT could she say? It didn’t matter if she was on Earth or Aelinae because without Brandt, one was just as meaningless as the other was. Home to her meant Brandt. If she stayed on Aelinae, she’d have to put her life in a stranger’s care. Aelinae was not her world. It was foreign and mysterious, yet somehow familiar.

      Rhoane sat opposite her, his quiet strength clear in his eyes. She stared into them, looking for answers. The tilt of his head, the quirk of his lips, brought back a hazy memory from a dream. Of a young man whispering words to her in the beautiful language Brandt had spoken. And then it was gone, as if it never was.

      Taryn squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, willed her heart to slow, her mind to clear. Nothing made sense.

      “The adventure you seek, the life you crave, it’s here on Aelinae.” Brandt interrupted her thoughts with his ragged words, and she looked down at her grandfather. “Will you promise to stay?”

      Tears fell on their entwined fingers, and she wiped her eyes with a shrug of her shoulder. “I promise.”

      “That’s my girl.” Brandt’s eyelids fluttered, and his breath caught in his chest. “Trust yourself. I’ve taught you much of what you need to know, but there is more to your learning. You’ll stay with Rhoane?” His voice was nothing but a whisper.

      “Yes. I’ll stay with Rhoane if that’s your wish.” She stroked the side of his face, cringing at his rasping breaths.

      Brandt placed Rhoane’s right hand over her left and spoke in the lyrical and haunting language she didn’t understand. Some of the words pricked her skin. The two songs of her pendant kept cadence with Brandt, silent to all but her. The lyrics blended with Brandt’s words, becoming a part of his actions.

      As Brandt spoke, a peculiar feeling enclosed her in a shroud of tranquility. His voice flowed around her, filling the space of the cavern, then lowering as he pulled a thin thread of amber light from the air. This, he carefully wrapped around their hands. Taryn drew in a sharp breath when the fiber disappeared into their skin. Brandt laid his head back, breathing his final words, “Tienden dal cyrinise da gaellendale.”

      “Tienden dal cyrinise da gaellendale,” Rhoane intoned before kissing his thumb and placing it over his heart. With great reverence he bent, touching Brandt’s forehead with his lips. A faint scent wafted over her with Rhoane’s movement. Clean, crisp, with an earthiness like a mountain forest after rain. She inhaled and embraced the peace that enveloped her.

      Cheeks wet with tears, Rhoane curled his fingers around hers. Once more he made the strange gesture of kissing his thumb and touching it above his brow, then placed his hand over his heart. “I am sorry, Darennsai. I had hoped our meeting would be happier than this.”

      His words sent a shiver down her spine and she rubbed her arms against the chill. “Were you and that other man waiting for us?”

      “Zakael chose today to search the cavern. I have been waiting here for a fortnight.”

      “Two weeks?” It had to be coincidence. That was around the same time Brandt quit working. She shivered again and he moved as if to cover her and then hesitated.

      “You are cold. Let us be by the fire.”

      He stood, but she hesitated. “What were you speaking to Brandt?”

      “The language of my people.” He held out his hand and she took it cautiously. A slight shock zipped up her arm when their palms met. The energy Brandt wrapped around their wrists brightened and then dulled in the space of a second. Quick enough she doubted what she saw.

      A multitude of questions crashed through her thoughts, but they were silenced by pulsating cavern walls. They glowed with a radiance bright enough to bring day forth from night. The light swirled, coalescing into an airy star that descended from the darkness toward them. Tiny multihued rays streaked outward from the center to the far reaches of the cavern, dispelling the darkness.

      A lilting female voice spoke to them. “Come here, my children.” Rhoane stepped toward the light, but Taryn held back. “I have waited many long seasons to hold you once more. Come, my beloved.”

      Taryn put a hand over her eyes, shielding them from the brightness.

      “Tell me, child, why do you hesitate?”

      Taryn squinted at the star. “The light is too bright. It hurts.” She caught the look of surprise on Rhoane’s face. “Can’t you see it?” When he shook his head, she challenged, “What do you see?”

      “Nadra, goddess of Aelinae and all creation.”

      “A goddess? As in, all-powerful, lightning bolts from the sky kind of thing?” Taryn resented the waver in her voice and the tremble to her legs.

      Nadra’s laughter sounded sweet and pure, like the gaiety of children. “I’ve never thrown a lightning bolt, but I can if you’d like. In the lands from which you’ve come, I have many names that span just as many centuries, but here they call me Nadra.” The star blazed brighter before settling into a muted glow that revealed a woman with flowing white hair and a round, youthful face. “Better?”

      “Beautiful,” Taryn whispered. Nadra hovered above the sandy ground, her bare feet peeking out from a gossamer gown. Her skin twinkled with tiny dots of light, as if she were made of all the stars in the universe.

      Her soft voice bore immense sadness, her blue eyes misty as she spoke. “I am sorry, daughter, for your loss.” Her gaze went to Brandt, and Taryn’s chest clenched. The goddess caressed Taryn’s face, warmth spreading from her fingertips. “He was ever my favorite and shall never be far from our hearts.” She hovered between Rhoane and Taryn, taking their hands in hers. The thread Brandt had woven into their skin shimmered. Little pictures appeared at Nadra’s touch.

      Taryn traced a circular image on her wrist. The pictures faded into her skin once again and she shuddered involuntarily. If only Brandt had explained what was happening, then she wouldn’t be so afraid. If only that man hadn’t killed Brandt. If only.

      “Couldn’t you save him?” Taryn asked the goddess.

      “Alas, my daughter, no. Someday you will understand why. Long have I watched over you, awaiting the day of your return. I know this is all new and upsetting, dear one. I sense your desire to return to Earth and yet an equally strong will to stay and face what may come. Earth was not your home, Taryn. Aelinae is.”

      “That’s what Brandt said, too. Am I human?”

      “No, dearest, you were born Aelan.”

      “Why were we on Earth? Why come back now?”

      Nadra’s energy flared around both Taryn and Rhoane, giving off a soothing heat that calmed Taryn’s racing heart.

      “It is for you to discover your path,” the goddess said. “Only then will these answers be made known to you.”

      Taryn pointed to where Zakael lay hunched on the ground. The slight rise and fall of his chest indicated life. “My path lies right there. Getting justice for my grandfather’s murder.”

      “Your love of Brandt is honorable but now is not the time for revenge. I know it was Brandt’s wish to see that you are cared for in his absence. These marks signify this desire.” She ran a finger over Taryn’s wrist, and the designs swirled before settling once more into her skin. “I would like to add my own blessings to these bonds. Will you accept them?”

      “Bonds?” Taryn’s voice rose an octave. She forced herself to remain calm.

      “Through words and power, Brandt bound you and Rhoane in an ancient ceremony, creating a special link between the two of you. It’s a very high honor.”

      “Are they permanent?”

      “Yes, my love.”

      Taryn stepped away to kneel beside Brandt. She smoothed the white robe he wore, straightening the fur-lined vest across his chest. The garments looked handsome on him, dignified and regal. “These aren’t Brandt’s clothes. He was wearing a tweed jacket that smelled of cigar and aftershave.” She squeezed her eyes against the threat of tears. “Am I dreaming?”

      “No, darling. I put Brandt in his robes of office. They seemed more fitting,” Nadra explained.

      Rhoane knelt beside Taryn, and once again the scent of forest drifted toward her. “I can understand why you are frightened. It is not my wish to force the bonding against your will.”

      Taryn wiped her wet cheeks and glanced at him. “You know what she’s asking and you freely accept it, even though it means you might be stuck with me for a long time?”

      Rhoane chuckled and put a hand on her shoulder. Like Nadra’s, it was warm with a gentle thrumming of his power. “That is a risk I am willing to take. I gave Brandt my word that I would watch over you.” A half-smile played at the corners of his lips, and he shrugged slightly. “With or without the bonds, it is you who is stuck with me.”

      Brandt looked peaceful as he lay against the sand. Her fingers brushed Brandt’s soft cheek, smoothed a few wisps of white hair. “I made a promise, as well. I suppose I don’t have a choice.”

      “You always have a choice, dear one,” Nadra said in her lilting voice. “This must be your decision.”

      Taryn eyed Rhoane skeptically. “Will you help me avenge Brandt’s death?”

      Nadra’s lips pursed at the request, but Rhoane ignored her. “I will do that and more.” He touched his thumb to his heart. “You have my word.”

      Taryn held out her hand. “I accept. Do your thing.”

      Rhoane placed his hand over hers, and their bonds sparked to life. Nadra whispered words similar to Brandt’s, and the lights in their skin glowed and shifted. As she wrapped a silver thread around them, new images appeared on her wrist. After a momentary burning, the glow dimmed and then settled into a discordant pattern of shapes and symbols.

      Nadra kissed each of their palms. “I will watch over you, my two children, but I cannot intervene.”

      “Thank you, Great Mother,” Rhoane said, bowing to the goddess. Unsure what to do, Taryn offered a clumsy curtsey type bow.

      With a graceful turn, Nadra scooped up Brandt’s body as if he were nothing more than a small child.

      “What are you doing?” Taryn moved to stop the goddess, placing her hand on Brandt’s arm.

      Nadra paused, a reassuring smile on her lips. “I will take him with me to Dal Tara, where the gods dwell. It is between the worlds, a place of beauty and serenity. His selflessness and courage in an impossible situation earned him the right.” A glittering tear tracked down her cheek, a moonbeam among the stars. When it hit the ground, a crystal rose out of the sand. “Be assured that he will be content. He will be with you, as ever he was.”

      Stupid with emotion, Taryn just nodded. Tears stung her eyes when she placed her lips to Brandt’s cheek, breathing in his essence for the last time. Nadra nodded once to Rhoane and then ascended into the air, disappearing into the darkness.

      When the last of Nadra’s light faded from the cavern, Taryn sank to the ground, curling her fingers into the sand. It would be easy to lose herself to grief. To allow the flood of tears. But Brandt had raised her to be strong. To know when vulnerability could cripple a person.

      Rhoane knelt beside her, his hand hovering an inch above her shoulder, hesitant, as if unsure how to comfort her. Despite his presence, she was alone.

      In the space of a morning, she’d lost her best friend, her only family, and her world.
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      TARYN’S belly burned with need. For vengeance and the hunger to see the man who killed her grandfather punished. There would be time for mourning later.

      She sprang up, her sudden movement surprising Rhoane. He followed her angry strides until she came to Zakael’s inert form. The desire to crush his skull consumed her. She gripped her fists against the impulse to cause him harm, then flexed her hands. Bloody half-moons formed in her palms where her fingernails cut into her flesh.

      “Taryn?” Rhoane’s voice was low, cautionary.

      “He needs to pay for what he did to Brandt.”

      “Would you have me kill him?” A spark lit in his eyes. Challenging. Something else lay hidden there, too. Something that reached to her core and frightened her.

      She glanced at the pathetic form lying huddled on the sand. “As much as I hate him right now, it wouldn’t be right. There’s no honor in killing an unconscious man.” When she glanced back to Rhoane, there was approval in the mossy depths of his stare.

      She shook out her hands, and a crystal fell from her grasp. Nadra’s tear. She bent to retrieve it and studied Zakael’s profile. He looked peaceful. Except for a trickle of blood from a scrape on his head, he could’ve been sleeping.

      “Someday he’ll pay.”

      “Yes, he will. But not today.” Rhoane led her away from Zakael to the lake, where she rinsed her hands and quenched her thirst. The honeyed water slid down her dry throat, and she drank as if trying to fill the void of Brandt’s loss.

      “Are you feeling better?”

      “Yes, thank you,” she lied. “What do we do now?”

      “Are you well enough to travel, Darennsai?”

      “Why do you call me that?”

      “It is the name my people have given you. It is a name of respect. If it does not please you, I will not say it again.”

      “I was just curious.” After a moment, she added, “Should I call you Rhoane, or is there another name you prefer?”

      “There may come a time when you call me something else, but Rhoane will do for now.”

      “Okay, just Rhoane. You said travel—where are we going?” A chill ran the length of her despite the warmth of the cavern.

      “To meet with some friends.”

      “I take it you two aren’t what you’d consider friends?” She cocked her chin toward Zakael. “What was that fight about, anyway?”

      Dark brows pinched above his straight nose, nostrils flared the slightest bit. “Our quarrel goes back many seasons.” He turned and strode away without further explanation.

      “Got it. Long standing feud. But since this quarrel got Brandt killed, I think I deserve to know why.”

      “Perhaps you do.” Rhoane stopped before a thick wall of crystals. “For now, what you need to know is that Brandt’s death was not in vain.” He motioned for her to follow and stepped around the rocks, out of sight.

      Hidden behind the stones was a campsite of sorts. A small fire burned low, with blankets and cooking supplies laid out in neat array. Before she had a chance to sit down, Rhoane handed her a pile of clothing.

      “I have brought you a change of attire. I am afraid what you are wearing is not what Aelinaens are accustomed to.”

      Taryn gave Rhoane’s leather pants, tunic, jerkin, and boots a long look and groaned. “I’ve gone back to the bloody Middle Ages. I don’t wear dresses, so unless you have something like what you’re wearing, I’ll stick with what I have.”

      “Then I think you will be pleased. There is an alcove fifty paces that way where you will have privacy. Would you like me to walk you there?” He was tall, perhaps half a foot taller than her five feet nine inches, but his closeness dwarfed her. The light from the cavern cast a halo over his curls, keeping his face in shadow. His presence wrapped around her like a comfortable blanket and she had the sense she’d been there before. With him. Strange words drifted through her mind.

      “Darennsai?”

      His voice pulled her from the memory. “I can manage. Thank you.”

      She started to turn from him and paused, her fingertips stroking the soft cotton tunic in her hands. “You knew we’d be returning, didn’t you? That’s why you’ve been waiting and why you just happen to have clothes for me. But why? How did you know?”

      “Yes, I knew. Nadra bade me come to the cavern and wait.”

      The voice from her flat tugged at her. It is time. He is waiting.

      She shivered against the unknown and made her way to the alcove, distracted by the nagging feeling of familiarity. Rhoane, the cavern, even the fresh smell of her garments, triggered memories. Thoughts she’d pushed to the back of her mind came forward, begging to be relived. She pulled the tunic over her head and then shimmied out of her T-shirt. The pants proved more of a problem, but she managed to strip off her jeans and pull on the leather breeches without showing too much bare leg. After several failed attempts to tie the boots, which had more eyelets and laces than she’d ever seen, she gave up and wore her sneakers.

      When she returned to the campsite, Rhoane was nowhere in sight. After an anxious moment where several scenarios played out in her mind—of Zakael returning to finish the fight, or Rhoane deserting her—she spied two mugs sitting on a flat rock near the fire. At least one of her fears hadn’t come true. She sank to the blanket, eyeing the dark liquid in the cup. A hint of spice tickled her nose. Chilies, perhaps, but sweet like cinnamon.

      Her backpack lay on one of the blankets, looking oddly out of place in the pristine cavern. Footsteps crunched against the sand, and she froze, her heart jackhammering in her chest. Rhoane stepped around the crystal wall, and she breathed out, loosening her grip on the boot she held like a weapon.

      Feigning calm, she tossed the boots to Rhoane. “I can’t figure out the laces on these things.”

      “Let me help you.” He sat beside her and patiently showed her how to tie the boots, his fingers weaving the laces with practiced grace.

      When he finished, she stared at the intricate crisscrossing pattern. “I’ll never figure that out.”

      “You will in time.” He handed her a mug. “Drink this, Darennsai. It is called grhom and will give you energy.”

      Chocolate, thick and luxurious, with a snap of heat from chilies, flowed over her tongue and down her throat to settle her aggravated belly. “It’s delicious.” It was actually more than delicious; it was heaven in a cup. She emptied the mug and Rhoane refilled it. She nodded toward her backpack. “Where did you find that?”

      Rhoane followed her gaze. “Where you and Brandt entered the cavern.”

      “Can I keep it?”

      “I am afraid not.” He eyed it warily, as if something horrific might be hiding inside.

      Taryn inhaled a deep breath. “Figured as much.” She pulled the bag toward her and started tossing items on the ground. Notebooks, pens, pencils, toothbrush and toothpaste, books—nothing of real value, but the thought of throwing them away pained her. It was her last link to Earth. To Brandt. “Can I keep any of it?” She clutched a book to her chest. It was her favorite, one she’d read dozens of times.

      Rhoane took the book and flipped through it. “I am sorry, but everything from that world must be destroyed. No one can know where you have been.” He picked up a small velvet pouch and held it out to her. “What is this?”

      Taryn turned it over several times, examining the cloth. “I don’t know. It’s not mine.”

      “It is with your belongings. You have never seen this before?”

      “Never. It looks old. See the stitching—that’s by hand. The silk loop and pearl would place this somewhere in the fifth or sixth century. Brandt might have—” She stopped herself. She and Brandt traveled all over the world to recover ancient artifacts. His job was to acquire items for his clients, not keep them.

      In places, the faded blue velvet was threadbare from years of handling. Whoever owned the pouch had kept it near them. She untied the delicate gold ribbon and slid out a silver disk about the size of her palm. It felt good in her hand, heavy and solid. Her pendant hummed against her skin as a ripple of energy pulsed up her arm, exciting her. When her fingertips touched the silver, etchings moved across the surface. She dropped it as if bitten. When it left her touch, the inscriptions shifted to the edge of the disk.

      Rhoane made a figure eight above his head. “Nadra has twice blessed us.” He picked up the silver piece to examine it. The disk gleamed in the firelight, and Rhoane muttered under his breath while covering the artifact with his hand as if to shield them from it.

      “Do you know what that is? What the symbols mean?” Her fingers flexed, anxious to grab it from him, to again feel the pulse of energy.

      “This is a Seal of Ardyn, lost from our world many millennia ago. How did you come to have it?”

      If Brandt had hid it in her bag, he must’ve had a good reason. “I have no idea. Is it important?”

      His eyes flicked to her and then back to the seal. “Very much so. This seal, one of thirteen total, was created to keep Rykoto locked away in the Temple of Ardyn.”

      “The what locked where?”

      Rhoane stared at her, a shadow of contempt crossing his face. “About ten thousand seasons ago, there was the Great War between two elder gods, Daknys and Rykoto. Before the war, Aelinae was a peaceful world. Rykoto betrayed Daknys and sought to rule alone. He tried to destroy not only the elders but the younger gods, as well.”

      “I thought gods were immortal.”

      “Immortality is subjective. They do not suffer disease and cannot be killed by mortals, but one god can destroy another.”

      “How?”

      “I am not a god and therefore cannot answer that.”

      “Was he able to? Did Rykoto kill them?”

      “He tried, but Daknys and the others were able to seal him away before any real damage was done.”

      “And that little piece of silver is helping to keep him locked up? If it’s so important, how did it get lost? I mean, you’d think people would keep track of that sort of thing.”

      “You make a good point. We must take good care of this.” Rhoane placed the disk back into the pouch, securing the ribbon before handing it to her. “Keep this safe for the time being.”

      “Oh no. If that thing is so important, you carry it.”

      She thrust the pouch at him, but he held his hands up and away from her. “If you will recall, we found this in your possession. You must be the one to safeguard it.”

      “That’s so not fair. I didn’t even know I had it.”

      She touched her belongings with a sigh of regret for the life she left behind. Before she could change her mind, she tossed her things on the fire, ending with the backpack.

      “I don’t have anything to carry it in. You need to take it.”

      Rhoane handed her a leather satchel. “Will this do?”

      Taryn took it from him, shoving the pouch inside. It looked small and utterly unimportant in the empty bag. When the carnage burned itself out, they covered the embers with sand and packed up the campsite. She was about to heft one of the bags onto her shoulder when Rhoane flicked his wrist and the gear disappeared. Energy sizzled up her arm, not exactly unpleasant, but uncomfortable all the same. Like ice held against skin a second too long. Moss green sparks lit out from where the items had been.

      She gaped at Rhoane. “What the hell just happened? Where did your stuff go?”

      “Where we will need it next,” he said with a slight shrug and left the campsite.

      Unsure if she really wanted to know how he made the equipment disappear, she followed in silence. When they neared where she and Brandt had entered the cavern, the void pulled at her, thick with desperation. She hastened her steps, ignoring the temptation to let the sweet emptiness of the portal envelop her once more. From beyond the glittering wall, a hiss recoiled in defeat. Goose bumps rose on her arms and neck. Rhoane glanced at her over his shoulder, a worried look in his eyes.

      “I’m fine. Let’s keep moving.” She quickened her pace, matching Rhoane’s long strides with her own.

      The crystals dimmed behind them as they hurried along the edge of the lake until only Rhoane’s glowing orbs cast small circles of light along the path. When they reached the passage leading them out of the cavern, Rhoane stopped so suddenly Taryn almost ran into him.

      “Follow close. The tunnels in this mountain are treacherous. If you do not know your way, it is easy to get lost.” He set off again without waiting for her to reply.

      After a short distance, a flicker of light caught her eye and she stopped, calling out for Rhoane to wait. Pale green lights crisscrossed an opening off the passageway. When she peered into the darkened alcove, she suppressed a cry. In the center of the space, surrounded by purple quartz walls and a white sand floor, lay an unmoving and very naked Zakael.

      “Bloody hell.” She looked at Rhoane, not sure she wanted to know the answer to what she was about to ask. But she had to know. “Did you kill him?”
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      RHOANE’S glare cut to her core. “Quite the opposite. I mended his wounds and left him with enough food and water to last the four days until the wards dissolve.”

      “It doesn’t seem fair, does it? We showed him mercy when he gave Brandt none.”

      “It was the honorable thing to do. Let us keep moving.”

      Taryn jogged to catch up. If Zakael were to free himself and follow them—Taryn shook the thought from her mind. She didn’t need to imagine what he’d do to them. Brandt’s last moments were seared into her memory. “Are you sure you can’t make those lights last longer than four days?”

      “What lights?”

      “On the alcove’s entrance. Little green threads like the ones you wrapped around Brandt. I assume those are what you call wards.”

      “In this case, yes. Wards are constraints put upon someone or something. Their uses vary, but mine are to keep Zakael from leaving that space until we are safely on our way.”

      Taryn cast a last glance behind them, but the alcove was no longer in sight. She’d have to trust Rhoane and his wards. Brandt had placed his faith in the man. Thus far, Taryn had no reason to doubt his motives. Unlike Zakael.

      Rhoane led them with quiet authority, directing her to watch her head or check her footing. Some of the passageways were so narrow or shallow they had to sidle through them or duck almost to their knees to continue. Hours passed in relative silence. Taryn did her best to stay a few feet behind Rhoane, but every so often her energy would flag, or her thoughts would slow her pace. These times Rhoane would gently nudge her onward and she would repeat to herself, Don’t think, just walk. For a little while, she would forget the cavern and Brandt’s death, choosing instead to focus on that morning when her life was normal. She’d even play a game with herself, trying to recall exactly how the scone tasted, or the sound the fire made when it crackled. Her distractions worked, until the darkness and silence seeped into her psyche, disorienting her once again.

      When her legs ached and the weight of her heart was almost too much to bear, Rhoane stopped them. Taryn couldn’t see beyond his small sphere of light that bobbed cheerily by his side.

      “Cover your eyes,” Rhoane whispered, his hands pressed against a sheet of rock. A jade outline created a doorway.

      She stepped behind him, hands half covering her eyes. An opening appeared, and he guided her into the late afternoon sun. She squinted against the bright light, blinking until her eyes adjusted to the sudden change.

      Rhoane moved a few feet past her to where the camping equipment lay piled neatly against the mountain. She suppressed a shudder and flexed her marked hand.

      “Can I help?”

      He blew on some tinder until a spark flared up, nearly catching his hair. He leaned back, rubbing his palms against his thighs. “Perhaps later. Dinner will not take long. You should familiarize yourself with our surroundings, but do not go far.”

      They were on a ledge about a hundred feet or so from the bottom of a large mountain, one of many in a range that stretched as far in one direction as it did in the other. A river cut through the steep valley, pooling into a small lake before flowing out the other end to disappear beyond her view. Golden flowers swayed in the breeze and lush green grasses surrounded the lake. After the dank mustiness of the tunnels, Taryn welcomed the fresh air and open space.

      A gust lifted her hair, swirling it around her face as she stood on the edge of the cliff. Birds chirped as they swooped and darted past her through a dazzling blue sky dotted with white clouds that moved lazily away. Everything looked clearer to Taryn, crisp and focused.

      “It’s beautiful.” She turned toward the cave entrance, where the rock was once again solid. “Was that another portal?”

      Rhoane paused in his preparations. A small fire burned, the supplies from the cavern spread around it. “The opening is still there. You just have to know where to look. It would be best if you did not mention portals anymore.”

      “Why?”

      He motioned for her to sit and handed her a cup of grhom. “Aelinae is a very young world. Much younger than where you came from. Based on what Brandt shared with me, less advanced than that other place, too. Only a few people on Aelinae know of the existence of portals. That is why it is important you do not mention them ever again. If the wrong person heard you talking about another world or portals to the unknown, it would put your life at risk. Many would kill or worse to learn what you know.”

      She could imagine many terrors worse than death. Some she’d seen with her own eyes and hoped to never witness again. “But I don’t know anything about them.”

      “Not only have you been through a portal, you were raised on another world. You know more than anyone else on Aelinae. That is why you cannot be overheard talking of such things.”

      In that moment, she hated Aelinae. Hated the fact her life was ripped from her without warning. Hated that Brandt’s death was the culmination of what she had lost to this new world. Hot, bitter tears streamed down her cheeks, unbidden and unwelcome. Despite her will to not show weakness, the reality of all that had happened since she’d entered Aelinae crashed upon her.

      Rhoane knelt before her but did not reach out for her. There was a time she would’ve walked away to hide her tears, but she wasn’t alone in her mourning. Later she would process all that had happened, but right then, even if it was dangerous to trust him with her vulnerability, she needed him. Needed his strength. Needed to know there was a reason to continue. She leaned into him, a silent invitation.

      His arms wrapped around her, fierce, protective. “Brandt’s loyalty and kindness shine through in you, Taryn. It is not a sign of weakness to show your emotions, but of love.” His whispered words brought her comfort. His body trembled against her; his voice became raw. “I shall miss my friend dearly, of that be certain.”

      For the longest time, she stayed in the safety of his embrace until there were no more tears to shed. Even after her cheeks dried, she lingered. “Sorry,” she mumbled into his shoulder.

      “No, Taryn,” he said in a gentle but firm voice. “You have nothing to be sorry for. Brandt was taken from you much too soon. You cannot be expected to get over that loss in less than a day.”

      It wasn’t just Brandt’s death, but she couldn’t explain to Rhoane the mixture of emotions that churned through her—sorrow for the loss of her best friend, distress for what she left behind, and fear of the unknown. Beneath it all, guilt at the excitement Aelinae presented.

      “Thank you.” She pulled away from him and ran her fingers through the tangled mass of hair that fell over her shoulders. “You wouldn’t happen to have a brush, would you?”

      A silver hairbrush with white bristles appeared on his palm. “Will this do?”

      “How did you do that? Is it magic?”

      “ShantiMari is a power far beyond magic. It exists in everything around us. Is there no ShantiMari where you came from?” She shook her head, and his expression grew distant, as if he were listening to something far away. A flicker of doubt crossed his face. “You should rest while I finish dinner.”

      She stared at the brush in her hands, half afraid to use it. The only thing special about it was the etching on the silver. At least when she touched the designs, they didn’t move. With more than a little apprehension, she pulled the brush through her hair. When nothing happened, she continued until her hair hung down her back tangle-free. She tucked the brush in the leather satchel beside the disk and then twined her hair into a thick braid.

      The aroma of Rhoane’s cooking made her stomach growl. She wasn’t certain how long she’d been on Aelinae, but it had been a long time since breakfast. Rhoane set a plate of fish and vegetables in front of her, and she looked at him in surprise. “Did you magically make these appear, too?”

      “Not at all. The fish are from the river. The roots I brought with me.”

      “But you never left the ledge. How did the fish get here?”

      He studied her a long moment and then sighed as if he’d made some sort of decision. One he wasn’t happy with. “Those lights you see, they are a part of ShantiMari, a power found in all living things. Just as there is no light without dark, there can be no Shanti without Mari. They are the male and female opposites of the same power.”

      Taryn chewed slowly, letting his words sink in. She took a few more bites of the delicious meal before asking, “This ShantiMari, it allowed you to make our camp gear appear here and get fish from the river?” The awful fight with Zakael bubbled to the forefront of her thoughts. “And other things.”

      “Yes, and other things.” Sadness hung from his words.

      “When you say Shanti and Mari are the male and female opposites of the same power, does that mean everyone has Shanti and Mari?”

      “Not everyone has the power. Of those that do, men have Shanti, women have Mari. There are three strains to the power: Light for Mari, Dark for Shanti, and Eleri.”

      “Eleri?”

      “The Eleri are Aelinae’s oldest race. They were here before most of the world and helped nurture the planet to what it is today. They are caretakers, of a sort.”

      “So, Eleri men and women have both Shanti and Mari?” Her head swam with the information he was giving her.

      “No, they have Shanti or Mari, but it is different from Light and Dark. More tied to nature, or the terrarae, if you will.”

      “Terrarae.” She knew the word. Brandt had used it on several occasions to refer to the earth.

      “Mari pulls energy from the night sky. The moon, specifically. Shanti, from the sun.”

      “That makes no sense. If Mari is Light, why doesn’t it get energy from the sun and vice versa?”

      “Because there can be no Light without Dark and no darkness without light.”

      Icy pricks started at her crown and cascaded down her back. She knew those words. Had heard them before, but she couldn’t recall when or where.

      “How does this power work?”

      “The key is to understand what it is you want from your ShantiMari.” He stretched his arms and showed her his empty hands. With a flick of his wrist, he held within them a small pig. Another flick and the piglet disappeared.

      “It is easier to produce something that already exists, but if you understand what it is you want, you can create it from your mind. ShantiMari can create and destroy in the same breath; one must be careful with one’s ability. ShantiMari is first and foremost always to be respected.” She opened her mouth to speak, but he put a finger to her lips. “No more questions for tonight. You have had a long day and will need your rest for tomorrow.”

      Frustrated and a little annoyed he was babying her, she stalked to the farthest blankets, not caring if they were hers or not, scuttled beneath and pulled them to her chin, her back to Rhoane. For a long time, she lay quiet, welcoming sleep, but it didn’t come. Too many unanswered questions raced through her mind.

      A rustling to her left startled her and she stiffened, hoping it wasn’t Zakael with his terrible fireball. She craned her neck to see Rhoane shuffling around the edges of their small campsite, muttering beneath his breath. An intricate network of lights spread over and around the camp, enclosing it in a fine web of protective ShantiMari.

      When finished, he stood outside the lights, staring into the distance. Giving up on sleep, she went to the barrier. With a tentative finger, she reached out to touch it, but Rhoane’s low voice stopped her.

      “You may cross through. You will not be harmed.”

      His power caressed her skin when she stepped gingerly into the lights. She stood beside him on the ledge, listening to the comforting sounds of the night.

      “Tell me, Darennsai, how is it you can see my ShantiMari?” Rhoane kept still, his focus on the mountains in the distance.

      “I thought you said no more questions,” she joked. Her marked hand itched, and she flexed her fingers. “I don’t know. I just can. Can’t you see it, too?”

      He gave a slight shake of his head. “I have never heard of anyone who can. What is it you see?”

      “Just strands of light. Brandt’s were amber, Zakael’s grey, and yours are green. What do you think it means that I can see them?”

      “I am not certain.” Dim moonlight turned the top of his brown hair silver. It highlighted his cheekbones, giving him an angelic, ethereal look. When he spoke, his voice was strained. “It might be best if you do not mention this to anyone else just yet. It is a feeling I have, nothing more, but something tells me this information should be kept between us.”

      “Is it bad I can see your ShantiMari?”

      “No, just different.”

      “What’s it like? To have that power?”

      His jaw tightened and then relaxed. “I have nothing to compare it with, so I could not say.”

      The underlying tension in his tone unnerved her, and she shifted nervously, looking at her hands. The silver and amber threads danced in the moonlight. When she moved her wrist, the tiny pictures reappeared. Fascinated, she turned her hand back to front, front to back, watching the images fluctuate with her movements. “Do yours do that?”

      He held his hand out for her to see. His markings caught the light, moving in the same way as hers. She placed her arm just under his, mesmerized by the shimmering figures. “What are they?”

      “Ancient runes.” Rhoane indicated the image of a mountain on her wrist, and then his. “This is Mount Nadrene, where we are right now, and this,” he pointed to a picture of a large tree, “represents the Weirren of the Narthvier.”

      “Oh. What’s a Narthvier?”

      “The great forest to the north. It is where the Eleri live and the Weirren is a vast city in the trees where the king resides.”

      The runes shifted until she could clearly make out their shapes.

      “Why are only some of yours the same as mine?” Taryn held his hand, comparing the images. Mount Nadrene and the tree were there, as well as a star superimposed on a circle. She traced another image, and it came into sharp focus. A laurel wreath with two gems, one above, the other within its embrace. The threads glittered in the moonlight as if the diamonds were real. She dropped his hand. “That’s my pendant.” Her fingers went to her throat as if to protect her necklace.

      “Cynfar is the proper name.” He reached toward her neck and hesitated.

      A flutter of insecurity passed and she released her grip on the charm, giving him a nod.

      He took the cynfar between two fingers, rubbing his thumb over the delicate leaves and then tapping the middle stone. “This represents Aelinae. And this,” he brushed his finger over the smaller stone, “is the place from which you came.”

      “And the wreath?”

      “That is the world between worlds.”

      “How do you know so much about it?” She looked at the pendant in the moonlight, as if seeing it for the first time. The leaves rustled in the breeze, and she drew in a sharp breath.

      Rhoane’s gaze returned to the valley where night creatures hunted and dark shapes ghosted through the sky. The mountain
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