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BLURB

Her only chance to save him could be the one thing that destroys him.
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FROM NOBLES TO PEASANTS, the White River Shani dance to the ever-changing tune of its despotic ruler, Vorna. Flyn, Vorna’s third son and favorite whipping boy, itches to depose his evil sire. Instead, his own quick temper gets him exiled to the Outer World, where he meets a tempestuous, dark-eyed selkie who’s equal parts siren and warrior—and finds himself responding to the irresistible call of a lifemate.

Braeca is an anomaly. A half-selkie who’s afraid of water, hates dragons...and resents her kind’s natural allure as more curse than gift. Dragged along to protect her younger brother on yet another archaeological expedition, she encounters an exotic dark-elf prince who bears a formidable weapon—a basilisk-tear knife. She doesn’t need a translator to interpret his piercing blue gaze, but is it genuine attraction or selkie magic at play?

When Flyn is forced to use the knife’s terrifying power to kill an attacking bear shifter, it summons a dark god who digs its hooks deep, transferring the shifter’s life force to Flyn. That act lands him on the wrong side of Outer World justice. Desperate to heal Flyn before he succumbs to the dark god’s possession, Braeca is forced to confront her complicated relationship with her selkie gifts...but at a cost neither anticipates.

Note on Trigger Warning: “Daughters of the Guardians” is a spinoff from Renee Wildes’ award-winning “Guardians of Light” series. Braeca, Book 1, contains: 

	domestic violence 

	corporal punishment

	selkie allure

	cursed knives 

	possessed siblings

	necromancy 


and a good vs. evil battle. Also, well-meaning but interfering family members and hot, open-door love scenes for a HEA.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

EXCERPT

[image: ]


HIS LIPS BRUSHED THE top of her head. “I never imagined meeting anyone like you. You are a light at the end of a long, dark tunnel.”

Something inside melted at his words. “Please stop saying such things.”

“Why? A formidable woman advised me to speak the truth.”

Her shoulders shook with silent laughter. Who knew a fearsome Shani rhys who claimed no familiarity with laughter possessed a sense of humor? ’Twas a dry one, but ’twas there. “You practice telling the truth on me?”

“Would you prefer we practiced something else?”

Braeca gulped at his husky suggestion, and her cheeks burned. “Dangerous question.”

“Indeed.” Flyn used two fingers to tilt her face to his. “Fascinating.”

He was close enough to... “What?” Her whisper came out hoarse, tremulous.

“The way you change colors with your emotions.” Sharp white teeth flashed when he smiled.

She bit her lip. “’Tis a curse of being so fair-skinned.”

“You are unique and lovely.” He rubbed her chin with his thumb.

Strange how a touch sent a tingle straight to her toes. Braeca reeled but shook her head to clear it. Didn’t help. “You’re a menace to clear thinking.”

“Mayhap you think too much. I know, I am guilty of the same.” His voice dropped to a rough murmur. “Sometimes, you want to let go and revel in the moment.”

Tempting. “Except for a cave full of clansmen watching our every move.”

Flyn growled. “No privacy...and your disapproving relatives.”

Part of her wanted to dismiss her relatives. “Much as I want to, we can’t.”

Heat leapt in his eyes. “You want me.”

What woman wouldn’t? “We don’t always get what we want, Flyn.”

“Sometimes we do.” His hot gaze dropped to her lips. “Kiss me.”

“I think ’tis a bad idea...” She gulped.

“Just a kiss. That is all,” he murmured. “Tell me nay. Deny your heart quickens. Tell me the idea does not send a shimmer of heat through you...?”

She gasped and placed her fingers over his lips. “You need to cease speaking.”

“Why?” His eyes sparked with humor and arousal. “Am I tempting you?”

Aye. “We should focus on something else.” Aught else, like what to say to the Council.

“I promise, one kiss.” His eyes gleamed, far too close for comfort. “Just reassure me you are real and not someone my mind conjured to taunt me.”

She snorted. “I’m real. Shall I pinch you to see if you wake?”

“Go ahead.”

“You’re not the only one to never back away from a challenge.” She pinched his cheek, then buried her fingers in the long, silken strands of his hair, shimmering moonlight-pale against his soot-gray skin. “Are you awake?”

“I am—”

She leaned in and touched her lips to his, silencing him. He purred like a big cat and drew her closer, the heat of his hand warming the curve of her back. His melted-bronze scent surrounded her, and for a single mad moment, she reveled in all that was Flyn. Hard and soft, stern and funny, solemn and teasing, braver than anyone she’d ever met. She poured all her tangled emotions into the kiss—all her fear, desperation, admiration, and yearning.

He froze, restraint in every quiver rippling under his skin. If not for his rapid, harsh breathing, she might have believed him indifferent. He clenched his fingers in her tunic and growled against her lips, telling her without words what she needed to hear.

She was lost. For a brief shining moment, naught else existed. Just Flyn—his scent, his taste, his hands. Strange he should be her rock when he was the more adrift. She broke off the kiss. ’Twas the hardest thing she’d ever done. “You’re not alone, Flyn. I’m with you.”

He shuddered, his big body rigid, his face taut with yearning.

Every instinct urged her back to his arms. She swallowed hard and stepped back, clearing her throat. “What should we tell the Council?”

“We.” Such a simple word encompassed all she couldn’t say.
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UNWELCOME FOOTSTEPS approached through the passageway leading from the Citadel. Grimacing, Flyn braced against the knot of dread tightening his stomach and straightened his aching back until his spine cracked. What now?

“Rhys Flyn, Chief Vorna commands your attendance.” Deker’s sanctimonious tone shot an icy shudder through Flyn.

He groaned. Nay, not now. Not when we are so close to actual completion...for once.

This rising just got better and better. Flyn raked a clawed hand through his long, tangled hair and focused eyes gritty from stone dust and lack of sleep on his sire’s pristine court messenger and favorite spy. “We are still reinforcing this tunnel. I cannot leave this latest project unfinished.”

Deker coughed and spat black blood into an embroidered spider-silk rag. He surveyed Flyn’s filthy appearance with too-bright eyes and frowned.

Concern for the overdressed newcomer’s health wormed through Flyn’s long-standing dislike. The cough had worsened if Deker was spitting blood. “This passageway is in bad shape. We still have two sections left to complete.”

The drones wagered their lives on the safety of these paths to the mines. If he failed them, how would he live with himself?

Deker’s gaunt face flushed, and he shrugged. “He commanded I retrieve you. I obey.”

Flyn snorted. Drones, nobles—they all danced to the ever-changing tune of their erratic ruler.

Behind him, Hevel, chief builder and the current crew leader, cleared his throat. “We will continue in your absence. Leave it to me. I will see it done.”

Thank Akeru, he could depend on someone. No help for it. Deker remained undeterred. Flyn sighed and rubbed the persistent twinge in his lower back. “Fine. Lead the way.” He waved the court noble ahead of him and followed.

“Chief Vorna ordered you to oversee the project, not participate.” Deker’s voice dripped disdain.

He had no time for this. “More hands make work go faster.”

“Mayhap our noble rhys bolsters his candidacy as a ruler of actions, not words.”

Strange how that sly sarcasm was never aired in Vorna’s presence.

Deker’s cutting-to-the-core truth sent another chill along Flyn’s spine. If Chiram suspected his younger brother sought change afore Flyn was ready...

“You forget your place, mouthpiece.”

“Nay.” Deker stopped to glance over his shoulder. Those glassy blue eyes narrowed. “Unlike some, I never forget my place.” He resumed their trek through the tunnels of their subterranean home.

Flyn stalked a few paces behind, one hand on his curved sword, ever alert.

Death hunted them on two fronts—the giant, venomous rock spiders and the life-sucking basilisks. No webs or tingling vibrations interrupted their journey. Shani habitation had cleared the tunnels surrounding the Citadel of all indigenous life, but the more distant wild passages were still perilous.

Mayhap Akeru’s children found Deker as distasteful as Flyn did.

The thunder of rushing water signaled they were nearing their destination. They emerged into the cavernous Citadel, with its triple waterfalls, towering stone pillars, and glittering walls covered with glowing green-and-yellow mold. Scores of hearths surrounded the central Iron Throne, from which Vorna ruled with absolutism all he surveyed.

Flyn frowned at a fresh bruise on the cheek of his dam, Numia. She crouched at Vorna’s feet, tension in each coiled muscle. Arms crossed, his older brother Chiram stood glowering on their sire’s right. Crown askew, Vorna slouched on his throne, one fist clenched around his twisted-metal scepter, tipped with a glowing, teardrop-shaped opal. Everyone kept an uneasy eye on the royals while they went about their business, but many commented on Flyn’s disheveled appearance.

Hard work was no crime. Not yet, at least.

Chiram smirked when he approached. “You come to us thusly?”

Flyn clenched his jaw. A curse on Chiram’s presumption. There was no “us.”

“I was summoned. You expect our sire to wait whilst I tarried to wash and change?” Akeru willing, his return to work would only ruin one set of clothing.

Someone had to ensure the well-being of the Shani people.

Vorna cleared his throat. “Report.”

“The eastern and southern passages are secure, all the way from Hot Springs to White River. The northern passage is nigh finished. We should reach the mines by midshift tomorrow.” Flyn winced at his own sharp impatience and eyed his dam’s bruises again. Vorna had beaten folk for less. “Why did you recall me afore I reported completion?”

“What of the west?” Vorna leaned forward, his frosty gaze intent.

The emeralds and rubies in his heavy crown flashed in the torchlight. From the corner of his eye, for he dared not take his gaze off his volatile sire, Flyn caught Chiram staring at the glittering gold band.

He clenched a fist. That is as close as you will ever come, brother. I swear it.

Flyn shook his head. “I chose to focus on the most used, the ones that showed the most wear.” The wild passages to the west were basilisk territory. No one traveled those tunnels unless necessary. Flyn planned to proceed with many warriors armed with weapons and torches. The only thing predatory basilisks feared was fire.

He should be working with his crew, not idling here, discussing said labor. No wonder common drones held nobles in such low regard. An attitude Flyn strove to change.

“A Crystal Ridge delegation approaches.” Chiram wrinkled his nose.

Flyn blinked at the abrupt change in topic. Numia’s former clan? Their allied-through-wedlock former rivals to the south? Why come now, after so long? “When are they due to arrive?”

His brother’s eyes gleamed, and he smirked. “In two risings’ time.”

Numia flinched. What thoughts churned behind her blank gaze?

Flyn shook it off. “Good thing we finished the south tunnels. They should navigate those passages without difficulty, but why the journey?”

“They propose renewing our alliance.” Vorna’s bored expression settled on his too-still consort. “We are allied already. Trade is enough. I see no need to treat for more.” He shifted on the throne, an unwieldy monstrosity created from the reforged weapons of slain enemies.

Vorna deemed cushions a sign of weakness.

Weakness or nay, I would prefer not to have a numb backside.

Flyn frowned, confused. “You deny them safe passage?”

Such betrayal and treachery guaranteed war with a powerful, prosperous clan.

War was the last thing White River needed right now.

“If they wish to pay homage”—Chiram curled his lip—“we will accept their tribute.”

Flyn itched to wipe the sneer from his brother’s face. “I doubt that is what they propose. What are my new orders?” Vorna must have recalled him for a reason.

“You and Deker explain my position to them.” Vorna waved his scepter and slouched, brooding.

What was their position? “Deker and I?”

This got better and better.

Chiram’s eyes danced with malice. “Change your tunic so you do not make a bad first impression.”

As if he cared. “Why do you not go?” Flyn clenched his fists. “You have endless free time.”

A hunchbacked male hobbled into view from the crowd to Flyn’s left, leaning on his ancient wooden staff—an age-darkened relic from when their kind dwelt topside, long ago, afore the accursed banishing. The clubfooted shaman, Emek, was Vorna’s unacknowledged eldest son. Eyes black like fresh blood gleamed in the wavering light. “When I saw this parlay in my dreams, you were in them, not Chiram.”

“My place is at our sire’s side.” Chiram’s words wriggled through gritted teeth. He refused the Voice of Akeru his proper due.

Vorna and Chiram against Emek and Flyn, with the Shani people caught in the middle. White River could be so much more if everyone worked together and shared one cohesive vision.

“Walk with me.” Emek drew Flyn aside, out of earshot of the throne. “Crystal Ridge offers their ruler’s eldest female offspring. A double alliance through wedlock must not be ignored. Whoever weds into Crystal Ridge gains control of all those warriors. You need every advantage in a play for the White River throne. The nobles back Chiram since he is the eldest.”

Flyn glanced in Numia’s direction. Her arranged marriage had brought her neither peace nor happiness. A lifetime bound to another subservient, spiritless female held no appeal. He would never take a female against her will, not even for a shortcut to the throne.

“Hear me, brother.” For a moment, Emek shed the shaman’s mask to reveal the lonely, reviled Shani male behind the feared-yet-revered Voice of Akeru. “You promise to be a better ruler than Chiram. You care for all our people, not just the nobles. You must take advantage of any opportunity to solidify your position. Chiram does.”

Flyn shook his head. “I will not wed afore this conflict is decided. I refuse to create a pawn to be used against me.”

“Aligning with Crystal Ridge offsets the risk.” Emek’s grip tightened on Flyn’s arm.

“Not when the price is another’s well-being.” Flyn placed his hand over his brother’s. “The cost of war outweighs any gain.”

Emek stiffened and clenched his jaw until a vein pulsed in his temple. He hissed. “Do not be naïve. When the time comes, war it will be.”

As if to underscore his point, the ground heaved beneath their feet with a low, grating moan. A puff of dust clouded the air. Any reply to his brother’s truth died in Flyn’s throat. All conversation died, and people froze midtask. The shaking increased until pillars cracked and chunks of stone ceiling crashed to the floor. Citizens screamed, ducking to dodge falling debris. Many lost their balance and fell. A shard struck Deker in the temple, and he dropped, unconscious, black blood flowing down his cheek. The tunnel Flyn had traveled earlier nigh disappeared under a mountain of rocks.

An eternity later, the ground settled and stilled. Heart in his throat, skin clammy with sweat, Flyn peered through the suffocating haze to assess the damage. Debris snuffed out half the fires and closed off two exit tunnels. Dozens of inhabitants sprouted fresh wounds. People rallied to aid the fallen.

What of the repair crew? The miners? With tunnels collapsing, Flyn feared the worst but backtracked anyway. Jitek, how fared Hevel and the others?

“Where are you going, Flyn?” The Voice of Akeru freed a crushed male from the wreckage.

Had he forgotten the task from which Vorna had recalled Flyn? “I left drones working out there.”

Emek frowned. “The risk is too great.”

“Not to me.” His people had entrusted their labor, themselves, to his care. He would not abandon them. Flyn grabbed a torch and crawled through a narrow opening in the rockfall. Dust and debris clogged the tunnel. His worn boots skidded on the unstable footing. His eyes itched and watered, and he barely discerned the shadows beyond the torchlight. To advance alone was sheer folly, but no one dared accompany him.

Hevel and the other drones were repairing the tunnel with direct access to the mine. What of the miners within? Had anyone beyond the Citadel survived? The uncertainty threatened to drive him mad.

A floor-to-ceiling pile of rubble blocked the way ahead. Flyn searched for a stable formation to bear his weight with minimal shifting, risking an upward path along the far-left wall near the top, so high his hair brushed the ceiling. He pulled free a rock, then another and another, until he broke through. His torch failed to penetrate the darkness beyond, but the opening he had created would provide air to those trapped on the other side.

Flyn waved his torch, so light flashed through the hole into the view of whoever survived. “Can anyone hear me?”

A deep, hacking cough greeted him. “Rhys Flyn?”

Hevel. Praise Akeru. “Status?”

Several drones coughed and wheezed.

“Alive,” the chief builder replied. “All here. We must save the miners, though we have no light.”

“Help me widen this breach.” Flyn focused on clearing more rubble.

To the sound of scrabbling rock and vivid cursing, Hevel’s familiar broad face appeared. Battered and dusty, together they dug an opening big enough for Flyn to slither through and descend the other side. He relit their torches and surveyed the damage through the haze.

Blood and bruises, but naught incapacitating. Fear caused harsh breathing and rolling eyes, but the freed survivors controlled it, stumbling toward the vast, yawning crater of the mine. A few torches still lit the far side, revealing a web of ropes and chains crisscrossing the pit, from which several bodies dangled.

“Shani.” Flyn cupped his hands around his mouth. “Can you hear me?”

A few of the forms moved. “Help me,” someone yelled.

“How are we going to get over there?” Hevel’s brow furrowed, and he rubbed his ear. “We have no idea how secure those fasteners are.”

“Which is why I do not ask you to go.” Flyn handed Hevel his torch and knotted a makeshift harness from one of the coils of rope lying outside the entrance. “Wrap this around the pillar. Everyone, lower me to the first cross brace. If it holds, I will traverse the gap and bring back those I can.”

“I can go with you—”

“Nay.” Flyn shook his head at Hevel’s suggestion. “I am lighter than you; you are stronger than I. I need you at this end to help haul us back.”

Flyn started out, feeling his way along the beam, using his outstretched arms for balance. The beam groaned but did not shift, giving a glimmer of hope. Please, Akeru, no more quakes.

A sharp pinging snapped his focus from his own harsh breathing. He watched with helpless horror as a screaming drone fell flailing into the pit. A wild surge of panic flooded his body. Even his fingertips tingled, but he focused on stillness. Breathe. Slow and steady, lest the beam weaken the only bridge across—the only hope for those survivors on the other side.

“Hold on. I am nigh there.” When he arrived on the far side, Flyn snatched a still-burning torch to relight the others on the wall, illuminating the immediate area. The receding gloom inspired fresh hope. “If you can hear me, call out your name.”

A dozen voices answered.

“Climb to the ledge if you are able.” Following the rim of the pit, Flyn lit all reachable torches afore returning the one he held to its original stand. He removed his rope, securing it to the tightest bracket he found afore returning to the ledge.

The first bloody hand appeared, fingers clenching the rock. Flyn dropped to his belly and proffered his own. The miner grabbed it. Flyn hauled him topside then skirted him to help the next. They worked together to raise the others.

“Is this everyone?” Flyn eyed the motley group, trying to assess their injuries.

One shook his head. “Beltek was below me. A falling rock knocked him unconscious. He groaned, so he is alive, but he cannot pull himself up.”

Flyn peered over the rim. The Shani drone, Beltek, hung limp in a harness bolted to a chain on the wall. Secure for the moment. Someone would have to retrieve him. Flyn was the ablest of the current lot. “Tie me in and anchor the rope. Give me a second one. You—Tobal—get these males to the other side. Clip onto the rope and head across the beam one at a time. I doubt it will hold more.”

“Aye, Rhys.” Tobal shooed his fellow miners toward the bridge. Two males refused.

“We wait for you, Rhys.” The taller one tugged on Flyn’s line to make certain it was secure. “You might require assistance with Beltek.”

Flyn crawled over the edge, using chiseled handholds and footholds to descend the rock face. Beltek hung a few dozen lengths below him. Maintaining a precarious position against a bent metal frame, Flyn reached around the limp body of the unconscious miner to tie a rope to his harness and free Beltek from the chain holding him captive.

He waved his arm to get the others’ attention. “Pull.”

Beltek rose with agonizing slowness, one handspan at a time.

Flyn started his ascent. He grasped the proffered hand at the top and allowed the other male to haul him clear of the pit. “How is he?”

The miner shrugged. “We cannot rouse him, but he still breathes.”

Another bent over coughing, hands on knees. “How will we get him across, Rhys?”

Flyn assessed the survivors awaiting their turn at the bridge. Dirty, battered, and bloody. Not one appeared capable of bearing the weight of another. “Rig our harnesses together, then get yourselves across. I will carry him myself.”

“You cannot risk it, Rhys.” Only one objected.

“I am the only uninjured one here.” By what miracle? “Do what I say.”

He staggered under the dead weight, shifting to find balance for two. One by one, the miners abandoned him for the safety of the other side. A torch sputtered and died, shadows reaching for him.

Last in line, he clipped onto the crossing rope with a forged safety ring and stepped onto the beam. Time to learn if it would bear the weight of two. “Well, this was a splendid idea. Do me a favor, Beltek, and do not awaken until we reach the other side.”

The pit yawned beneath the creaking beam as he sidled along.

“Keep going. You are nigh here.”

A vibration shivered through the air from somewhere behind him. Only one creature produced that sensation. A hunting basilisk.

Flyn broke into a cold sweat, trying to rush. The beam screeched a protest. “Hevel, get out of here.”

“Not without you.” His friend held out his hands. “Come on.”

The humming vibration strengthened. A tickle at the back of his mind made his eyes twitch.

Beltek shifted.

Panic surged. “Stay still if you wish to live.”

“Flyn, move your royal assets.”

“My royal assets are moving.” Sweat dripped into his eyes; his vision blurred. Flyn blinked away the gritty, stinging film. He clenched his jaw and his hands against a powerful compulsion to glance back.

“Do not look at it.” Hevel studied the rock beneath his boots. “Beltek, nay...”

The weight on Flyn’s back shifted. He cursed and staggered, trying to compensate. Beltek groaned and stiffened. With a whispering crackle, the weight lessened. Flyn shuddered at Hevel’s piercing moan.

Weakened from his injuries, Beltek stood no chance against the basilisk’s call.

Scales rasped on metal. Flyn launched toward his destination with renewed will. He refused to die like Beltek, his life force drained by the mightiest of Akeru’s children.

The beam screeched at the added weight of the great serpent. One of the bolts popped free of the rock face, and Flyn’s precarious bridge lurched underfoot.

Fear surged anew. He unclipped from the rope and hurled the last body length to where Hevel crouched. “On your feet.” He yanked the builder by his arm. “Into the tunnels, now.”

Hevel whirled and dashed into the stone corridor, Flyn one step behind, with Beltek’s desiccated husk still strapped to his back. They squirmed over the blockade, then paused at a juncture.

“I have an idea.” Hevel panted, leaning against the jagged rock wall.

The knot at the base of Flyn’s skull tightened. “I am not going to like this, am I?”

“We cannot lead that monster back home to the Citadel. You have a better plan?”

Flyn shook his head and crouched to make himself as small as possible.

Warmth and life shimmered in the distance, the corridor leading away from the encampment. Hevel knelt, mouthing an incantation to sustain the illusion. Flyn added his own, a shield of cold that blunted their presence. With any luck, the giant serpent would focus on the greater lure and spare them.

Scales hissed against stone. Flyn pictured those life-draining eyes drawing ever closer. He embraced the wall with his mind, striving with all his will to become an extension of the cold, hard stone. Hevel’s illusion burned bright in the distance.

The infernal buzzing in the back of his mind was nigh impossible to resist. He concentrated on the spell he wove and the grip of Hevel’s callused hand on his arm. Flyn held his breath when the deadly creature slithered past him with a dry rustling. Scales scraped rock. Powerful muscles undulated against his shoulder while the predator headed toward the artificial lure.

The vibrations faded away.

“A curse on the Cymryans, banishing us to the death trap of this eternal darkness.” Hevel scowled at his shaking hands, and the illusions faded.

Flyn’s head pounded. “A curse on our ancestors for forcing their hand.”

The chief builder quirked a pale brow of inquiry, but this was no time for a history lesson. Sweating, chilled, they rose and continued toward home.

“That was close.” Flyn rubbed the ache from his throbbing temples.

They staggered into the Citadel. Emek freed Flyn from Beltek’s remains.

“Akeru be praised.” The Voice of Akeru hoisted the desiccated husk and bore it to the central altar. “He found Beltek worthy. His strength to Akeru’s children.”

Beltek did not deserve death. He had a mate and younglings to care for. This was naught but an utter waste.

Hevel headed for the healers and Flyn for his private shelter. Once shielded from the others, he stripped to the skin, washing away the stench of cold sweat and fear, along with the oily black blood from a dozen minor cuts and scrapes. Naught needing a healer’s touch. He drew on fresh attire.

Someone rapped on the metal greeting chimes outside.

Only his dam tapped so timidly. “Come.”

Numia entered his personal space, concern on her face. “Are you injured?”

“Naught serious.” He studied the livid bruise on her cheek, her swollen jaw, proof of his sire’s explosive temper. Outrage burned. “Have you seen the healers?”

She lifted a warding hand. “I have a poultice. No healer will interfere with Vorna’s will.”

Numia did naught to incur her mate’s wrath save her proximity and Shani tradition and law that made females property of their sires or their mates. Things must change.

“Matre—”

“Silence.” She shook her head. “Your compassion will be your undoing. What you did today was brave but foolish.”

Fury rose, hot and swift. “I should have left them to die?”

“Drones are many. You are one.” She trembled. “You cannot be replaced.”

“Nor can they.” He pinned her with his gaze. “What makes one life more valuable than another?”

Her pale blue eyes blazed back at him. “As chief, you can change things, but only if you do not throw your life away on empty heroics.”

“Saving lives is not empty heroics.” He hesitated, dreading her answer to his next question. “What of Hester and her younglings?”

She averted her gaze. “Gabeg claimed his brother’s widow and belongings.”

Already? “Jitek,” he cursed, “not even a breath of time to spare for mourning?” Flyn ground his teeth, fuming.

“Come.” Numia stepped aside. “Your sire wishes to confirm you are unharmed.”

More likely, Vorna waited to express his displeasure at his disobedient son’s recklessness—or reckless son’s disobedience. Flyn was no reflection of his sire but of his dam.

It lessened him in Vorna’s eyes.

Numia grabbed his arm. “Go afore they drag you out. Deker might enjoy that.”

Aye, he would, the obsequious bastard.

The memory of Deker’s wet, racking cough troubled him, though.

Squaring his shoulders, hissing when a seam in his tunic scraped a raw spot on his back, Flyn strode from the shelter, Numia in his wake. All nearby bowed at his passing. Dare he call their expressions admiration and gratitude, not obedience and duty?

At least someone appreciated his infractions.

Was it but wishful thinking? He approached the glowering monarch on the throne.

“They tell me of the miracle your rash actions accomplished this day.” Vorna scowled.

Chiram mouthed an obscenity at his brother from behind their sire’s line of sight.

Flyn schooled a bland mask and strove for a neutral reply. “I am relieved not all were lost to us. Every life has value.”

Numia settled herself at Vorna’s feet.

His knuckles whitened around his scepter at the Voice of Akeru’s approach. “You add to our discussion?”

“Akeru has plans for this one.” Emek straightened as much as possible.

Vorna glared at the shaman. “He left my presence without being dismissed.”

“Akeru’s concerns are greater than yours.”

Only his divinely appointed position allowed Emek to get away with such brazenness. Such a protection Flyn could not claim. He was the misfit youngest son.

“There was an earthquake, Sire.” That superseded any Akeru-be-damned ceremony.

“You failed to obey my order to head south to greet our Crystal Ridge brethren.” Vorna leapt to his feet. “The southern passage collapsed, after you assured me you repaired that corridor. Instead, you hied off in the opposite direction, toward the mine.”

What part of earthquake did he not grasp? “My thoughts were for our own.”

“You have no thoughts save those I give you!” Teeth bared and face flushed with rage, Vorna kicked Numia in the ribs. She tumbled down the steps. No one dared come to her aid. “I should have you beaten for your insolence.”

“You want insolence?” Jaw clenched, Flyn took a measured step forward. “I have not yet begun to show true insolence, Sire.”

Gasping and clutching her ribs, eyes wide with horror, Numia shook her head.

Emek stepped in front of his youngest brother. Not yet, he mouthed.

Malice lit Vorna’s narrowed eyes. “I, Vorna, Clan Chief of the White River Shani, banish you for the span of three river risings. Gather your things and head west.”

Banished into the deadly, perilous west. Flyn reeled.

Chiram sneered.

“I permit a torch and a weapon of your choice and two companions of my choosing.” Vorna waved an imperious hand. “Hevel and Deker, come forth.”

Both males, injuries bound in salve-lined cloth, emerged from the crowd gathering in the dust-choked gloom. Deker was less steady on his feet than his larger counterpart.

“Chief Builder Hevel, you falsely reported completion of the south passages and led the drones in an inferior project, jeopardizing the safety of our Crystal Ridge allies. Thus, you interfere in Shani state. Guards, take him to the pillar.”

Snickering with malicious glee, Chiram extended a worn, blood-blackened lash.

Vorna clenched his fist around the whip’s thick, braided handle.

“Nay.” Hand on sword, Flyn lunged forward. “Take me instead.”

Vorna held Hevel accountable for damage done by an earthquake? Had their clan chief gone mad?

“Silence.” Emek gripped Flyn’s wrist until both their bones creaked. “Do not give Chiram what he wants.”

Flyn fumed while Vorna delivered ten blows to Hevel’s bared back. His friend shuddered with each, enduring the pain in silence. The builder’s eyes burned with rage.

“Fetch your things.” Vorna panted. A bead of sweat trickled from his forehead, leaving a streak along his hairline. “Deker, I expect a full report when you return.”

“He is unwell.” Flyn tugged against Emek’s unrelenting grip.

“Are you unfit to carry out your chieftain’s wishes?” Vorna raised an ominous brow.

Deker’s lips thinned to a bloodless line, but he bowed. “As you wish.”

Hevel stumbled, doubled over, from the post.

Flyn tried to help his friend, but Emek kept him restrained. “Three risings is not forever. Return to us. Together, we will open a new path into the future.”

Flyn swallowed hard and eyed Numia.

Emek leaned in close. “I swear to do all I can for her. Allow me to help you pack.”

Inside Flyn’s curtained dwelling, the shaman handed him a knife. “May Akeru’s Tear protect you.”

“You cannot gift me this.” Flyn spun the unique weapon in his shaking hands, eyeing it from every angle. A blade made from the crystallized tear of a basilisk.

“You need it more than I.” Emek handed him an ornate scabbard, curling his fingers around Flyn’s. “You must return to us.” Shadows shifted behind his eyes. “A word of caution, brother. Use it only if you have no other choice—if your life is in mortal peril. It transfers the life force of its victim to its wielder, thus healing any injury, but there is a price for wielding Akeru’s power.” He paused, frowning. “If anyone is strong enough to bear it, it is you.”

That had an ominous ring to it. Flyn sheathed the knife and strapped it to his thigh. He threw clothes and food into a pack, rolled his bedding, and placed his pouch of assorted gemstones and gold and silver coinage around his neck. Tying his blanket bundle to his pack, he shouldered it and emerged into the shocked-silent crowd. Hevel staggered under a pack and full waterskin. Flyn took both from him. A still-coughing Deker approached, scowling, his pack bulging.

One male sick, the other injured. Flyn vowed naught else would befall his companions in their exile.

“May you return to us a more obedient subject to my will.” Vorna turned his back.

Every Shani did the same.

Highly unlikely. This but served to fuel Flyn’s conviction. Things must change for White River.

Soon.

Hevel met his gaze. The same resolve burned in his friend’s eyes.

They would return. Akeru help Vorna and Chiram.
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Chapter Two
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“MAKE SURE YOU GRAB everything you need, pup, because I’m not coming back here to fetch whatever varden item you forgot.” Flipping her heavy braid over her shoulder, Braeca frowned at her younger brother while she folded two more wool blankets together.

Cursed. She was cursed—getting dragged into the wilds yet again, by her brother’s obsession.

“Pup, yourself.” Three years her junior, Ioain grinned. Sharp white teeth flashed in the new sable beard she still wasn’t accustomed to seeing on his face. He tossed another coil of rope atop the growing pile of expeditionary gear. “You’d think I’d never done this afore.”

She frowned at the dark circles under his seal-brown eyes. Were his nightmares back?

Was this a good idea, letting him hie off with naught but her for protection? She’d been defending him since they were children and always accompanied him on his exploratory journeys to snoop through ancient, abandoned sites. They knew so little of the Spine, the westernmost ridge of the Dragon’s Back Mountains the shifter clans called home. What if they encountered more than she could handle? No warrior was invincible.

Granted, the lands on both sides of the Spine were at peace, rugged Shamar to the north and pastoral Arcadia to the south, but political unrest wasn’t the greatest concern. Wild beasts, bandits, inclement autumn weather, a natural disaster...

At eighteen, Ioain was more comfortable with relics of the dead than dealing with the living, more scholar and scribe than fighter. Once lost in his studies of dusty old trinkets, he became oblivious to aught else, to the point she had to force him to eat and sleep.

Exasperating, but she loved him. Just once, though, she wished someone allowed her the choice. Instead, everyone assumed she’d drop everything to go with him.

Even now, she reminded him to put a few more trail cakes and meat sticks in with his precious parchment, vellum, quills, and ink. He frowned and grunted a vague acknowledgment but complied with his characteristic absentminded air.

Outside their family space, one of several dozen hearths within Badger Clan cave, folks went about their predawn activities. Her stepsire, Trystan, handed a couple of field-dressed rabbits to her mother, Finora.

“Still packing?” He shook his grizzled head at their preparations, making his beaded war braids swing with a clatter. “I told you to finish last night. You’ll be traveling all day if you hope to spend the night with Bear Clan.”

“I ordered them to get some sleep.” Their mother hung his catch on a wooden rack.

Braeca strapped a knife to each thigh, tucked another in her boot, tied her blankets to her pack, and shouldered her quiver and bow. She belted on her sword, donned her bulging pack, and swung her hooded cloak over the lot. “You coming?”

“A moment.” Ioain’s pack clanked with implements. Stealth was a foreign concept.

Braeca sighed and met Trystan’s amused gaze.

Finora helped Ioain don his cloak.

“I can dress myself.” He backed away. “Been doing so for years.”

“Indulge me.” She handed each of her offspring a hot meat pie. “To eat on the way.”

Braeca hated to eat hers. It made a wonderful handwarmer but smelled too good to resist for long. The pies tasted better warm than cold. She eyed Ioain. “You ready?”

“Whenever you are.” A mouthful of steaming pie muffled his reply.

“Take care.” Trystan sobered. “’Tis been quiet these days, but once you head into the west, no telling what you may encounter.”

“I’m always careful.” Especially with another depending on her.

“Keep an eye on the weather.” Finora tucked graying sable hair behind her ear.

Weather sensing was the one useful talent she’d inherited from her mother. “I will.”

“Here.” Finora handed her a small leather sack. “Gifts from the sea for any naiads along the way.”

“They’re so annoying,” Braeca huffed but accepted the offering.

“They can also be dangerous, but powerful allies if you stay on their good side.”

The varden water elementals didn’t have a good side.

“Say hello to your Aunt Grainne for me.” Trystan lowered himself beside the fire to clean his weapons with an oiled rag.

“We’ll never be able to if we don’t get going.” Ioain took another big bite of pie.

Braeca laughed. “True enough. Time to be on our way.”

Finora hugged them both. “Be careful, and hurry home.”

“’Twill take a sennight to get there, barring complications.” Ioain brushed crumbs from his beard. “Don’t expect us ’til after the next full moon, but we should be back in time for the Passage celebration.”

“Leave word with whatever settlements you pass through.” Trystan’s heavy gold torque gleamed in the flickering light, its color deepened against his silver hair.

Ioain’s pursuits took them far from civilization.

“We will.” Braeca squeezed her mother’s hand, then strode from the shelter of the cave.

Ioain led the way out into the misty gray dawn. She danced in her brother’s wake, humming under her breath and devouring her mutton-and-vegetable hand pie as she went. The route to and from Badger and Bear territories was well-traveled and familiar. She needn’t be on alert this mid-autumn day, save for the rough trail buried beneath a thick layer of fallen, faded leaves crunching underfoot.

Ioain glanced over his shoulder. “My thanks for coming with me.”

As if there was any other option?

“Always.” She sighed. “Care to tell me what’s put those dark circles under your eyes?”

“Not really.” He tilted his head from side to side to loosen tension in his neck. “Care to tell me why Da sent Keiran away?”

She shuddered. “Not really.” The journeyman smith was a nuisance. No amount of naysays dissuaded him from his romantic pursuit. Trystan had arranged for Keiran’s transfer to Wolf Clan for more advanced training. Goddess willing, he’d find a Wolf woman more to his liking. She lived in hope.

“Selkies are incomplete without a mate.” Ioain shifted his pack. “Is it so bad to wed a man who loves you?”

If only. “’Tis not love, and you know it. Can we speak on something else?”

“Do you dream of that day?” He hesitated. “The dragons?”

Had his nightmares returned or never left? She frowned. “You still do?”

He shrugged. “’Tis like a persistent toothache.”

Trystan and his Wolf Clan mentor Niadh had been tortured during their rescue of the abducted siblings. Niadh still bore burn scars, and his hair had never grown back. Ioain had been only three but still had nightmares. Braeca had been six when she’d held off the draconian sorceress Anuk with a broken lamp, and those moments were still emblazoned in her memory. Neither of them could abide the presence of dragons to this day, though Anuk had proven more friend than foe. In the end, she’d betrayed her evil sire and defended the hapless villagers of Lighthaven.

Braeca yanked her mind back into the present. “You speak to anyone of your nightmares?”

He shook his head. “They’re naught but dreams.”

Typical man, so reluctant to appear weak afore others.

They strode along the winding mountain path.

“Do you remember our real da?” He cast her a sideways glance and held back a half-barren birch branch to avoid smacking her in the face with it while they passed.

“The human fisherman?” She frowned, thinking. The Hope of Lighthaven had been lost with all hands in a storm afore Ioain had been born. “Naught but a faceless shadow who made Ma cry. He stole her skin, holding her prisoner against her will—which is all ’twould be did I wed Keiran.”

“I can’t see you being alone.”

Her laughter held no humor. “As if there’s anyone out there for a misfit halfling like me.”

“You might reconnect with Ma’s people.” He whirled to walk backward.

Braeca shuddered at his hesitant suggestion and rubbed her arms against a sudden chill. Return to the seaside village of Lighthaven, in Rhattany? “’Twas a selkie prince who sold us to those varden dragons in the first place. Just to have Ma all to himself and she’d bear his pureblood offspring. I’m sure they’d be thrilled to have a mutant half-human in their harem.”

Time to change the varden subject. She took a deep breath and scanned the sky. Clouds, but no rain. Not a bad day for travel. “Tell me of this site we’re heading for.”

“Cousin Connor found primitive drawings all over cave walls, high in the Spine.” His face lit with enthusiasm.

“Log.” She pointed to the looming obstacle in their path.

He spun about again and hopped over the fallen, half-rotted ash, covered in moss and poisonous, spotted mushrooms. “Thanks.”

They gathered useful herbs, roots, and bark along their path. Midmorning, they paused to
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