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Chapter One

I dream of wing and fang and pride, I dream of venom swift and sure.

I dream of song and cloud and sky, I dream of flame that scorches pure.

I dream of dancing crystal winds, as high aloft I soar.

I dream of enemies and prey that flee my fiery roar.

Tairen Dreams, by Jion vel Baris, Tairen Soul

Ellysetta Baristani stood in the dark, fire-lit cavern of Fey’Bahren, the fabled nesting lair of the tairen. Nearby, six leathery eggs lay incubating in a thick, cushioning layer of hot black sand. A massive, cinnamon-furred tail curled protectively around the eggs, its black tip rising and falling rhythmically, raising clouds of fine dark dust as it thumped the sand. The dust swirled about Ellie like shadowy mist, darkening her skirts with a fine layer of sooty ash. Unshed tears clogged the back of her throat and stung her eyes.

The tairen were dying.

Ellie couldn’t explain how she knew it. The knowledge was just there in her mind, and it felt familiar, as if it had been there for a long, long time.

Calah, the last fertile female of the tairen pride, was growing feebler with each passing day, her life’s essence draining as she struggled to maintain the viability of her six unhatched kitlings. The last hope of a future for the tairen rested with those tiny, unborn lives—three of them female—their life force weakening even as their small bodies matured in the egg.

The mother tairen’s cinnamon fur was dull and shedding. Her proud feline head—larger than Ellysetta’s body—rested wearily on her forepaws, and her piercing golden eyes were closed. Breath heaved in and out of her enormous body in great windy gusts. She had not eaten in two weeks. Her mate, Merdrahl, was frantic with worry. He paced restlessly by the entrance to the nesting grounds, brown wings rustling, massive paws padding not so silently back and forth across the sands, low growls emanating from his powerful chest and rumbling through the cavern like thunder. His dark brown tail curled and uncurled, flicking in agitation. His fur was ruffled, his ears laid back, and his fangs dripped deadly tairen venom. Every so often, he would pause, dig his claws into the rock, and heave an angry jet of flame.

If Merdrahl could have slain something to bring peace to his mate and protect their offspring, he would have. And Ellysetta would have helped him.

A growl sounded overhead. She looked up into the gleaming green eyes of Sybharukai, the wise one, oldest of all female tairen and makai—leader—of the Fey’Bahren pride. She crouched on the ledge above, her unsheathed front claws curling into the rock of her perch. Her dark, silver-tipped gray fur gleamed like thunderclouds and smoke in the flickering light of the cavern. The rounded tips of her ears flicked continuously. Her dark gray tail swished restlessly in the air, and the lethal bony spikes hidden in its furred tip stabbed at the rocks around her. Her wings unfolded and stretched high above her back, flapping twice. The sharp claw at the mid-span joint on each wing gleamed like a curved meicha blade in the flickering light.

«I will find a way, Sybharukai.» A deep, masculine voice sang the vow in the rich, vivid tones of tairen song.

Heat curled in Ellysetta’s belly, drawing inner muscles tight in a series of small, rippling shudders of remembered pleasure. She turned and found Rain standing beside her.

Rainier vel’En Daris, the Tairen Soul, the legendary Fey shapeshifter who had once scorched the world in a wild, grief-stricken Rage over the death of his beloved mate, Sariel.

Rain Tairen Soul, King of the Fey, who had stepped from the sky to claim Ellysetta as his shei’tani, his truemate, the only woman ever born with whom he could form a soul bond even stronger than the love bond he’d held with Sariel.

His long black hair hung down his back, straight and fine, framing a face of breathtaking masculine beauty. Black Fey leathers hugged broad shoulders, slim hips, and long, lean legs. His deadly swords and the scores of throwing knives tucked into the bands crisscrossing his chest gleamed golden in the flickering firelight. His lavender eyes were glowing, his beautiful mouth grim.

“I will find a way,” he said again, aloud this time but still addressing the majestic gray tairen. “I will not fail you.”

Turning, he strode off the nesting sands towards a wide opening at the end of the cavern. Ellie hurried after him and together they jogged up a long, winding passage through the mountain and emerged on a wide, sunlit ledge high above the Fading Lands. Ellie raised a hand to shield her eyes, blinking at the brightness of the Great Sun.

When her eyes adjusted, she gave a gasp of awe-filled wonder. They were standing near the top of the steep, dark mountainside of Fey’Bahren, the tallest volcano in the majestic Feyls range that formed the northern border of the Fading Lands. Below, the rippling golden grasses of the Plains of Corunn spread out for miles. Ellie drank in the breathtaking scenery, which seemed at once familiar yet new, like a forgotten memory, freshly renewed.

“Oh, Rain,” she breathed. “It’s so beautiful.”

Beside her, magic gathered as Rain summoned the Change. Ellysetta’s body tingled as the surge of energy swept around and through her. A fine gray mist billowed about him, about them both, and she threw back her head on a swell of pleasure so intense it bordered on pain. Though it was Rain, not she, who was the shapeshifter, she felt his body dissolve and expand as if it were her own, felt the echo of awareness as his Fey senses grew even more acute. Fur sprouted, wings spread, claws speared the rock.

Moments later the mist cleared, and a magnificent death-black tairen with huge lavender eyes crouched on the ledge where Rain Tairen Soul, the Fey King and Ellysetta’s betrothed, had stood. The tairen spread his enormous ebony wings, gathered strength in his haunches, and sprang into the air with an echoing roar.

Behind him, standing alone on the ledge, still trapped in her human form, Ellysetta cried out, “Rain, come back! Don’t leave me!”

Ellysetta woke with her heart thumping and tears cooling on her cheeks. The emotions of the dream still held her heart clutched tight, making her want to weep in despair for the dying tairen and the terrible, grieving emptiness that had struck when Rain took to the air and abandoned her on that ledge.

«Another nightmare, shei’tani?» The familiar sound of Rain’s Spirit voice, low and husky with sleep, sounded in her mind. An arm tightened around her waist. There was a warm, heavy weight pressed against her in her narrow bed—and it was most definitely not her twin sisters, Lillis and Lorelle, cuddling up with her as they sometimes did.

She turned her head slowly, and her breath stalled in her lungs.

For the first time in the last five days, there was no little courtship gift beside her when she woke. There was, instead, a great big one. All black leather, white skin, and inky hair, Rain lay beside her on her narrow bed, his long limbs draped over her.

Thinking she must still be dreaming, she closed her eyes, inhaled, opened them again.

He was still there, solid and warm, his face pressed to her neck.

She should leap up and get dressed before her mother came in and found her like this, but she couldn’t seem to move. Instead, she lay there, staring at him in dazed wonder. Through her bedroom window the first pale rays of the rising Great Sun shone down upon them. Dawn was breaking, and Rain Tairen Soul was in her bed.

His eyes opened, and her breath caught again. The brilliant lavender irises were glowing, surrounded by thick dark lashes and centered by slightly elongated black pupils that were growing more catlike by the moment. The limbs draped over her body hardened and drew her more closely to the hard wall of his chest and the harnessed strength of his leather-clad legs.

«Shei’tani?» he prompted. «Were you having another nightmare?»

“No,” she croaked. When Rain looked at her with such intensity, she had no desire to speak of the horrifying visions that had haunted her sleep all her life. She cleared her throat and whispered, “It was just a dream.”

«You were weeping.» He touched the dampness on her cheek.

“It was a sad dream.”

His hand slid down the curve of her jaw. His thumb smoothed over her lips, tracing their outline. His gaze followed, so focused she could feel it brush across her face like a slow caress. The gaze lingered on her full lower lip and glowed a little brighter. The tingle of Spirit magic whispered over her skin. An invisible mouth tracked kisses in its wake. «Tell me.»

Breathless from the magic his hands and weave were working upon her, she stammered out a quick summary of the dream. His Spirit kisses slowed when she told him about Fey’Bahren and the tairen dying, and about him singing a vow to the great gray tairen Sybharukai, then stopped completely when she told him how he’d flown off and abandoned her on the mountainside.

He rose up on one elbow, his gaze fixed upon her face. His face was solemn, expressionless except for the warm glow of his eyes. «You wept because you dreamed I left you.»

“No, I . . .” A blush suffused her cheeks when his brows lifted at her poor attempt at a lie. The dying tairen had torn at her heart, but that was not why she’d woken with tears streaming down her face. “I begged you not to go, but you just kept flying.”

He pressed a gentle finger to her lips, silencing her. “I would never leave you, shei’tani. Not for any reason. My place is at your side, and has been since the moment you called me from the sky.” His hand brushed through the tangled spirals of her bright, flame-red hair.

“I—it was just a dream.”

“You should not doubt me even in your dreams.”

In hypnotized fascination, she watched him bend his head over hers. Long black hair draped around her, enclosing her in a shadowy veil within which only she and Rain existed.

“Ver reisa ku’chae. Kem surah, shei’tani. Your soul calls out. Mine answers, beloved.” He whispered the vow of shei’tanitsa claiming, first in Feyan, then in Celierian, his voice low and stirring. “Trust in that, Ellysetta. Trust in me.”

Slowly his head dipped down and he claimed her lips. Illusion spun away. Reality took its place, so much better than the weave.

Mercy. Her eyes rolled back and her eyelids fluttered down. Good, sweet Lord of Light, was it possible to die of pleasure from a single kiss? It must be, because she had no doubt that she had just died and gone to the Haven of Light.

Flows of warmth wrapped around her, enclosing her in a snug embrace even as his arms did the same. His mouth trailed a burning path from her lips to the line of her jaw and below to the sensitive skin of her neck. She arched her back, baring her throat to his kisses, gasping for breath as sensation threatened to steal all reason. “Stop. You must stop. My parents . . .” But her hands clutched him far more fiercely than her words tried to drive him away.

She sensed the power gathering strength within him, knew that the tairen—the fierce predator that lived inside him—was preparing to spring, but before she could even think to be afraid, he released her and twisted in one smooth motion to sit on the side of her bed.

With a groan, he hunched his back and buried his face in his hands. She sat up, staring at the long curve of his spine, the broad strength of powerful shoulders, lean muscle, hard bone, sinew, all trembling.

“Rain?” She reached out a hand, but her fingertips scarcely brushed against his back before he sprang to his feet, scooping up the pile of leather and steel by her bed.

“Sieks’ta. You are right, this is not the time, no matter how much I wish it. Though in my defense, you make me lose all sense of reason. Dangerous woman.” He shook his head, his expression torn between admiration and dismay as he pulled on his leather tunic and tightened the laces. “I had not meant to fall asleep.” He glanced out the window at the lightening sky. “Nor stay past dawn.”

“What are you doing here in the first place?”

The hands knotting his laces went still. He turned to face her, his eyes narrowed. “You do not remember?”

Ellysetta gulped down a knot of fear because for a moment her mind was a complete blank. Then the floodgates opened, and the memories rushed back. “Of course I remember.” She laughed to hide her relief. “It’s not every day a woodcarver’s daughter dines with the king and queen and the heads of every noble House in Celieria.” Last night had been her first official function as the future Queen of the Fading Lands.

“I meant after dinner,” Rain prompted. “Your nightmare, do you remember that?”

Her pulse sped up. She recalled the hazy images of a nightmare more disturbing and horrific than any she’d ever had—and that was no small feat. Ellie saw things in her dreams that would have made battle-scarred veterans quake in their boots.

“It was a bad one.” She looked at him for confirmation. She had a wavering vision of blood, bodies, her room shredded into a shambles. She glanced around. Her room looked as it always had, small but tidy, not a thing out of place. But of course, the Fey would have repaired the damage.

“You were attacked in your sleep,” Rain clarified, “by someone using your dreams as a conduit to your unconscious mind. Someone most likely wielding Azrahn.” Azrahn, the soul magic, forbidden to the Fey but widely used and mastered by their greatest enemies.

“You believe it was a Mage.”

“Aiyah, I do. That seems the most logical answer. Dreams are the place where Azrahn and Mena—Spirit—meet, and night is when the dark powers of Azrahn grow strongest.” He reached for the leather belts filled with dozens of Fey’cha throwing daggers and slipped them on one by one, crisscrossing the straps over his chest.

“I told you about my seizures,” she murmured, “and my childhood exorcism. I’ve never told anyone about that before.”

“You did, and you can put your fears of demon possession to rest. I believe someone has been hunting you all your life—the Shadow Man, you called him—and that your nightmares and seizures are the result of his attempts to access your mind.”

“Those afflictions began long before I called you from the sky,” she pointed out. “When I was just a woodcarver’s daughter. No one worth a Mage’s notice.”

He pinned her with a hard look. “Ellysetta, I am the Tairen Soul, the most powerful Fey alive, and you are my truemate, my equal in every way. Even though you have spent a lifetime denying it, your magic is beyond powerful. It always has been. Some part of that power must have attracted the Mages’ attention even though they obviously didn’t know who you were or how to find you.” He picked up his wide leather sword belt and strapped it around his waist.

She watched him fasten the belt buckle and adjust the two curved meicha scimitars hanging in their sheaths at his hips. A curl of pleasure tightened low in her belly. There was something incredibly intimate about watching Rain dress and don his weapons. The sight roused fresh memories: watching Rain through a dreamy, sensual haze, the feel of his arms around her, the dizzying whirl of stars, a burning, endless emptiness. Other sensations followed the first: Rain’s bare skin beneath her hand; the rich scent of cinnabar oil, magic, and Rain washing over her; the slow, relentless burn of his body filling hers, completing her, immersing her in exquisite sensations like nothing she’d ever known before.

“Rain,” she said in a low, choked voice, “did you . . . did I . . .” Her face flamed. “Did you . . . mate with me last night?”

He went still. His head lifted, his gaze locking on hers. Then he took a step towards her and cupped her face in his hands. His thumbs brushed slowly across her lips, outlining the shape of her mouth. “Aiyah, shei’tani, I did indeed.” Her womb clenched in melting response to the purring satisfaction in his voice and the light, stroking caress of his thumb. “And if I thanked the gods every chime for the next ten thousand years, it would not be enough to honor such a wondrous gift.” Then he frowned. “Though perhaps our mating was a greater gift to me than you, if you do not remember it.”

“I remember.” Her voice came out as a strangled whisper. Everything was coming back to her now. Especially that. “Vividly.” The sudden blaze in his eyes sent fresh waves of heat rolling up and down her body. She scooted back out of range of his enthralling hands.

“Our bodies joined in Spirit only, shei’tani. I did not break my oath to your father. And, believe me, keeping my honor intact has never been so difficult.”

Her brows drew together in consternation as she realized she couldn’t recall the end of last night’s dinner or how she’d gotten home. The memories were clear up to a point, then grew disturbingly hazy, as if parts of the night were wrapped in a fog. She remembered sweet blue wine that packed a surprising punch and being warm, so very, very warm. Oh, gods, what had she done? What sort of fool had she made of herself?

She swallowed. “How did I get home?”

His gaze fell away from hers. He stepped back to retrieve the two seyani longswords propped against the window and slid his arms into the harness straps. “I carried you.”

“Because I was ill?” Please let her dim memories be wrong.

“You were not ill.” He settled the two swords in place on his back and bent his head to focus with suspicious concentration on the task of buckling the straps.

“If I wasn’t ill, then why did you carry me?” she persisted. He was Fey, and though he could and would dance around truth and evade questions with far more skill than he was displaying now, the Fey did not lie. When pressed for an answer, he would give her the truth.

He sighed and met her gaze. “You had too much pinalle.”

“I was drunk.” Her stomach lurched at the thought. Now she felt ill. Oh, gods, what sort of fool had she made of herself before the nobles whose support Rain was so desperate to win?

“Not exactly.”

“What does that mean? What did I do?”

“You’d had too much pinalle.”

“You already said that!”

He gave her a look that made her bite her lip and subside into unhappy silence. “You’d had too much pinalle,” he repeated in a deliberate tone, “and then you had a cup of keflee.” He stopped, a wry look entering his eyes. “Let me just suggest that you not combine the two in the future.”

Ellie covered her hot cheeks with her hands. “What did I do?” He didn’t answer immediately, and she could see him weighing what to tell her. “Just give me the truth, whatever it is. If you don’t, I’ll drive myself mad conjuring up all manner of awful possibilities.”

“The pinalle lowered your inhibitions,” he admitted, “and the keflee—were you aware that keflee can act as an aphrodisiac on some people?” He didn’t wait for her to answer. “You’re one of them, apparently, though in most the reaction is considerably less intense. Of course, it wasn’t until after the fact that your quintet revealed they knew about your . . . unusually strong . . . response to keflee. Not that it would have mattered. Who could have guessed you would weave Spirit that way?”

“What way?” she whispered. But she already knew.

“What were you thinking just before I carried you out?”

“Oh, gods.” She buried her face in her drawn-up knees and draped her arms over her head. Blood heating like fire. Desire heightening to unbearable need. A yearning so strong the ache became torment.

“The effects of the weave didn’t wear off until the small bells of the morning. Around three, to be exact. Seven bells of incredibly acute, inescapably relentless sexual desire, Ellysetta. That is what you wove. On everyone at the dinner last night.”

Her stomach took a sickening lurch. “I’m going to be sick.” Best just to die now and get it over with, because surely she would die of mortification the next time she had to face anyone else who’d been in the banquet hall the night before. She’d woven lust on the highest-ranking nobles in Celieria—worse, on the king and queen!

Rain muttered a soft curse and came to her side. His thumbs slid over her cheeks, caressing gently. Regret and shame whispered against her senses from the point where his skin touched hers. “Sieks’ta. I am tired and behaving badly. I should have found a way to give you the truth without causing you such distress. You are not to blame for last night’s weave. You did not understand what you were doing. Even I did not understand it at first.” He tilted her chin up and waited for her to meet his eyes. “One thing, however, is inescapably clear. There is great magic in you. Of that, there can be no doubt.”

She nodded miserably. She could no longer deny the truth. Somehow, by some wicked trick of the gods, Ellysetta Baristani possessed magic. And it seemed determined to get out.

“You must be trained. Great power such as yours can be dangerous in untutored hands.”

“All right,” she whispered. If training would keep her from doing something as mortifying as what she’d done last night, she would be a devoted student. “When we reach the Fading Lands, I’ll take whatever training you think I need. I’m sorry I made such a mess of things.”

He finished dressing and stood regarding her for a moment. “Hold out your hand, Ellysetta.” Hesitant, she did, and he placed a small velvet bag in her palm. “This is your courtship gift for today. Open it.”

She loosened the silk cords and tilted the bag. Three large, perfect pearls, one white, one pink, one deep blue-gray, rolled out into her palm.

“Beautiful, are they not?”

“Did you make them?”

“Nei. Except when magic is part of the symbol being offered, the Fey do not use magic to make their gifts.” His mouth curved. “It can be an inconvenient custom. I dragged an unsuspecting glassblower from his bed to make the globe for the small weave I gave you last week.” His small smile grew rueful. “And while your weave was still spinning last night, a cold swim in the ocean seemed a prudent idea.” He plucked the dark pearl from her hand. “Do you know how a pearl comes to be?”

“Oysters make them, from a bit of sand.”

“Aiyah. From a bit of sand.” He rolled the pearl between his fingers. “All pearls begin as something unpleasant that the oysters cannot expel from themselves, even though they may want to. So they embrace these things that will not leave them, shaping them and smoothing away the sharp edges, until over time, they make of these unwanted things great treasures.”

“What are you saying? That in time the heads of Celieria’s noble Houses will be happy that I wove seven bells of lust on them? Or that, after a few centuries, it will turn out to be a good thing that I singlehandedly destroyed the Fey-Celierian alliance?”

Strengthening that alliance had been the real purpose behind last night’s dinner. For a thousand years, Celieria and the Fading Lands had been the staunchest of allies, but recently, anti-Fey sentiment had exploded throughout large portions of Celieria. Dahl’reisen—terrifing former Fey warriors who’d slipped down the Dark Path and been banished from the Fading Lands—had been accused of murdering Celierian villagers in the north. Many powerful Celierian nobles were promoting a new, more welcoming relationship with the Eld—the Fading Lands’ oldest and most bitter enemy—as a way to counteract centuries of Fey influence over Celieria.

Last night had been Rain’s chance to win the confidence and support of Celieria’s lords before they voted whether or not to reopen their borders to the Eld . . . and what had she done? She’d woven lust on them! They would never forgive such humiliation.

Ellie groaned in misery and spun away, covering her face with her hands.

“Las, shei’tani.” Rain closed a hand over her shoulder and pulled her gently back to him. “If this is the turn the gods decided our path should take, we will follow it together.”

“But, Rain—”

“Ssh.” He pressed a kiss to her lips to silence her objection, then smiled with tender reassurance. “Listen to me, Ellysetta. The purpose of the gods is not always obvious, but believe me when I say that even from the most unpleasant beginning can come a treasure beyond price.” He returned the pearl to her palm and closed her fingers over it. “I thought my heart would always belong to Sariel. My will was to live only until my duty to the Fey was done and I could join her in death. And then you entered my soul. I did not want the connection, I admit. But in these few short days, you have wrought unexpected changes upon me. You’ve brought back to me the laughter I lost a thousand years ago, you’ve made me remember what hope is.” He ran a finger down her cheek. “I would not change you, Ellysetta. To me, you are already a pearl beyond price.”

“But the alliance . . . I know how important it is, and since the day we met, I only keep making things worse.”

Rain sighed. “If the Fey-Celierian alliance does not survive last night’s excitement, then it was not long for this world in any event. Would I change that if I could? Of course. As you reminded me yesterday, the Fey need Celieria. For millennia, your country has guarded the gates to our lands. But the Fey need you, also. I need you . . . more than any alliance. All I ask is that you try to find a way to live in comfort with those gifts you are afraid to face. I do not know all there is to know about shei’tanitsa bonding, but I do know both parties must accept what lies within themselves before they can open their souls to the other, as they must to complete the bond.”

Ellie bit her lip and glanced down at the pearls in her hand. “I’ll try, Rain.”

“Beylah vo. I must return to the palace briefly, shei’tani, but I will return as quickly as I can so you do not have to face the tradesfolk alone.”

Ellysetta knew what he left unsaid. He needed to return to the palace to begin repairing the damage she’d wrought with her weave. “I’ll be fine on my own. I’m sure there are much more important matters requiring your attention this morning.”

“Are you certain?”

That he didn’t deny it proved she was right. He was worried about how the nobles would react to what she’d done to them. And she would not compound the trouble she’d already caused him by acting like some clinging ninnywit. “Go. I’ll be fine.”

“Beylah vo, shei’tani.” He brushed a kiss across her lips. “Do not punish yourself for what happened at the dinner last night. Your weave may have embarrassed some, but ultimately it was harmless. Your countrymen will realize this. Besides,” he added, “only those who wield magic themselves could know it was you who spun the weave.”

“Lucky me,” she said glumly.

He smiled and kissed her again, longer this time, his lips coaxing hers to open, his arms holding her until she melted against him. When passion warmed between them, he gave a regretful sigh and pulled back.

“I will return at midday to take you flying.” He slipped through the window and leapt into the sky. His body dissolved in a cloud of sparkling magic and mist, only to re-form as an enormous, sleek black tairen winging across the early morning sky.

When he was gone, she donned a blue muslin dress—one of her own gowns, not any of the fancy silk and taffeta confections Lady Marissya had ordered for her—and slipped quietly downstairs to start breakfast. She’d have to change before the tradesmasters arrived, but for another bell or two at least she could still be plain Ellie Baristani, woodcarver’s daughter.

Four tall, deadly-looking warriors stood in the corners of the small home’s main room. Their black leathers merged with the early morning shadows, and the faint glow of their luminescent skin gleamed off the myriad swords and daggers each of them wore strapped to his body. A fifth warrior crouched near the door to the kitchen, his back to her, his long black hair hanging free about his shoulders.

Ravel vel Arras, the leader of the secondary quintet who guarded her whenever Belliard vel Jelani and his men were otherwise occupied, turned to face her. A look Ellie could only describe as embarrassment flitted across his face before he marshaled his features into the typical mask of Fey stoniness.

Ravel gestured with a graceful sweep of his hand back towards the icebox in the kitchen. “The little cat is not happy with the stronger weaves we put around the house,” he murmured. “She’s been hiding beneath that small chest all night and refuses to come out. Kieran will not be pleased. He and Bel warned us to take care with our magic around her.”

Ellie smothered a smile. There was something very endearing about lethal warriors living in fear of ruffling a tiny kitten’s fur. “Let me take a look.” Ellie stepped into the kitchen and crouched down to look under the icebox. Beneath it, huddled against the back wall, was a tiny ball of white fur dominated by a pair of big, gleaming blue eyes. The kitten opened her mouth to hiss and display needle-sharp fangs.

“Poor little Love,” Ellie crooned. “I’ll bet last night was even more frightening for you than me.” As the Fey had discovered last week, Lillis and Lorelle’s kitten could sense magic woven nearby—and to say she hated it was an understatement.

“Come here, sweetling. Come here, kit, kit, kit.” Ellie reached under the icebox, hoping to scoop the little kitten out, but when her fingers were close enough to brush against soft white fur, Love gave a loud hiss and swatted out with razor-sharp claws. Ellie yelped and yanked back her bleeding hand.

Like a bolt of furry white lightning, Love shot out from under the icebox, raced across the main room, and leapt up the stairs towards the relative safety of Lillis and Lorelle’s bedroom.

Ravel stepped towards Ellysetta, green Earth and lavender Spirit already spinning out from his fingertips to stop the bleeding and steal away the sting of the deep furrows scored across the back of her hand. “Shall I summon Marissya to heal it?”

Ellie gave a small laugh of disbelief. “For a cat scratch? No, I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

Ravel frowned at her, black brows drawing close over remarkable violet eyes. “I will inform the Feyreisen,” he insisted. “He will make certain Marissya’s schedule permits her to attend you.”

Ellie caught herself before rolling her eyes. She’d been wounded under Ravel’s care, and both his masculine Fey instinct and his strong warrior’s code of honor compelled him to see her healed. He couldn’t do it himself. Though masters of extraordinary magic, Fey warriors could not heal wounds as their women could. They could only staunch the flow of blood and temporarily seal rent flesh.

“Thank you, Ser Ravel,” she said, “but please, make sure they know it’s only a scratch. Poor Love. I shouldn’t have reached for her, I suppose, but usually even when she’s frightened she lets us hold her.”

“Perhaps she has reason to be more frightened than usual,” a grim voice announced.

Ellysetta gave a start of surprise and turned to find her adoptive mother standing in the kitchen doorway. “Good morning, Mama. I didn’t hear you come down.”

Lauriana Baristani was already fully dressed, her mink-brown hair tamed in a bun at the back of her neck, her body covered from ankle to neck in a practical burgundy dress. She raked Ellie from head to toe with a penetrating gaze, hazel eyes sharp and probing. “How are you feeling this morning, Ellysetta?”

Ellie’s heart sank. She knew that intense, scrutinizing look. Mama was looking for some remnant of last night’s terrible nightmare, some visible sign of the dread affliction that had no doubt prompted Ellysetta’s natural parents—whoever they were—to abandon her in the forests of Norban when she was but a babe.

An old, familiar tension coiled inside Ellie. “I’m fine, Mama.”

“Are you?” Her mother’s eyes had always seen too much, too clearly. It was one reason Ellie had grown up such a scrupulously obedient daughter. “Last night you were nowhere near fine. You haven’t had such a terrible . . . event . . . since Hartslea.”

Silence fell between them. They never mentioned Hartslea, the northern city where they’d lived years ago, the city they’d fled after Ellie’s childhood exorcism. Ellie had only been eight at the time, but she still remembered the smell of sago flowers and incense, the malevolent gleam of long needles in the flickering candlelight, the deep scarlet of the exorcists’ robes and the dark fervency in their eyes.

“I’m fine, Mama,” she insisted, shoving those old terrors to the back of her mind. She would not think of those awful days.

“Ellysetta . . .” Her mother reached out to take her arm, then stopped as Ellysetta drew back. A hurt look crossed Lauriana’s face but she suppressed it quickly. “I’m concerned, Ellysetta, and you know why. You also know I’d do anything in my power to help you.” Her voice softened. “I love you, kitling. I only want what’s best for you.”

Guilt stung Ellysetta. Her rigid shoulders slumped. “I know you do, Mama, and I love you too. But, please, don’t worry. If there’s any way to stop my nightmares, Rain has sworn he and the Fey will find it.”

“That’s all well and good, Ellie, but what if he can’t? Magic is more likely the root of your troubles, not the solution.”

Ellie bit back a sharp remark. Mama was as fierce in her loathing of magic as Rain was in his loathing of the Eld. There was no talking to either of them when those subjects came up.

Before Ellie could think of a response, her father’s voice called out, “Good morning, Ellie-girl. I hope you’re cooking a feast. I’ve a belly so empty, I could eat a dragon.” Entering the kitchen, Sol Baristani greeted his daughter with a warm, broad smile and a casual joviality that didn’t extend to his bespectacled brown eyes.

“Good morning, Papa.” Grateful for his timely interruption, Ellie wound her arms around his neck and kissed his cheek.

He smelled of soap and freshly laundered clothes rather than the scents of wood shavings and pipe smoke she loved so well, but the unfettered welcome of his embrace made her heart brim with love as it always did. He didn’t ask her about last night, and she loved him even more for that. She would go to him as she always had when she was ready to talk, and he was patient enough to wait. Besides, unlike Mama, he actually liked the Fey. Despite their strange and magical ways, he’d welcomed them into his home because he knew Rain Tairen Soul was the man Ellie had dreamed of all her life.

“I was just about to get breakfast started,” Ellie said. “Will three eggs be enough to fill a dragon-sized hole, do you think?”

“Hmm, make it four—and fry up some sausages and a dozen of those corncakes of yours while you’re at it. I’m going to be working late again today.” Sol bent to curl an arm around his wife’s waist and kiss her until the tight clench of her jaw relaxed.

“Papa! Papa!” Heralded by the sound of clattering feet, Lillis and Lorelle tumbled downstairs, raced across the small home’s main room, and leapt into their father’s arms. Mink-brown curls hung in unbrushed tangles down the backs of the twins’ matching white cotton nightgowns.

Sol hugged them both and bussed their soft cheeks. “Good morning, my sweet kitlings. Aren’t you both the prettiest sight a papa could ever wake up to?” He set the twins back on their feet and smiled down at them. “Go put on your frocks, and have Mama brush your hair, then you two can help me set the table while Ellie cooks.”

“Yes, Papa,” the girls chorused.

Ellysetta gave her father a grateful smile when Mama herded the twins back upstairs, thankful for the reprieve even though she knew this wasn’t the end of her mother’s interrogation.

Whatever had happened last night—whether a Mage had attacked her as Rain suspected, or a demon had possessed her as Mama feared—one thing she knew for certain: The Shadow Man, who’d haunted her dreams all her life, stalking her, calling her night after night as she slept, had finally found her. Who he was and what he wanted with her, she didn’t know, but she couldn’t shake the fear that the real danger was only just beginning and that things were about to get much, much worse.

A thousand miles to the north, hidden deep beneath the dark forested surface of Eld in the subterranean fortress of Boura Fell, the High Mage Vadim Maur, leader of the secretly reconstituted Mage Council, walked down a long, wide, sconce-lighted corridor.

Here, the raw, dark earth was richly veined with sel’dor, the black metal of Eld, one of the few elements capable of disrupting Fey magic. That earth had been carved to smoothness, the floors, walls, and ceilings of the corridors covered with sel’dor plating seven inches thick, then finished with mosaic tiles set in continuous, intricate patterns of power.

This was one of three levels in Boura Fell designed to house Vadim’s most dangerous and magically gifted guests.

He stopped before one of the many sel’dor-clad doors, inserted a heavy black key into the lock, and whispered a Feraz witchspell. Magic rippled across the door. He turned the key in the lock and waited as the series of tumblers inside the door clicked open, retracting a dozen heavy sel’dor bars that penetrated two full handspans into the surrounding rock wall.

The door swung inward, and Vadim stepped into an impenetrable magical prison disguised as a noblewoman’s luxurious bedroom. Furniture, delicate and beautiful, was arranged in comfortable groupings—a library filled with books in one corner, cushioned divans in another, and in the far corner of the room, a wide bed draped with swaths of brightly colored silk that hid the sel’dor manacles he rarely used anymore except when cruelty suited his mood. Beneath the outward beauty of the furnishings, every inch of wood, metal, paper, and cloth in the room was threaded with sel’dor.

A woman lay on the bed. She sat up as Vadim entered. Long, spiraling coils of flame-red hair tumbled down over slender shoulders and across the thin silk covering her breasts. Large, heavily lashed golden eyes, the elongated pupils lengthening to catlike slits, regarded him without expression.

Despite the sel’dor infused in every item in the room, despite the ten sel’dor rings piercing her ears and the barbed manacles piercing her ankles and upper arms, even despite his own vast powers, Vadim could feel the draw of her magic tugging at him. She was enchantingly beautiful. Just the sight of her unveiled face could send kings to their knees, begging to do her bidding—and that even before she wove the first hint of her formidable magic.

He took a step towards her. She flinched and inched back before she caught herself.

As if to make up for that brief show of fear, her chin lifted. “You had a bad night, Mage?” Her eyes flicked contemptuously over the seared skin on the side of his face. Ellysetta Baristani’s magic had proved so powerful last night that the burst of Fire she’d woven in her dreams had actually scorched him in the physical world.

“On the contrary, my dear, it was a very good night. Though I doubt you would agree.” Vadim smiled. Coldly. The temperature in the room dove towards freezing. He took a step towards the woman, and his smile widened as her spurt of mocking defiance faded and her already pale face lost all color.

“Elfeya, my pet, you’ve been keeping secrets.”





Chapter Two

At the guard barracks adjoining Celieria’s royal palace, Rain found Belliard vel Jelani and the other warriors of Ellysetta’s primary quintet still sleeping off the excesses of the previous night. They had not escaped Ellysetta’s weave either, and the last Rain had seen of them, they’d been running for the brothel district.

Rain rousted them with a few well-aimed kicks.

“Tairen’s scorching blood,” Bel muttered. The leader of Ellysetta’s primary quintet and Rain’s oldest friend rolled to a sitting position and rubbed the heels of his palms against his eyes. Rumpled black hair slid over his face and shoulders in tangles. Bleary cobalt-blue eyes blinked, then squinted against the light. “Be gentle, Rain. There’s neither a bone nor a muscle in my entire body that doesn’t ache.”

“I had to face worse,” Rain informed him, “so don’t look to me for sympathy.”

“Lord of Light love her,” Rowan vel Arquinas, holder of Fire in Ellysetta’s quintet, groaned from his rack and flung an arm over his face. “I’m sorry I didn’t warn you about the keflee. I’ll never hold something like that back again.”

“The next time you think to play a joke on me, vel Arquinas,” Rain warned, “remember this.”

“I will. I will.” Rowan had admitted last night that he’d talked Bel and the others into keeping Ellysetta’s extremely sensual appreciation of keflee a secret in the hopes of using that knowledge to play a joke on Rain. Of course, as tame and well-behaved as Rowan had been last week, Rain should have known he was plotting something. The Fey was deadly fierce in battle, yet unrepentantly wicked outside of it. Only his brother Adrial and his sister Sareika—both of whom he utterly adored—were safe from his jokes.

Kiel vel Tomar, the Water master of Ellysetta’s quintet, attempted to rise up on his elbow, only to go pale and flop back down. “Can a Fey die from too much sex?” he asked.

“Yes,” Bel replied bluntly. “Another bell and we would all have proven it.”

“What’s wrong with Adrial?” Rain glanced at Rowan’s brother, who was still unconscious in his rack, his black hair spilling down off the pillows in tangled waves.

Rowan shrugged and rubbed the back of his neck. “He seems to have gotten the worst of it.”

“By far,” Kieran vel Solande agreed, plucking more than a dozen rumpled pink cards from the waistband of his breeches, each printed with the name of a Celierian pleasure girl who’d invited him to visit again when next he came to the city. At a mere four hundred fifty years old, the son of the truemates Marissya and Dax v’En Solande was the youngest Fey in the quintet—the only Fey child born since the Mage Wars, in fact—but he was so powerful and so skilled with his blades, Rain had not hesitated to appoint him the Earth master of Ellysetta’s quintet. “The weave drove us all, but nowhere near as badly as it drove Adrial.”

Rain looked at them, the five who represented the best of all Fey warriors, and shook his head. A child with a wooden sword could defeat them at this particular moment. “You reek of spirits. Were you drinking as well as mating?”

“It seemed like a good idea at the time,” Rowan muttered.

“We were hoping to dull the effects of the weave.” Kiel was looking decidedly green around the gills. Giving a rattling moan, he lurched to his feet and stumbled rapidly towards the bathing rooms down the hall.

Rain smothered a laugh. “Well, I would suggest you seek out Marissya for a healing, but I think you all deserve to suffer a while longer.”

After trading a few more insults, he sobered. “Give Adrial another bell or two, then wake him up,” he said. “Ravel’s quintet guards Ellysetta, and she’s protected by a twenty-five-fold weave, but I want you there as soon as you’re fit. Something attacked her last night.”

“What?” Bel shot to his feet. To their credit, Rowan and Kieran—and even Kiel, who had just stumbled back from the bathing rooms—also flashed to stone-cold lethalness in an instant, their hands instinctively reaching for weapons. “Why did you not tell us immediately?”

“She is unharmed,” Rain assured them. “And there was nothing you could have done even if you had been there. The attack came through her dreams.”

“Mages?” Kieran asked.

Rain nodded. “Most likely. The shields did not protect her, and neither Ravel nor any of his men sensed anything until she woke screaming.”

“We will wake Adrial and go to her immediately.” Bel’s face was an expressionless mask.

If Fey men sensed emotion the way empathic Fey women did, Rain knew he would be feeling Bel’s shame and self-reproach washing over him in waves. The warrior was Ellysetta’s bloodsworn champion—willingly bound by lute’asheiva to defend her against all harm—yet he’d not been at her side when she’d been attacked.

“Nei, let Adrial sleep, and do not torment yourself.” Rain reached out and clasped his friend’s shoulder. “There is nothing you could have done, my friend.”

“I should have been there.”

“As should I,” Rain replied. “But I was miles away on a beach at Great Bay, fighting her weave and trying desperately to keep my distance lest I dishonor myself entirely.”

Bel’s eyes narrowed. “I know you are not taking this as lightly as it seems. Your mate was attacked. Where is your rage?”

Flags of color warmed Rain’s cheeks. A Fey warrior should be deathly furious over an attack on his mate, yet Rain’s calm would not wane.

“She would not let me keep it.” His hands spread before him, palms open in a gesture of surrender. The blood of millions lay upon those hands, and yet at this moment he could scarcely see the stain. “Last night, my song sang to her, and she spun the first thread between us.” While trying to soothe the terrors of her nightmare, he’d sung tairen song to Ellysetta. The music had resonated in her soul, as a tairen’s song resonated in its mate’s, and in one perfect moment of communion, Ellysetta had forged the first shimmering filament of oneness between them.

Even now, the memory of that joy brought tears to his eyes.

Bel stared. “Tears,” he murmured. “From eyes that have not wept in a thousand years.” His cobalt gaze moved over Rain’s face, searching for every tiny difference. “The bond truly does begin.”

“Aiyah,” Rain admitted softly.

Rowan, Kieran, and Kiel crowded closer. Their usual Fey-stoic masks fell away to reveal a mix of awe and envy. No warrior had truemated in a thousand years, not since before the devastation of the Mage Wars, and there was nothing a Fey warrior longed for more. But the gift of shei’tanitsa bonding was so rare, the usual lot of a warrior was to live and die without ever finding the woman born to complete his soul. It was the reason Fey warriors strived for centuries to master the intricacies of magic and swordsmanship, the reason they vied to be the best, the bravest, the most honorable of all warriors—hoping, always, to prove themselves worthy of the gods’ greatest gift.

“What does it feel like?” Rowan asked.

Rain rolled his shoulders, searching for words. These were his friends, his blade brothers and the warriors sworn to defend Ellysetta with their lives. Although Rain’s feelings were very personal and intimate, the wonder of the shei’tanitsa journey was a treasure that courting Fey had always shared with their unmated blade brothers.

“Peace,” he said at last. “Like waking in a field of soft grass on a warm spring day and knowing for the first time exactly who you are and what your purpose is in the world. And humbleness, as if you were standing before the Bright Lord with all the dark ugliness of your soul laid out before you, and despite everything, he showers you with light until every last stain fades away.” A smile spread slowly across his face. “Flame, too—especially under the effects of her weave—but I’ll say no more about that. Some things should remain private between a Fey and his mate.”

The warriors, who had been nodding in silent awe and trying not to show their envy, now grinned and laughed.

Bel put a hand on Rain’s shoulder. “May the gods light your way, Rain, and your journey end in joy.”

“Beylah vo, my friend.” Rain exchanged a warrior’s arm-clasp with Bel and pulled him close for a brief, tight embrace. Of all the Fey, there was none he loved so much as Bel. A week ago Rain had feared for his friend. The darkness that eventually consumed all untruemated Fey warriors had been so close to claiming him. But Ellysetta—miraculous, unexpected Ellysetta—had wiped centuries of death from Bel’s soul with one effortless touch of healing warmth, and now Bel had joy once more.

One after another, Kieran, Kiel, and Rowan followed Bel’s suit, exchanging arm-clasps and embraces, thanking Rain for sharing his felicity and offering their own well wishes in return.

By the time he left them, they were moving with brisk purpose, shaking off the weariness and excesses of last night. Only Adrial was still sleeping, but Rain doubted the others would let him do so much longer. Ellysetta had been attacked, and fierce Fey honor would demand that the warriors of her primary quintet take their place at her side, protecting her from all harm.

Kolis Manza, apprentice to the High Mage of Eld, groaned as he came back to consciousness. His head was splitting. His mouth tasted as though he had swilled raw sewage. He hawked and spat a foul-tasting glob of spittle on the floor.

Bright Lord’s lice-infested balls. That little witch’s Spirit weave had been beyond powerful.

He rose up on his elbows and grimaced in distaste as a limp hand slithered down his chest into his lap. Numerous limbs were draped over him, plump, naked, female limbs. They belonged to the four plump, naked, female bodies that lay scattered like so many dead leaves across the bed, eyes open and sightless, chests gaping from deep, slashing wounds that some other man might find astonishing for the lack of blood surrounding them. The index finger from the right hand of each woman was missing.

Kolis shoved the bodies aside and stood. His dagger lay on the floor beside the bed next to a small, bloodstained leather pouch. He bent to retrieve both and inspected the black jewel on the weapon’s pommel. The dark gem sparkled with rich, satisfied ruby lights. At least he had not wasted last night’s bed sport. Four new souls were trapped in the stone, awaiting his judicious use of them. And with so many Fey infesting Celieria City at the moment, they would come in handy. His first use would be to open a path through the Well of Souls so he could travel to Eld to bring the High Mage his news.

Despite the pounding in his head, Kolis’s lips curled in a satisfied smile. At last he had the proof his master Vadim Maur had tasked him to find: the Tairen Soul’s red-haired truemate possessed magic—and far more than just a small hint of it.

Though only the heads of Celieria’s noble Houses had been invited to last night’s dinner, Kolis had attended in the body of Jiarine Montevero, the lovely Celierian noblewoman who’d granted Kolis access to her soul in return for wealth and increased power. Jiarine had enough hearth witch in her that through her eyes he’d been able to see the flows of magic emanating from Ellysetta Baristani.

Those flows had been astonishingly powerful. Even inhabiting another’s body, Kolis hadn’t escaped the effects of Ellysetta Baristani’s irresistible Spirit weave. After leaving Jiarine to her mindless rutting, he’d stumbled his way to this small, filthy house in the brothel district, summoned the madam and all three of her girls, and mated them time and time again until the small bells of the morning, when he had taken their blood and their souls in a last frenzied burst of passion before falling deep into a well of unconsciousness.

No, Ellysetta Baristani was no simple hearth witch like Jiarine, no Celierian child altered by remnant magic left over from the Mage Wars. Her weave had been too pure for that, too strong. Without a doubt, she was the one who had been lost so many years ago, the one the High Mage had been seeking for so long. Without a doubt, Vadim Maur’s great experiment had borne powerful fruit.

Kolis called Fire to dispose of the bodies of the four dead whores, then used the basin and ewer on the table beside the bed to cleanse himself and tidy his appearance. He wasn’t worried about visitors; everyone knew the girls would still be abed at this hour. He wasn’t worried about servants either. This wasn’t one of the wealthier pleasure houses in the city. The women had cared for themselves.

Taking his time, Kolis donned the blue coat of his Sorrelian merchant ship captain’s disguise, re-inked the blue tattoo of crossed swords high on his cheek, and finger-combed the long oiled black curls threaded with gold rings. Few people would question—much less remember—a sailor wandering the pleasure-trails at break of dawn.

When he was dressed, the Elden Mage scooped his black dagger and the bulging, blood-spattered leather pouch off the table and slipped out the brothel’s back door into the dark, unpleasant rankness of the alleyway.

After leaving the barracks, Rain headed into the palace to locate Marissya and Dax. The shei’dalin and her mate had made it back to their own chambers last night, but were still abed when he reached their rooms.

By the time they dressed and met him in the king’s private dining room for breakfast, Rain had already finished his food and was savoring his second cup of keflee, rolling the flavors around on his tongue and trying to imagine why the drink had such a profound effect on his shei’tani. It was a tasty brew, to be sure, but nothing that made him want to sit up and purr. Still, if Ellysetta liked it that much, he’d keep his palace stocked with the stuff. Well . . . only after she was sharing his bed. Smiling wryly, he set the cup in its saucer.

“Why are you smiling?” Dax growled. He glanced at his shei’tani, who was in the process of lifting the heavy veil off her face, and repeated crankily, “Why is he smiling?”

Rain felt a whisper-soft probe, an intrusion that made him scowl, but Marissya only smiled in the face of his irritation. “He has decided keflee might have its benefits,” she revealed to Dax. “His courtship is progressing. The first thread of the bond has been forged.” She took Rain’s face in her hands and rose up on her toes to kiss him on both cheeks. “Miora felah, kem’Feyreisen.”

Dax turned to Rain, his grouchiness melting into genuine pleasure, a broad smile spreading across his face. “Mioralas, Rain. Good news indeed.” Like Bel and the others, Dax offered a handclasp and well wishes for a joyous outcome.

“Beylah vos. Thank you both.” Rain sipped his keflee and arched a brow at the shei’dalin. “You know it’s rude to probe a Fey’s mind without permission.” He tried to scowl again, just to prod her, but Dax’s grin and his own burgeoning happiness made it impossible.

“Aiyah. Almost as rude as waking us after such an eventful night.” Marissya poured herself a cup of keflee, then took a seat next to Rain, touching him lightly with her hand. “You are tired. You are expending too much effort to maintain your control. Permit me to assist you.” Cool, relaxing power lapped over him, smoothing the edges of his fatigue, fortifying him with strength and calm. “That is all I can do for now,” she told him, removing her hand. “It should be enough to see you through this afternoon with your shei’tani.”

Rain nodded his thanks. This was not the first time Marissya had lent her strength to help him keep a grip on his own. It would not be the last, either. The courtship was far from over.

Dax groaned a little as he lowered himself into the chair beside his truemate.

“You have not seen to your mate?” Rain asked Marissya, surprised.

“Oh, she saw to me, all right,” Dax answered with a tired but wicked grin. “Again and again and again. That’s the problem. I think I may be too old for such . . . vigorous . . . activity.”

“Rain was referring,” Marissya sniffed, “to healing. As you are well aware.”

“Ah. My mind must still be on last night.” Dax drank half his keflee in a single gulp and gave Rain a wide-eyed look. “Do you have any idea what this woman can do with a—”

“Dax!”

Despite the agony he’d endured for seven bells last night while Ellysetta’s weave had driven him so relentlessly, Rain decided it was almost worth it to see the cool, imperturbable Marissya turn such an interesting shade of scarlet. The Fey were modest about some things, but relations between matepairs was not one of them. Which meant things must have been far more than merely interesting in a certain suite of palace rooms last night if Marissya was still blushing this morning.

“My mind boggles at the possibilities.” Rain shook his head and laughed.

Embarrassment forgotten, Marissya turned to Rain with a look of wonder in her eyes. “That’s the first time I’ve heard you laugh in a thousand years. I had never thought to hear the sound of it again.” Tears shimmered in her lashes. She blinked and they spilled over, silvery trails tracking down her cheeks. “Joy to the Feyreisa indeed if she can bring laughter back to my dear friend Rain.”

Marissya’s tears touched Rain’s heart, and for the first time he realized how difficult the past centuries must have been on her. All the ancients who had survived the Wars had surrendered their own lives to create the Faering Mists. They’d left Marissya, the strongest remaining shei’dalin, to lead the Fading Lands while Rain struggled through centuries of madness. She’d borne it all without complaint and without casting the slightest blame upon him.

He took a deep breath and released it slowly. “Though I did not welcome it at first,” he said quietly, “and though it may still end badly, I am grateful for this blessing the gods saw fit to bestow upon me. It has been too long since I remembered why life is worth living. Ellysetta has reminded me.”

“Then I, too, say joy to the Feyreisa,” Dax said. “Though, gods love her, may she never again weave Spirit the way she did last night.”

“At least not so the weave lasts seven bells,” Marissya amended.

“Witnessed,” Rain seconded with a wry laugh. A moment later, he rose to refill his cup and weave privacy wards around the room. “That’s twice now that I’ve seen her weave such strong Spirit. She is more than just a master of it. And the Air weave she spun the other day was no third- or fourth-level skill either. With such strong command of two magics, there must be considerable Fey blood in her ancestry, but I don’t understand why no hint of it shows. She looks pure mortal, but her magic seems pure, powerful Fey.”

“Rain, how can she be Fey?” Marissya countered. “Can you honestly believe truemates have lived here, undetected, in Celieria since the Mage Wars? What possible reason would they have to exile themselves from the Fading Lands? Even if there was such a pair, once they realized their unborn child was female, they would surely have returned to us rather than endanger her in the unprotected world.”

“I must agree with Marissya,” Dax said. “No Fey lord worthy of his steel would put his women in such peril. More likely, it is as her mother said, remnant magic from the Mage Wars—”

Rain shook his head. “No remnant magic can account for the way she called a tairen from the sky, or the way she healed Bel’s soul and wove Spirit last night with such mastery.”

“Then perhaps her birth parents weren’t pure mortal,” Marissya suggested. “Perhaps they carried within them the gifts of some ancient magical ancestor—Fey, or Elves, or Danae—and perhaps that is what the remnant magic of the north awakened.”

“Have Sian and Torel found anything in Norban to help solve this mystery?” Dax asked.

“Nei,” Rain said. “They mentioned a lead they were going to follow up yesterday evening, but no one was in any shape to receive their report last night.”

The two warriors had traveled north to investigate Ellysetta’s origins. A young woman who could truemate a Tairen Soul hadn’t just sprung up from the ground like a cabbage sprout. And despite Dax and Marissya’s doubts, Rain was convinced Ellysetta came from pure, powerful magical stock. Who her parents were and why they’d not brought her to the Fading Lands after her birth was a mystery Rain intended to solve.

“Whatever she is,” Marissya said, “she must discover and embrace her true identity before the bond can be complete.”

“I know it. And at least she has finally accepted that she does possess magic and had agreed to be trained in its use.” He fell silent for a moment, then said quietly, “She shared my dreams this morning. I was dreaming I was back in Fey’Bahren. I didn’t realize it, but she was there with me. She saw Calah and the kits, heard the vow I made to Sybharukai. She saw everything just as it happened in my dream.”

“Sharing dreams has happened to us a time or two,” Dax said. “You should be happy, not concerned. It’s a sign of a strong bond.”

Marissya watched Rain’s face closely. As always, she saw far more than he would have liked. “You haven’t told her about the tairen.”

Rain stared at his keflee cup and ran a thumb over the glazed handle.

“Rain . . .” Marissya only said his name, but her tone alone was sufficient admonishment.

“What good would it do? She’s uncertain enough as it is. Shall I cement the destruction of our bond by piling the fate of two races on her shoulders?”

“The Eye of Truth sent you here to find her, Rain, because the fates of those races rest on her shoulders whether she knows it or not. You must at least let her know what’s at stake. There can be no secrecy between truemates. Besides, if you tell her the truth, she may surprise you. There is courage in her, even if it isn’t readily apparent.”

“When the time is right,” Rain said, “I will tell her everything. At the moment, we have a more immediate crisis to deal with.”

Marissya stared at him for an irritated chime. “There are challenges enough in the completion of a truemate bond without your adding to them, Rain,” she warned. “Trust her, as a shei’tan should trust his mate.”

His jaw tightened and he met her reproachful look without flinching. Her lips compressed, then she huffed and let him change the subject. “Ellysetta’s weave was localized within the banquet hall,” she said. “Only those of us inside were affected. Once we realized what was happening, Dax wove redirection and privacy around the Hall. Those caught up in the weave will remember, but no others will have seen or heard them. And we did what we could to send most of them to the privacy of their own rooms.”

“Quick thinking,” Rain approved. “More than I was capable of at the time.”

“Rumors may still spread,” Marissya cautioned.

“We’ll deal with that if it happens. At least you granted us a little time to prepare.” He leaned back in his chair. “What did you learn last night?”

Dax ran through the list of Celierian lords he and Marissya had talked with before and during dinner. Of the two hundred members of the Council of Lords, only thirty still declared themselves undecided as to how they would vote on the upcoming treaty with the Eld, and the Fey, unfortunately, would need almost every one of those votes to keep the Eld out of Celieria.

Too many of Celieria’s nobles had grown openly antagonistic towards the Fey. Some had even gone so far as to suggest that Rain’s return to Celieria after a thousand years of self-imposed exile in the Fading Lands was proof the dahl’reisen and Fey were working in concert to destabilize Celieria. And though Rain would never say so to Ellysetta, her weave could well have ruined their hopes of winning the upcoming vote.

“What happened last night could have changed everything,” Dax added. “Obviously, Marissya and I haven’t yet had a chance to gauge the aftereffects of Ellysetta’s weave.”

Marissya blushed again and sipped her keflee, lifting her eyes to inspect the elegant gilded plaster moldings on the ceiling.

Rain looked at Dax and raised an admiring brow, but took mercy on Marissya and let her blush pass without comment. “So, basically, there are thirty lords who hold Celieria’s fate in their hands,” he summated.

“Assuming more do not change their votes this morning,” Dax agreed. “Of those still undecided, Great Lords Orly and Verakis are the most powerful. If we can gain their support, we may have a chance. Each of them will likely pull another dozen votes from the lesser lords.”

“I’m still surprised Dorian won Morvel to our side. He bears no love for our kind. He made that abundantly clear last night.”

“He’s got five unwed daughters and no takers for them,” Dax said. “If you saw them, you’d understand why. His income has suffered thanks to poor harvests these last few years, and he can’t offer large enough dowries to sweeten the pot. I know he told you he wants to provide for his bastard son, but in truth, he’s seeking gold enough to get those daughters off
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