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Chapter One





Menda Abbey, Itta Territory, Inness

One Thousand Years after the Bane War



The demon’s gaze narrowed. “Let me see her.”

Beautiful and horrifying, Icarus moved toward Brother Powell with frightening grace. Sinewy muscles rippled under taut, black skin as he prowled toward the crumbled wall of the abbey. His leathery wings scraped the tree branches overhead and waves of ebony hair, banded with rings of gold, cradled two spiraling horns that jutted upward.

Powell glanced away, refusing to gaze into the mesmerizing, reptilian eyes. 

The demon’s deep purr poured over him. “What troubles you, Brother? Are you not happy to see me?”

The monk ignored the question and swiped the cold rain from his eyes. He held the hissing torch higher to reveal a young woman. She stood unnaturally still, compelled by the monk’s hypnosis—a spell taught to him by the demon. Her thin shift clung to her bony frame, and her dull eyes stared ahead. Angela had been lovely once, but like so many, she hadn’t been woman enough to withstand the honor of his attentions. They never were, always crying and pleading to be left alone. Lucky for them, the Demon Bane preferred their sacrifices pure.

“This is not what I asked for.” The deadly calm of Icarus’s voice belied the danger of his statement. “Where is the other woman—the gifted one?”

“In her cell. She doesn’t trust me.” Powell stroked Angela’s limp, blonde hair. “But she’ll not be able to resist the cries of her closest friend.”

“For your sake, monk, I hope you are right.” Icarus held out his hand. “Come to me.”

The compulsion whispered past Powell, sweeping across his skin with the promise of pleasure. He slipped his hand under his robe and adjusted his erection.

The demon’s call slithered toward Angela and wrapped around her like a sensual net. Before the force could ensnare him as well, Powell released his hold and backed away. She glided forward.

He watched, immobilized with morbid fascination. Her progress faltered when she reached the holy ground’s boundaries. He leaned toward Angela, willing her to cross the invisible barrier. 

“Come to me,” Icarus repeated. 

Weak of mind and body, she lumbered forward through the opening in the wall and away from the protection of the abbey’s sanctified ground. 

The demon stood before her and grasped her frail arm. With the smooth curve of his talon, he caressed Angela’s cheek.

She didn’t move. 

Powell cringed, excited and repulsed at the same time. He ached for a taste of the power Icarus would give him one day.

“So pure,” Icarus crooned. He trailed his talon down her neck. “So sweet.” 

Powell squeezed his holy medallion, its ornate embellishments biting deep into his skin. The pain kept him present and protected against the call of the Bane, a call he wanted to answer. Riveted, he held the torch higher, trying to shed more light on the black demon. 

Icarus slid his claw lower, coming to rest between Angela’s breasts. His energy pulsed and reached for its prey. The compulsion grazed Powell’s mind. The medallion slipped from his grasp, the chain catching on his fingers to hang loose. Forgotten. 

“Awaken, little bird, and let me see your fear,” Icarus whispered.

Like a parting veil, Angela’s deadened expression cleared. She gasped, frozen by the sight of the towering demon before her. She twisted and fought for her freedom. Bare heels dug into the soggy earth, but the slick grass provided no traction. Icarus jerked her hard, his hold unbreakable.

“No!” Her scream shattered the silence of the night, its echoes hanging in the air like a heavy mist. 

He pressed his fingers against her heart and pricked her delicate skin.

She convulsed, her strangled cry dying in her throat. With whispers as soft as the lightest breeze, the silvery essence of her soul sighed and bled from her body. Gossamer threads slithered around Icarus’s hand like small, white snakes, encircling his arm and swirling along the planes of his rounded biceps in an achingly slow, erotically sublime dance. The demon tilted his head and closed his eyes. Angela’s shimmering purity crept up his neck and hovered at his lips. He inhaled and drew her in, stiffening as if in the throes of passion, absorbing every delicate wisp.

The intimate union between predator and prey mesmerized Powell. He crept forward, forgetting the danger. The seductive and deadly act held a perverse beauty. Powell stroked himself, dragging the rough material of his robe over his erection, losing himself in The Taking. Time had no place; the tap, tap of rain on the leaves the only disruption brave enough to break through the reticence of the night. 

When the sparkling vapor faded around her heart, Icarus retracted his talons and released his hold. Angela’s body slumped to the ground, dead. He stretched and smiled, his fangs glimmering in the torchlight. “That’s better.”

Powell’s heavy breathing punctuated the quiet. His body quivered from the demon’s feral presence. As the pleasurable effect began to fade, he opened his senses and scrambled to ingest the lingering scraps of Bane essence. Its pure power raced through his body and filled his veins with an intoxicating fire.

Icarus bent and scooped up Angela’s body. Four powerful strides brought him to the abbey’s border. He heaved his burden at Powell. The monk shrieked and jumped back, his euphoric haze evaporating. Bones snapped as the body landed in a crumpled heap at his feet. Bile rose in his throat. For a fraction of a second, remorse pawed at him, but, just as quickly, the sentiment disappeared.

 “Bring me the other—now.” Icarus’s wings unfurled and stretched behind him. “Do not fail me, monk.” He crouched and pinned Powell with a yellow stare. “Or I won’t be as kind to you as I was to the girl.”

Powell glanced at the broken body at his feet and swallowed hard. Meeting the demon’s stare, he nodded.

With a powerful leap, Icarus launched into the sky and was instantly swallowed by the darkness.

…
 

Ravyn jolted upright in bed. She pushed her mass of black curls out of her face and looked around. Had somebody screamed, or was it only her nightmares?

Darkness blanketed her cell, and rain pounded a steady beat against the ledge of her narrow window. Shivers crawled down her spine like a dozen tiny spiders. The abbey, the wind, and the rain had a natural rhythm she had come to know. Like an off-key note, she heard the wrongness of the night’s cadence. 

She closed her eyes and released her awareness. It flowed down the dark corridors of the ancient abbey, seeping into the corners and rooms, making its way toward the chapel. Malevolence strummed along the mental threads of Ravyn’s consciousness as it ghosted across the chapel door. Heat skittered along her arms, awakening the protective fire within her. She flexed her fingers and relaxed into the sensation. Always the awareness was bittersweet. The same power that made her an outcast with the Sisters now rallied to protect her from the evil housed inside the supposed holy space. 

She yanked her senses back and pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes, trying to steady herself against the draining presence. Only one evil dwelled within the abbey: Brother Powell.

Ravyn threw off the worn blanket and crammed her feet into the only pair of slippers she owned. She stood and tiptoed across her room. The cell’s heavy oak door loomed before her. Pulling on the iron handle, she prayed the hinges remained quiet for once. A soft squeak of protest pierced the silence and she flinched. Hopefully, the other girls were sound asleep. She poked her head into the corridor. Empty. Good. Their safety was one less problem to worry about.

Two sparsely placed torches threw small circles of light around themselves but did little to illuminate the passage. Ravyn darted from her room and blended with the shadows. To most, the dark passages appeared empty, but for her, people and memories of the past whispered around her, longing to tell their tales. Despite the Sisters’ efforts to beat this evilness out of her, knowing and listening had always felt right.

The spirit of a young woman materialized in front of her. Dressed in The Order’s habit, she was immediately recognizable to Ravyn as Sister Amalee. She smiled, but the ghost did not smile back. Instead, Amalee stood close, wringing her hands and shaking her head. Ravyn stepped around the spirit, not wanting to experience the staggering punch of emotion she felt when passing through the dead.

Blackness pulsated around the edges of the chapel door as Ravyn approached. The sensation of a thousand biting needles abraded her skin. She rubbed her arms, trying to scrub away the sting. The assault was all too familiar. 

Powell waited inside. 

She shook her arms. Tonight, his presence felt more caustic than usual. He was a venomous snake coiled within the delicate flowers of a garden. 

Amalee slid forward and blocked Ravyn’s path.

“Move,” Ravyn whispered.

The ghost shook her head and held her hands out in a silent plea.

“I have to go in.” 

Amalee threw her slightly transparent arms across the opening.

“You can’t stop me.” The spirit’s attempt to protect her was touching, but she needed to get inside the chapel. “Please move.” 

Amalee bowed her head and folded her hands in front of her chest. Her mouth moved with a silent tirade of prayers. Without looking up, she floated forward and passed through Ravyn. 

Waves of distress flowed from the center of Ravyn’s body and out toward her limbs, unbalancing her. She bit her lower lip and silently cursed, trying to calm the spirit’s tumultuous essence. After a few seconds, she shook her head and opened her eyes. She was alone.

Blackness bled around the edges of the door, reaching for her. 

The Sisters sealed the chapel after evening prayers and, not surprisingly, as she shoved against it, the door yielded to her push. She’d learned long ago evil had a way of unlocking what should be locked, and unbinding what should be bound.

The groan of the old hinges announced her entry and echoed through the chapel. She grimaced, knowing now she was exposed to whoever waited. The prickling sensation on her arms increased. 

Torches burned in their sconces. She swallowed hard and stepped inside. This hallowed chamber had never felt welcoming. She glanced up at the altar. The carved and still faces of The Sainted Ones scowled down at her.

“Good evening, gentlemen.”

Their sightless eyes seemed to judge her, finding her unworthy to enter such a holy place. Their condemnatory glares followed her, but like always, she ignored them and drifted deeper into the chapel.

She scanned the shadows. Madness and the taint of evil seethed at the edges of the light. Her search tracked along the darkness, coming to rest on a crumpled body between the benches. 

She gasped. “Angela.” 

Sweet, naïve, and ready to believe in the good of others—that was Angela. Ravyn caught up her skirt and ran, the need to protect her friend blotting out the danger.

“Angela.” She dropped to her hands and knees and gathered her friend’s soiled and drenched body in her arms. “Angela!” 

At first touch, a crushing blackness crashed into Ravyn. Unable to hold on, she released the body. Her stomach twisted in tight coils of pain. She clutched her throat, trying to tear through the feeling of drowning. The blackness choked and smothered her. She clawed at the stones of the floor. 

Air. She needed air. 

Heat spread through her body, her defensive fire once again flaring to life. It pushed against the dense darkness fighting to consume her. The evil’s grip loosened. A brutal hand seized her hair and yanked. She tipped backward, sharp knees driving deep into her spine. Wetness spattered her face. Please don’t let that be blood. Her hands pawed her cheeks and frantically brushed the droplets from her face.

Brother Powell towered above her, hair dripping with rain and lips twisted in a contemptuous smile. Before she could scream, he jerked her head at a painful angle and wrapped his hand around her throat.

“Well, well, well. Look who’s come to save the day. I’m afraid you’re too late. And just to let you know,” he whispered in her ear, “Angela died an incredibly painful death.”

Shadows darkened the edges of Ravyn’s vision. The foul stench of his breath assaulted her. He shouldn’t be this close. He should never be this close. 

She struck out with her elbow and landed a blow to his stomach. A grunt huffed behind her and the pressure on her head eased. She scrambled across the stone floor, trying to regain her footing, but the dense blackness sucked at her strength.

Curses and footsteps echoed from behind. Her desperate grab hooked the back of a pew, but weakness caused her fingertips to slip from the wood and she collapsed to the floor. Her lungs ached. Darkness crept through her body. She shoved against it, fighting to keep its invasion at bay, refusing to give in so easily.

Powell’s boot pressed into her behind, and with a hard thrust, he sent her sprawling across the aisle. Bent on deflecting his attack, she rolled to her back and kicked at him. His hand wrapped around her ankle. With a yank, she tried to break his hold, the feel of his fingers against her flesh making her skin crawl. His mouth stretched into a wicked grin as he dropped her foot and straddled her. He fisted two handfuls of hair and jerked her to her feet. She slapped at him, hoping for a solid hit, but her hands sliced through empty air. 

He released her hair and backhanded her across the face. Pain shot through her jaw as her head snapped sideways. Her body crashed into a wooden bench and tumbled over the top. Tangled in her gray wool dress, she lay on the floor, unmoving. 

Powell’s words penetrated her muddled haze. “Oh yes. Icarus will reward me well for you.”

She slowly rolled over and sat up. Bursts of heat sparked in her veins. She shivered at the commands of her powers as they pushed against her barrier. She wanted to give the fire its freedom but clamped down the urge. The coppery tang of blood coated her tongue and she swiped the trickle at the corner of her mouth. “What’s wrong, Brother? Are you tired of tormenting me?”

“That’s a pleasure I’ll never weary of. Unfortunately for you, somebody has made me an offer I cannot refuse.”

He was on her in five short strides, latching onto a handful of hair to drag her across the chapel floor. She’d not cry out and give him the satisfaction of knowing he hurt her. 

Fire surged through her body. She shuddered against the force of the inferno, struggling to keep it restrained. Unlike him, she was no murderer.

Blindly, she grappled with both hands for Powell’s arm and found his wrist. She twisted, digging her heels into the uneven stones and pulling her and the monk to a stop.

She leapt to her feet, knocking the monk off balance. He released her hair and pivoted to face her but Ravyn held tight to his arm. 

He glanced at his wrist and back to her face. “Is that your attempt at escape?” He yanked on his arm but she didn’t release him. “Really, Lady Ravyn, is that the best you can do?”

The power within her billowed, demanding its freedom. She captured his gaze. 

His milky gray eyes widened. Tears. Torment. Wickedness. 

Her rudimentary connection to him opened a torrent of suffering. His debauchery swallowed her. She sensed the fear of his victims, and she touched…nothing. Like a sucking void, a dense aura surrounded the monk.

Her anger swelled. She gripped his wrist tighter, determined to give him a taste of what roiled inside of her. Maybe in some small way she could avenge Angela’s death. What sweet ecstasy to burn this abomination of a man. 

She concentrated her energy on his arm and forced her heat into him. The power rolled through her body. He fought to pull free but she squeezed harder, her heat increasing. 

“Let go!” He tried to shake her free, but she remained unmoving and locked. Fire danced up his arm. He clawed at her fingers. “Let go!”

“See what awaits you beyond this life, Brother?” Emotions slipped away as the trance overtook her. “The fires of The Abyss burn without mercy.”

He screamed and dropped to his knees, the fire engulfing his hand. “You are Bane!”

His words leeched through the fiery spell holding her and took coherent form in her mind. He had called her a Bane. The slur struck close to the fears she kept buried about her powers. “It would serve you right if I killed you where you kneel.” 

His face paled. 

But this isn’t right, is it? Ravyn blinked and tried to clear her head. She walked a thin line, she knew. Her decision to do what was right—not what felt good—was what kept her in the light. 

She watched the monk’s wrist begin to smolder. The smell of charred flesh fouled the air. The fury of her power intoxicated her with its heady domination. His cries echoed off the stone walls, and she peered at him through a haze of euphoria. How easy it would be to submit to the inferno’s demand for freedom. 

She stopped and stared at the sight of his burned flesh. A mixture of repulsion and giddiness washed through her. Had she really done that? Her mind clawed its way back from the edge of insanity, an edgy, irrepressible laugh slipping free.

Powell was corrupt and evil. He deserved to die. But was she the one to take his life? She inhaled. No. This wasn’t her right. She pulled her heat back and slowly loosened one finger at a time and dropped his arm.

He crumpled and cradled his blistered wrist to his chest. Careful to keep her distance, she shuffled around him, her need to get away paramount. One more minute and she would’ve lit him up like a stack of dry wood. With unsteady steps, she retreated toward the door.

Her feet tangled in the folds of her skirt. She stumbled and grabbed a pew for balance. Rage and madness warred with her rational mind. She righted herself and continued her backward steps, widening the space between them.

“Look what you’ve done! Look what you’ve done to me!” He struggled to his knees. “If not for Icarus, you’d feel my retaliation. And trust me, my lady, I wouldn’t grant you the kindness of death.” 

“Kindness? As if you know what that word means. Let me assure you, Brother, I’d rather be burned alive than endure any more of your kindness.” 

“I’ll see you suffer. Listen to you scream as Icarus drains you.”

 Fire pulled at her restraints. She held his gaze and slowly allowed the blaze to take control. There would be no talking her way out of this situation. The monk was mad. Her senses screamed a second before he lunged, but she’d already found her focus. 

Powell’s movements slowed, his attack becoming exaggerated and predictable, like he struggled through viscous liquid. A blanket of silence cloaked her, dampening the angry cry he spewed. One…two…three. She counted her slowing heartbeat and concentrated on the center of his chest, sinking into a trance. 

The fire took command, wielding her body as a weapon.

Her vision altered, and Powell ceased to be solid. Blues and greens swirled where his body had been. A black, snakelike entity slithered unheeded within the colors, and a ruby orb pulsed where the monk’s heart should have been.

Flame and light raced down her arm, gathering in her hand. She launched the energy toward the beating orb. The ball struck dead center and the black snake writhed as threads of lightning coursed through the colors. 

Powell catapulted backward and bounced when he hit the stone floor. The swirling colors reverted to solid. He lay sprawled and unmoving. 

Her heavy release of breath echoed through the chapel. Control gave way to rational thought, and her body began to shake. No line had existed between her and the fire. Never before had the power demanded her submission and compelled her to do its bidding.

Nausea washed over her. “Holy Mother. What should I do?”

The sight of Powell’s still form pulled at her and she crept forward, her muscles tense. She nudged him with her toe but he didn’t stir. Her question remained unanswered, but The Sainted Ones’ silence held all the condemnation she could bear. She rubbed her hands over her face. 

Few knew of Brother Powell’s depraved character, but her strange ways and evil nature were well-known within the abbey. They would turn their accusations toward her first and his murder would be all the proof The Order needed for one of its sanctified demon hunts.

Until now, the abuse from Powell had been worth the food in her stomach and a roof over her head. Her life hadn’t been happy, but it was better than scrounging for survival in a world she knew nothing about. Inside the abbey, she was safe and she had the girls. 

The girls. Who would protect them? 

She hauled back and kicked him in the ribs. “Bastard.” She glanced at Angela. “I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you.” 

She gathered her heavy skirt and fled the chapel, racing down the dark corridors of the abbey. When she reached the wide staircase, she took the steps three at a time, her ascent resonating off the walls.

Blood pounded in her ears. She rushed into her cell and looked around. There wasn’t much to pack. The few items she owned were shoved into a bag and within seconds, she was ready.

An ancient tome lay open to the page she’d been examining before falling asleep. She slammed the cover closed and dumped the book into her sack. The minor theft of abbey property seemed insignificant at this point. 

As a last thought, she grabbed her cloak and rushed toward the outer stairs that led away from the chapel. The steps blurred before her as she spiraled down and around the stone staircase. Panic beat against her, but she tamped down the alarm and locked away her fear.

She was fleeing the only home she’d ever known.

At the bottom of the stairs, she flung open the heavy door. The night and rain hit her like a physical assailant, threatening her bravery. She slipped into the shadows and plastered her body against the abbey wall. Her breathing came in short puffs. Keep my head. I must keep my head. 

Foot by foot, she edged along the back of the building, mustering her courage for her final flight. A stray curl fell across her eyes and she pushed it away with a trembling hand. The chill air ruffled against her skin, pulling the heat from beneath her cloak. She gripped its edges and tugged the folds tighter around her, squinting at her destination. 

She tucked the bag under her arm and took a deep breath. Hundreds of frantic butterflies beat inside her stomach and up into her throat. Everything familiar…gone. Ahead of her was the unknown, a faceless future…

It’s now or never. 

Before doubt could rob her of her courage, she pushed away from the wall and sprinted for the gate. Cold mud splattered her legs. Her hood fell back and needles of icy rain pelted her face. Her frantic breathing swelled and mixed with the driving wind. 

The thump of the chapel door echoed across the courtyard. The irritating bite reengaged, chewing and gnawing her arms. She kept running. 

“Stop!”






  

















Chapter Two





Thousands of chafing bites bristled against Rhys Blackwell’s skin, alerting him to the presence of a demon. The irritation was the most basic warning for a Bringer Shield, but after 300 years, he barely noticed the annoyance.

He waited within the trees, hidden from view and sheltered from the rain. He watched the abbey, but all was dark and silent now. His awareness raked the sky and woods around him, searching for the dense void of the Bane. He lived for the hunt, and though he tracked and dispatched the evil back to the Shadow World, the abominations couldn’t be killed.

At times, the heavy responsibility he imposed upon himself threatened to bend his fortitude, but he remained strong. He had no choice. It was no less than his father would have done. After all, the only thing standing between the humans and the Demon Bane was him—the last full-blooded Bringer, the protector of mankind. 

His methodical sweep searched the landscape. For an instant, his scan touched a black void, but just as quickly, the vacuous aberration disappeared. This was a clever demon, possibly a Spoil, the most cunning and dangerous evil incarnate. He doubled his concentration, staying the dark impulse to hunt.

A second energy hummed against his body, lighter and more delicate. If not a demon, then what? Often times, when he patrolled the area around Menda Abbey, an unfamiliar presence tapped at the part of his psyche where impossible desires huddled, cold and forgotten. His honor wanted to claim he patrolled the area to protect the humans. Honor before self. But the second energy resonated on a level much deeper than duty. He fastened his mental shields in place, unwilling to submit to its allure. 

He tensed and narrowed his gaze at a movement within the abbey grounds. Now, who would venture out on such a foul night besides the Demon Bane and me?

…
 

Ravyn turned to see Powell stumble from the chapel and limp into the open. His good hand clutched at his chest.

“No.” The word rushed from her, releasing the panic she had struggled to contain. “No. You’re dead—no, no, no.”

Powell’s limp turned into an uneven shuffle, picking up speed across the courtyard.

Run. 

Adrenaline pumped through her veins. 

Run. 

Powell’s shouts from behind propelled her forward. 

Run!

Mud gave way under her feet. She slid, her body slamming against the gate and toppling into the muck. Panic drained coherent thought, replacing it with the simple act of survival. The heat of her energy slipped away like a coward fleeing a fight. She struggled to her feet, the metal bar scraping her skin as she grabbed the iron for support. She would not fall apart.

She looked back and saw Powell slip in the mud and fall to his knees. Within seconds, he was back on his feet, his course and purpose clear. The gate’s tall spires towered above her. She braced herself and heaved her bag over the top. 

A wide reservoir ran directly under the gate, the trench dug deeper by the wheels of many wagons. She stepped into the hole to gauge its depth and gritted her teeth against the numbing cold of the water. 

He was almost upon her. 

She grasped the iron bars and stepped out to crouch at the water’s edge. The inky black liquid rippled below, its bitter embrace waiting for her body. She unhooked her cloak, letting the wrap fall, and eased to the ground next to the trench. Cold sludge pressed against her back, finding its way between the threads of fabric to her bare skin. Shivers splayed along her neck and arms, the smell of mud filling her nose. 

She slipped into the water and gasped. The icy wet blanket flowed over her and through her dress. Every inch of her skin quivered in protest. The points of the gate hung under the water’s surface, jabbing her legs as she shimmied them under the barrier first, testing the space. 

She sucked in a deep breath and submerged her head in the dirty water, pushing under the gate. The tips of the iron spikes scraped her forehead, but she didn’t stop until she surfaced on the other side, gasping and sputtering. 

Powell hit the gate and dropped to his knees, frantically grabbing for her foot or a handful of material. She kicked at him and rolled away, putting as much distance as possible between them. 

“Get back here!” He stood and tested the depth of the ditch. “Icarus, she’s escaping!”

The sodden wool wound around Ravyn’s legs as she gained her feet and backed away. She swiped at the mass of dirt and hair plastered against her eyes, praying he didn’t possess the only key to the gate.

“You can’t run!” Powell rattled the metal bars. He braced his foot against the gate and kicked, but the lock held. He shook the bars again. “He wants you, Lady Ravyn. You’ll never escape.”

She ignored his taunt and scooped up her belongings. With a quick tug, she secured the ties, tucked the bag under her arm, and limped toward the rutted road.

“Get back here!” Powell raged.

Thunder sounded above her, and the black sky and rain obscured her vision. Heat prickled along her arms, telling her more than her eyes ever could. The irritation intensified and spread up her shoulders. She stopped in the center of the path and glanced at the monk, but his attention was not on her. 

As he stared at the night sky, his mouth thinned in a cruel smile. “You’re no longer on holy ground, my lady.” His taunt rolled toward her, turning her already chilled blood to ice. “All the worse for you.” 

A strange presence pushed at her mind. The pressure hummed on a different vibration from what she’d experienced in the chapel—not malevolent, but still dark. 

She pushed back. Pressure thrummed against the inside of her skull. “Get out.” 

The force retreated.

The thunder roared above her, drawing her attention to a physical danger. Her fire flared, speeding heat the length of her body. She swiveled and blasted the air, but struck nothing. She shuddered and wrestled to control the energy.

Night masked all that wanted to be hidden. She turned in a circle and scanned the sky, dread tightening in the pit of her stomach. Someone besides Powell hid in the dark. Better to flee than fight the unknown. 

She spun and ran, but only made it two steps before something large hit her from behind and knocked her to her knees. Her bag flew from her grasp. Heavy wings knocked her sideways. 

Powell’s laugh billowed from behind her. “Yes, yes. Oh, this is too perfect.” He shook the bars violently. “You’ve merely escaped the cat to be caught by the hawk, Lady Ravyn.”

She struggled to her feet and shot another ball of energy blindly into the night. Her mind searched for a sliver of reality within the unfolding nightmare. Throbbing fire nullified some of her panic. With hands held ready, she stood. Her heat burned from the inside out. She clenched and unclenched her fists as it coiled through her body. 

The blackness of the night thickened. Thudding wings echoed from all directions. Her attacker was everywhere and nowhere. She turned to follow the sound. Without warning, the creature dropped from the sky. 

Large talons drove deep into her flesh and latched onto her shoulders. She stumbled forward, screams ripping from her throat. The creature held tight, dragging her through the mud. With each powerful stroke of the monster’s wings she slowly ascended. 

Skin and muscle tore. Warm blood flowed down her chest as she swung helplessly, pinned by the talons. The edges of her senses dimmed. She battled unconsciousness, though she didn’t know why. Unconsciousness would free her. 

New thunder penetrated her torment. The noise pounded out a different rhythm than that of the large, black wings above her. The thumping grew louder and she squinted into the darkness. Her eyes fluttered closed, certain the dark form racing toward her was the Angel of Death coming to carry her away. 

Something collided with the demon, knocking them all toward the ground. The creature’s talons gouged deeper into her flesh as it attempted to keep its hold. It screeched above her, twisting to find the new attacker.

Screams peeled from her throat, the torture unending and inescapable. Her vision blurred and refocused. The monster ascended again, lifting her with it. Like a rag doll, she hung from its grasp, unable to move; sure her body was ripping in two. She closed her eyes and prayed for death.

A flash of orange flared behind her closed lids, the crackle of fire erupting around her. Heat singed her cheeks. She dragged her eyes open as her attacker released a ball of fire into the black sky, but hit nothing. Another blow from the invisible assailant pummeled the creature.

The demon released its hold and Ravyn plummeted toward the ground. Something black captured her, cushioning her fall as she hit the soggy earth and continued to roll. The breath rushed from her body. With barely enough time for thought, Ravyn registered that a man, not the monster, held her.

He rolled to his feet, and ran toward the trees, taking her with him. Ravyn held on to a thin thread of consciousness. None too gracefully, he deposited her in a mass of brambles and raced away again.

Sounds unlike anything she had ever heard echoed around her. She lay unmoving within the feeble protection of the foliage. Death neared. As the fight to live ebbed, so did her pain. Peace encompassed her. The noise of battle faded to a distant muffle. She watched a leaf dance in the falling droplets of rain and waited for the dark angel’s embrace.

No longer in control, her soul shifted and pulled free of her body. She drifted away from her limp form and the fight that raged several yards away. Her soul hovered, held to her physical body by a single delicate thread. Need to pass through the Veil called to her. 

The man was suddenly standing over her body. “Don’t leave me.” 

His command broke through the muffled haze surrounding her spirit. The need to obey him warred with the desire to be free of the physical world. The stranger’s body began to glow with amber light. Copper and gold flecks swirled within his growing radiance. It reached toward her in the darkness. 

She recoiled from his light, somehow knowing it would hurt. His brightness flared and captured her soul. She fought against his control. Please, don’t make me return. 

His distant voice yanked her from the peace she craved. “Don’t you leave me!”

She strained to drag her spirit from his will and go where there was no pain, but his commands ordered her to return to the fight.

His power poured into her and filled her with a strength she didn’t want, but her traitorous body drank deep. She gorged herself on his healing light, which saturated her dying body. 

Heaviness pressed her. Golden cords of light wrapped and tightened around her ankles, wrenching her spirit toward her limp form. She fought the pull, but the increasing speed and force slammed into her corporeal body. Her physical form awakened and took command of her spirit.

Air poured into her lungs as she broke through the surface that separated the living from the dead. Pain and panic once again gripped her. “The creature?” She coughed. “Powell?”

The stranger crouched beside her but didn’t touch her. “Gone, but not for long.”






  

















Chapter Three





Agony mired in determination stared at Rhys through ice-blue eyes. The demon’s attack had taken its toll on the girl and with every second, her defensive wall weakened. Pain—her pain—drummed against his mind as her mental shield crumbled. Hiccups of energy escaped like puffs of steam with each spasm that wracked her body. 

What was she? The fire she’d shot into the sky suggested a full-blooded Bringer. 

“Can you stand?” 

“No.” The word sounded raw, as if it grated against her throat. 

He reached to touch her but stopped when her eyes rounded with fear. “I won’t harm you. I need to get you away from the road and hidden. Can you trust me?” 

Her nod was barely discernible, but he took the small movement as a yes.

He slipped an arm around her back and lifted her into a sitting position. The contact roused a long-forgotten thirst he hadn’t experienced in decades. A familiar nudge pressed against his psyche. Now in her presence, with her in his arms, he knew she was the force that had drawn him to the abbey. The connection was undeniable, though denying it was exactly what he tried to do. 

He tethered his thoughts and stood. The prickling of the Bane still lightly played along his arms. He scanned the area but saw no sign of the monk or Icarus. He shifted her in his arms and she stiffened. A visceral protectiveness rose inside Rhys at her discomfort. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m all right.” Such brave words spoken with frail conviction. The lethargy in her voice belied the truth—if he didn’t heal her soon, she’d die. Her head lolled against his shoulder and her arms lay limp in her lap. Blood soaked through her dress. Eventually, her body would give up its fight. Desperation flowed into him as quickly as the sands of her life spilled out.

Rhys cut a path through the thick woods, where the dense canopy of leaves shielded them from the rain and searching eyes. He dodged trees and brambles, but stumps and deadfalls hampered his progress. 

He knelt and settled her against a large oak. Soft black curls brushed his cheek, the feel like fingertips lightly playing across his skin. A hint of lavender mingled with the scent of mud and wet wool. She was too small, too weak, and he was too aware of how perfect she felt in his arms. Many years had passed since he’d last caressed the rounded contour of a shapely hip or sank into the softness only a woman could provide. Thoughts like these rattled his dedication to duty and honor. He pushed his musings to the place he rarely visited.

“Lean back so I can take care of your wounds.” Healing came naturally to him, but for the extent of her injuries, his skills were inadequate. He hoped the treatment would sustain her until they reached safety.

Her eyes searched his face. “Why—” She swallowed hard. “Why help me?” 

How could he answer this question for her when he couldn’t answer it for himself? This is what I do? This is who I am? The reply seemed insufficient. “You’re in need and I’m here.”

She covered his hand with hers. Her touch released a longing for what could never be. Desire swarmed unbidden through the hollow part of his soul he’d thought long dead. “It’s not safe.”

Unable to deny himself, he took her hand. “No, my lady, it’s not safe. What kind of a man would I be to leave you defenseless and hurt?”

He knew nothing of this woman except that she was no mere human. Icarus wanted her, thus adding to her mystery. Rhys didn’t like unanswered questions. Why does she have the power of fire? Is she a Bringer? With great effort he eased open his fingers and released her hand, already missing her touch.

The bushes behind him rustled and he stood, taking a defensive stance. He held up his hand to silence her words. No hint of the Bane nipped his skin or wafted in the air. That didn’t mean the monk hadn’t followed them.

From the darkness emerged a black warhorse. Rhys smiled, walked to the animal, and rubbed its ears. “I’m glad to see you’re unscathed by the demon, Sampson.”

Sampson nickered and tilted his head to receive the full benefit of Rhys’s attention. His constant companion, the horse lived and fought alongside him, and on a deeper level, kept the loneliness at bay.

Rhys moved to the horse’s side and untied a blanket from behind the saddle. Digging inside his saddlebag, he searched for the few healing supplies he carried. Before the unexpected detour to the abbey, he’d been on his way to restock his provisions. Though not invincible, he rarely had need of them. And because he avoided interaction with humans, the opportunities to heal were few. 

He removed a tear-shaped glass glowb and a small bundle from the bag. After peeling back the oilcloth, he examined the salve and antiseptic. Meager. The medicine would be sufficient until they arrived at the inn—provided there were no more interruptions.

With great care, he laid out each item on a flat rock near the tree. Two golden pendants with crystal centers, a vial of clear liquid, a small jar of salve, and several cloth strips comprised his medicinal cache. He lifted a pendant and hung the chain around his neck. After picking up the other necklace, he squatted in front of her. “May I put this on you?”

She eyed it suspiciously. “Why?”

He held it closer for her to see. “It’s a healing crystal. I can’t guarantee a full recovery, but it’ll help ease some of your discomfort.” 

She dipped her head forward in consent and he draped the long chain on her, settling it between her breasts. Her thumb caressed the golden body of the dragon that cradled the crystal and held the stone in place. “It’s beautiful.”

“It was my mother’s.” A fact he’d never shared with anybody. “My name is Rhys.” 

Before she could reply her back arched away from the tree as if burned by the trunk. He grabbed her upper arms, unsure of whether he tried to comfort or steady her. Stiff limbs fought against his hold. Tiny tremors rippled along her muscles. Her mouth opened wide in a silent scream.

He sank next to her in the wet leaves and took her into his arms. What good were all his powers of protection and centuries of experience if he couldn’t spare her pain? As the spasm passed he relaxed, but his relief was short-lived. A fit of coughing besieged her and all he could do was hold her until the attack eased. 

When the coughing subsided, she lay heavily in his arms. He brushed the damp hair from her forehead and flinched. Heat radiated against his palm. After easing her against the tree, he slid his fingers under her chin and lifted her face. Flushed cheeks and glassy eyes heralded the onset of a fever. Her condition was deteriorating much too quickly.

He pitched his voice low. “What’s your name?” 

Uncomprehending eyes stared at him and he knew she didn’t see him. 

“What’s your name?” 

She shifted her gaze to meet his eyes but said nothing.

Desperation pulled at him. He would save her. “What is your name?”

After several seconds, she whispered, “Ravyn.”

His shoulders relaxed. “I’m going to heal you, Ravyn. Do you understand?”

She nodded. 

“I need you to stay awake. Can you do that?”

Not waiting for her response, he opened himself to the healing spirits. Ancient words flowed from his memory and trickled over his lips. The chant’s resonance tuned itself to the surroundings. It coaxed energy from the trees, animals, and even the rain. He closed his eyes and offered himself as a vessel to the spirits.

The breeze buffeted his hair, the entities’ dance building in intensity. The song from the creatures of the forest crested over his melodic chant. The woods pulsed with life, the spirits calling on each animal, insect, and plant to give of itself and share its energy with a dying girl. 

Without hesitation, the creatures gave. Without expectation, they gave. Without judgment, they gave. If only all living beings gifted so freely. 

Ageless intelligence encircled the camp, charging the air around them. Harmony ebbed and flowed. Songlike voices blended with the blue haze building in his mind. Trails of golden light flooded from him and every living thing, like healing rivers. The glow penetrated Ravyn and saturated each cell of her body, reviving her. 

Her need called upon him to give selflessly. She devoured the rejuvenating essence. The ritual connected them in a way he’d never connected with another person. Lulled by the union, he dropped his barriers and gave all to Ravyn. Such beauty. If only he could stay here forever and leave the ugly, cold world behind. 

Too quickly, the golden light flickered and dimmed, pulling away from Ravyn and leaving his body. The music of the forest faded. As the last spirits dissolved, the blackness of the night settled upon them and swallowed the last bit of their warmth and solace. 

He opened his eyes and placed a hand to her forehead. Cool. “Are you all right?” 

Ravyn stared, wide-eyed and openmouthed. She sat up. “What happened?” 

“My feeble attempt to heal you. I’m afraid my skills are minimal. How do you feel?”

She swallowed hard. “Better, thank you.”

He relaxed. She was awake and talking coherently, all good signs. 

He picked up the tear-shaped glowb and cupped it in his hands. With pursed lips, he gently blew on the glass. A pinprick of light radiated at the heart of the teardrop. He blew again. The tiny white flower in the center flared to life, casting a luminescence bright enough for him to see her injuries. The white light spilled across Ravyn’s torso.

Her eyes grew wide. “Magic?”

“I suppose it’s a bit like magic.” He held out the glass to her. “The Illuminara petals glow when warmed.”

She made no response, only eyed him warily. He set the glowb on a ground next to her. “Are you in pain?”

“Yes, but not like before.”

“I wish my friend Nattie were here. She’s a great healer.”

“Better than you?”

He smiled and brushed a wet lock of hair from her face. “My talents are a disgrace compared to her abilities.”

She grimaced. “That’s hard to believe.” 

He selected a cloth strip and dipped it in the antiseptic. “I’m going to place these bandages over your injuries. I’ll be quick, but you’ll need to remove your dress from your shoulders.” 

She stared, taking his measure. He held her gaze. If the woman hadn’t been injured he was certain she would have bolted like a spooked horse. After several seconds, she gave a slight nod. Her fingers tugged at the tie on the front of her gown, but the cord tangled. She yanked harder. His fingers itched to help, but he didn’t offer. Despite her best effort, she only managed to turn the bow into a knotted mess. 

Defeated, she lowered her hands and looked at him. “Please?”

Rhys deftly unraveled the knot and loosened the laces. Ravyn arched away from his touch as he eased the bloody material from her shoulders. The foreign awareness taunted him. He flattened his palm against her skin and slid the neck of her dress lower, making sure to avoid the open wounds. The bodice came to rest halfway down the swell of her breasts. 

He swallowed. Yes, it had been too long.

Ravyn glanced at her injuries and gasped. Blood smeared her shoulders and chest. The ragged and torn flesh puckered around her puncture wounds. “Holy Mother!” 

“Lean forward, I want to see your other wounds.” 

She bent and he shifted to peer over her back. Her arm pressed into his chest and a mixture of mud and lavender teased his nose. Warm, slick skin grazed his fingers. He tilted his face into her hair and inhaled.

Her voice rumbled softly against his chest. “Are they bad?” 

He held her scent for a second longer before sitting back on his heels. “They’re clean, but deep. They’ll need stitching, but not here. We’ll travel to an inn after you’ve rested a bit.”

The pitch of her voice rose an octave. “Stitching?” 

“Without it, infection may set in.”

“Will your friend Nattie be at the inn?” 

“Unfortunately, no.” He paused, a smile tugging at his mouth. “You’re not afraid of a little needle, are you?”

She blurted her answer without any sign of shame. “I’d rather go another round with that creature than have you stick me with a needle.”

“Forgive me for pointing out the obvious, but you didn’t fare very well in the fight.”

“It took me by surprise.” 

“Yes, that’s usually the point of an attack.” 

Her posture stiffened. “I can take care of myself.”

He recognized pride when he heard it and he had just stepped all over hers. Perhaps riling her would rouse her fighting spirit. He laced his neutral tone with a hint of sarcasm. “Like you did tonight?”

If possible, her spine straightened even more. “I’m not without skills. I have…talents.”

“Talents? That sounds mysterious.” He held up a cloth strip saturated in the antiseptic and laid the bandage across her wound. “These will help with the healing.”

“Holy Sainted Ones, it burns.” Her outrage bounced off the surrounding trees. “That’s worse than being stitched up. You could have warned me first.”

A faint vapor of steam rose from her dress. Rhys frowned. “And lose the element of surprise? What kind of a warrior would I be if I did that?”

He wasn’t sure but he thought she growled at him. Despite his efforts to keep the mood light, the pain on her face summoned his sympathy. Battle wounds were nothing new for him, their pain a reminder of his duty. He rarely thought about the punishment he heaped on his body. But for someone small and delicate like Ravyn, living through an attack from Icarus garnered both his assistance and his respect. 

He held another dripping strip between his fingers. “Are there any other holy spirits you wish to invoke before I lay this on you?”

She pinched her lips together and shook her head. A hiss squeezed out when the cloth touched her wound. He wrapped a long, dry cloth around the wet strips and neatly tied off the end. He repeated the process on her other shoulder, receiving the same fervent exclamations from his patient. 

When finished, he examined his handiwork. “That should do until we get to the inn.”

She gingerly prodded the bandage. “Inn?”

“Yes.” He pinned her with a stare, sensing her reluctance. “You need to heal and it’s not safe here.”

Ravyn glanced away and seemed to focus on her injuries. “What was that thing that attacked me?”

“You don’t know?”

“No.” She continued to examine the bandages a little too intently. When he didn’t answer, she finally looked up. “What?”

How could she not know? “It was a Demon Bane.”

She gave an unladylike snort. “The Bane? They’re just a myth used to scare children into behaving. They’re not real.” She paused, her expression growing serious. “Are they?”

“I assure you that they are very real, my lady.” He pointed to the bandages. His gaze didn’t waver. 

She shook her head as if the idea wouldn’t take hold. “But why would it be after me?”

“My question exactly.”

“Well I certainly don’t know.” Her gaze searched his face. “I’ve lived my entire life in Menda Abbey. This is the first time I can remember being outside the gates. I was never allowed.” She shivered. “I left because of Brother Powell.”

“Was he the man at the gate?”

“Yes. He’s a monk at the abbey.”

“He knew Icarus.”

Her brow furrowed. “Icarus?”

“The demon.”

She searched the darkness around them, her eyes widening in alarm. How could she not be frightened with everything she’d been through tonight? His Shield intuition told him he’d stumbled onto more than a simple demon attack. Whether for her own good or not, it appeared Ravyn had been held as a willing prisoner at the abbey. And with Icarus’s assault, Rhys could only assume the location of her imprisonment was the key: sanctified ground. The Bane couldn’t enter, and if she’d never left, she would have been safe.

Her gaze drifted back to him but her voice dropped to a whisper. “I never realized how evil Powell was until tonight. He killed my friend. She’s dead because of me.”

Tears brimmed but refused to spill. She looked at her hands and sniffed, perhaps to hide her grief. Rhys admired her strength of will, no matter how misguided. She was a strong and caring friend, a leader who didn’t run from a fight. Those traits would be good qualities. If he could direct them in a useful way.

He leaned closer and lifted her chin so their eyes met. “Do not claim responsibility for other people’s actions. Taking on the sorrows of the world will cripple you and eventually drive you mad.”

Her eyes searched his face. “Do you speak from experience?” 

His throat tightened. How many decades had it been since somebody looked at him with such open compassion? Like the stone that disturbs a glassy lake, her concern sent ripples deep and wide.

When he said nothing, she closed her eyes and leaned her head against the tree. “So why would the Demon Bane want me? I’m nobody of importance.” 

“I’m not so sure about that.” He stood and walked to Sampson, placing the medical supplies and glowb back in his saddlebag. “If the demon had been a Deceiver or an Enticer, I might agree the Bane were merely having sport. But the demon who attacked you was Icarus, second-in-command of the entire Demon Bane. He’s a Spoil, one of the first true Bane. They’re capable of soul-stealing. Once stolen, the soul will never find its way through the Veil. It stays locked forever in the Shadow World.”

“Angela.” Her words hitched in her throat. Two tears broke free and rolled down her cheeks. She wiped her eyes and looked at him. “When I touched her all I felt was a crushing blackness.”

He didn’t react to the information she had unknowingly revealed. A piece of her puzzle fell into place. Was she a Bringer? Her ability to know and feel things by touch would mark her as a Bringer Tell.

He knelt in front of her and brushed away a tear with the pad of his thumb. His words sounded empty, but he needed her to stay strong. “There was nothing you could do. I’ve fought thousands of demons and I assure you, they’ll stop at nothing to get what they want. The Bane want you. If it hadn’t been Angela it would have been somebody else.” 

Round, pale-blue eyes stared back at him. 

He held her gaze, wanting her to understand the importance of what he said. “You must believe and remember that the demons will stop at nothing.”

The battle between guilt and the desire to believe him played across her face. “You’re not safe, then?”

He smiled. “My lady, I’m never safe from the Bane. Now, sit forward so I can help you with your dress.”

His fingers brushed her skin as he tugged the coarse wool back into place. She winced, slowing the material’s climb. Though he tried, he couldn’t prevent his eyes from wandering to the round swells of her breasts. Knowing his lust still thrived comforted him. Too bad it decided to come alive at such an inappropriate time. He ran his hand down her sleeve. “Your dress is dry.” He met her eyes. “And very warm.”

She caressed the fabric of her bodice, oblivious to what the sight of her hands running over her breasts stirred in him. She smiled with too much innocence. “How odd.” 

Curiosity replaced his twinge of desire when he thought of the wisps of steam he’d seen rising from the wet fabric not five minutes earlier. What was she? “Does this happen often?” 

“It’s never happened before.”

Her words sounded truthful—to a certain extent. She hid something. He unrolled the blanket and laid it over her. “This will keep you warm and your wounds hidden until I can find you new clothes. Try to sleep. We’ll have to move soon enough to get you to safety.”

“What place could possibly be safe from that demon?”

He pointed in the abbey’s direction. “There’s the closest place. But I’m afraid it’s been compromised by the monk. We’ll restock our supplies at an inn. They’re friends, and I can protect you there until you’re well enough to travel.” 

“I’m not your burden to undertake.”

He recognized the digging-in of stubborn heels when he heard it. If she believed she put him in danger, her obstinacy would grow. “You’re no burden. If the Bane are involved, I’m involved.” 

“Why is that? It seems an unlikely coincidence that you just happened by in my time of need. I might have grown up in an abbey, but I’m not stupid.”

“Agreed, my lady.”

“Are the Bane after you also?”

“Always. The Demon Bane are always after me.”

“Then perhaps you’re not the best companion for me.”

He couldn’t agree more, if the desire she stirred in him was any indication. “Perhaps, but I’m currently the only person around who’s not trying to kill you. Your options are somewhat limited.”

“But my concerns are valid,” she mumbled. 

Her need to protect him was endearing, even if misplaced. “I’m quite able to take care of myself and you.” He took a deep breath and slowed his words in hopes of putting an end to their debate. “If Icarus wants you enough to execute the abduction himself, you must be important. If you stay here, he’ll find you. You’re unable to protect yourself and it’s my duty to protect you.”

“Don’t speak to me as if I’m stupid,” she snapped. “I can protect myself far better than you know.” 

“Really?” Making her angry might get him some of the information he wanted. “How?” 

She rolled her lips as if all her secrets itched to spew forth.

“I won’t deny there is something very special about you, Ravyn. In time I hope you’ll come to trust me.”

She glared at him.

“Now rest.” 

She opened her mouth to argue. 

He cut her off. “Rest.” 

Her mouth opened again. 

“Silently.”

Ravyn pressed her lips together and thumped against the tree, flinching when her shoulder hit the bark. “Every day at the abbey I was told what to do, where to go, or how to act. Just once I’d like to do things my way without regard for anybody else’s opinion.”

A smile threatened as Rhys nodded. “It’s a good goal to strive for. Just not tonight.” 

She harrumphed but said nothing more. 

He massaged the back of his neck and rolled his shoulders to loosen some of his tension. Everything about this situation chafed. It was never good when the Bane plotted, but what concerned him most was Icarus’s involvement. What did the demon want with Ravyn?

He watched her scan the darkness with a haunted stare. It looked like neither of them would get much sleep tonight.






  

















Chapter Four





Icarus’s limping footsteps echoed off the pillars of rock as he descended deeper into the Shadow World. Imps clung like spiders to the sloped, jagged ceiling, while lesser demons flattened their bodies against the wall or pressed into the deep crevices, scattering to clear his path.

He blasted one of the few torches along the passage. The pitch sparked to life and bathed the shaft in golden light. This place was always so damn cold and it didn’t seem to bother anybody but him. Another difference between him and the mutts.

His knee buckled, but he caught himself before he fell. “Bloody Bringer,” he growled. 

The number of humans Icarus had converted faded with time, as did their faces. His existence was perpetual and, as hard as he tried, he couldn’t remember the beginning of his life.

Each day was the same—one mission melding into the other, always for the favor of the king, his father, and always falling short. Perhaps if he delivered the woman, he’d finally gain Vile’s approval.

The scaly, deformed back of a large demon blocked Icarus’s path. His foul mood churned and roiled. He needed—no, wanted—a fight. The overwhelming desire to strike was all the permission he required. Icarus grabbed the unsuspecting creature by the blunt horns and hurled its bulk into the nearest stone wall. 

He didn’t look back. And he didn’t feel any better.

A roar of outrage echoed behind him, filling the narrow corridor. He stopped. Yes, this was what he craved. A chance to inflict the same kind of punishing blows he’d received tonight. An opportunity to work off some of his frustration before facing his father. He turned toward the massive demon. This brute wasn’t one of his conversions. Not that it mattered. Demons didn’t indulge in the practice of alliance and friendship. Every Bane for itself.

Recognition registered on the monster’s face. Fear mixed with deference transformed the demon’s expression from ferocity to one of compliance. The creature quickly bowed its head in submission. 

Icarus sneered. He wanted a fight. Not acquiescence.

“Did you wish to say something, mutt?” He drew out the slur, hoping to goad the beast into a fight.

The shadow of the hulking demon danced up the glistening cavern wall. 

It huffed, but kept its head down. “No.” 

“Are you sure?” Icarus’s calculated steps brought him inches from the cowering demon. Its bristly hair rubbed against his forehead. The beast’s foul breath spattered his face, but he didn’t flinch. “Because a few seconds ago you seemed keen on taking my head. Do you want to take my head…mutt?” 

Rocks scattered at the hovering imps’ hasty retreat. Low, panting growls rolled inside the creature’s chest, but the threat remained unvoiced. The faint ping of dripping water marked the seconds. Would the monster do what came naturally and strike out? 

He dearly hoped so. 

To the creature’s credit, it kept its eyes low and its voice compliant. “No,” it grunted.

Icarus pressed his chest against the brute’s bulging arm, purposely trying to provoke a brawl. The creature didn’t move. After several charged seconds, Icarus stepped back, disappointed. He’d get no relief here. He stomped down the passage, his heavy footfalls crushing rock to dust. Nobody stopped him.

The tunnel’s course descended the last level to the throne room, where his father waited. Facing Vile was unpleasant at the best of times. Icarus mentally replayed the scene from the abbey. The loss of the woman wouldn’t go unpunished. With Blackwell involved, his mission had just gone from difficult to dangerous. Before tonight, he hadn’t realized just how powerful the Bringer was.

“Wise to keep your secrets,” he mumbled. “But why reveal yourself tonight?” He pondered the question. Was it just the woman or something more?

The cavernous throne room loomed ahead. He slowed at the edge of the light that spilled from the archway entrance. His stomach threatened to revolt against the pungent smell of rotting meat. Demons of every shape and size littered the chamber. They were a disgusting lot, fighting and fornicating like wild animals. Much like parasites, they pissed on and ate everything in sight. How could his father tolerate them?

He shifted to take refuge in the shadows and bring Vile into view. His father lounged against his infamous throne, said to be constructed from the bones of the Bringers he’d personally killed. The Demon King reclined in glorious splendor with three female demons fawning at his feet. One succubus draped her near-naked form across Vile’s lap, cooing and stroking a black curved talon across his muscular chest. 

Rarely did the king lift a talon to further the Banes’ cause. He still basked in the glory of his near annihilation of the Bringers, a coup he’d led over 300 years ago that had landed him on the throne. Vile proclaimed his service to the Bane fulfilled, and the time had come for the demons to serve him. He took particular joy in reminding Icarus of his purpose within the Bane—to fulfill the king’s every need. 

Things would be very different if Icarus were Demon King. He wouldn’t be satisfied with the little bit of chaos his minions spread. He’d rule not only the Shadow World, but all the upper territories as well. He’d take a queen.

The Bringer woman’s image flittered through his mind before he could suppress the thought. A tidal wave of yearning surged through him. There had been times in his life—too many times—when intense feelings nearly crippled him. Random events and ideas evoked emotions akin to memory and want. Now, like every other time before, he thrust the bitter longing back into the dark crypt that housed this shame. He locked anger and ardor away, ignoring a part of himself too caustic to explore. 

His focus traveled back to the throne room. Large stalactites hung like giant fangs from the high ceilings, dripping as if in anticipation of his entrance into the mouth of the beast. With great effort he ignored the pain in his leg and marched from the shadows, stopping in front of his father. His body flowed into a deep, respectful bow. He said nothing, only waited for Vile’s acknowledgment.

“Icarus, you’re back,” the king drawled. 

He straightened. “I am, my lord.” 

The king eyed him. “Are you injured?”

“Nothing life threatening, I assure you, my lord.”

“Then why have you arrived empty-handed?” The king circled the succubus’s dark brown nipple with his talon. “Am I foolish to expect success when I give you such a simple task?”

“A simple task turned difficult.” Icarus kept his tone even. The ground upon which he walked was tenuous, and it did no good to raise Vile’s hackles. 

“Difficult? How?” The king’s voice remained casual, but the stillness of his exploring hand betrayed his interest. 

“Rhys Blackwell rescued the Bringer woman.” He kept his explanation concise, knowing his father didn’t like excuses. Things about tonight’s encounter plagued him, something about the events didn’t sit well, but he wouldn’t voice his concerns until he had more answers. “I was unable to obtain her.”

“Unable?” Vile cocked his head, his eyes growing wide. His hand continued its exploration of the female’s body. “Surely one Bringer and a little woman weren’t a match for my fiercest warrior?” 

The demons turned from their feasting to watch his humiliation, their laughter rippling through the crowd. Icarus ground his fangs, clenching and unclenching his jaw. Degradation at his father’s hand was nothing new, and this trivial insult didn’t disturb him. But being laughed at by a bunch of filthy animals did. 

Perhaps his new information would silence their amusement. “The Blackwell Bringer has the power of fire like me.”

“What?” Vile hissed and rose, pushing the female from his lap. He stepped over the now-shrieking succubus, his blue-black wings flaring, their spiked tips extended as if to attack. “How can this be? No Bringer has that power unless they’re a full-blood.” He looked just past Icarus’s head. “Or a Bane,” he added in what sounded like an afterthought. “You’re mistaken.” 

Icarus dipped his head in acquiescence. “Perhaps, Father, but as a result, they escaped.” He stood his ground, not wanting to enrage his father but not wanting to appear weak, either.

“It can’t be.” Vile paced along his dais, his steps reverberating through the now silent hall. “How?” He paused, looking directly at Icarus. His wings expanded in excitement. “Perhaps it was the woman. Perhaps her powers are greater than I originally believed.” 

Icarus held his father’s yellow gaze but did not contradict or agree with his speculation. It hadn’t been the female who attacked him. Of this, he was certain. Her injuries had been too severe. He’d been surprised by Blackwell’s presence at the abbey and unprepared for the raw purity of his power. The Bringer would prove a worthy adversary in the battle for the girl’s soul.

“What do you propose, Father?”

Vile folded his wings and settled onto his throne. “Find them. Take a pod of infantry demons. I want her.”

The succubus crawled through the dirt and rotten debris scattered across the floor. With a simper, she cowered at the king’s feet, stroking his leg in an attempt to regain his favor. He ignored her.

“No more excuses, Icarus. I want the woman.” He tapped a long talon on the bleached bone arm of the throne. “This time I will annihilate everybody who possesses so much as a drop of Bringer blood in their veins.”

“As you wish, my king.”

Icarus pivoted and limped toward the stone archway, baring his fangs and growling at the filthy mob. Demons scattered, pushing and falling over one another, which incited a riot in Icarus’s wake. He ignored them and forcibly ejected any demon too slow or too stupid to move from his path. 

He’d get the woman, and his father’s approval. At any cost.






  

















Chapter Five





“Ravyn, wake up. We have to go.”

Goosebumps rose unbidden at the thought of tossing back the borrowed cover. Couldn’t she sleep a little longer? She cracked open her eyes and squinted at the unfamiliar surroundings. No hint of dawn filtered through the trees. High above, rain pattered against nature’s roof. The ground’s cool embrace stretched beneath her, but the thick blanket trapped the heat from her body, cocooning her. 

His hand cupped her cheek, the warmth a glaring contrast to the cold wake-up she’d always received at the abbey. “We need to move before daybreak.” 

Rhys sounded tired, and she suspected he’d stood guard all night. Events of the previous evening rushed back and extinguished her exhaustion. Her eyes tracked along his arm to his handsome face. She lived, thanks to this man. 

She shifted. Every muscle throbbed, every bone ached, and every inch of skin recoiled from the slightest brush of a breeze. Tight tendons protested as she slowly uncurled her legs from their fetal position. Her body felt like a team of runaway horses had dragged her for miles over the uneven and rutted road.

“We need to move while we still have the cover of darkness. We’re an easy target if we stay here.”

She bit back a moan and levered herself into a sitting position, hating to appear weak. But even more than that, she hated the pity in his eyes.

He stared at her, his amber gaze fixed and harder than she liked. “You’re in no condition for a long journey. The inn is but a few hours’ ride from here. There you can rest and heal.”

She’d never depended on anyone, let alone a complete stranger. “I’m sorry.” 

“What for?”

She cleared her throat. “For being a burden.”

He smiled, and his beauty hit her full force. She leaned away, as if by putting inches between them, his handsomeness would settle to a more realistic state. It didn’t. Had his eyes been this deep gold last night? His black hair fell in glossy sheets past his shoulder blades. Thin red cords tied off the ends of a braid woven at each temple. Ravyn curled her fingers around the blanket to stay their wayward desire to touch the strands. What was wrong with her? Perhaps she’d hit her head harder than she thought last night. 

In her defense, no man she’d ever seen at the abbey looked this handsome, especially after getting caught in the rain. She’d once thought Mr. Trudeau, the farrier, handsome in a rugged way. Admittedly, she’d developed a bit of a crush on him, but her ardor had been short-lived. Unbeknownst to her, until she accidentally stumbled upon the scene, the farrier had made a practice of giving Sister Agnes a little extra service in the barn after tending to the horses. The image of Mr. Trudeau’s white buttocks pumping back and forth, and Sister Agnes’s booted feet bouncing over his shoulders, had burned itself into her mind. A large chunk of her innocence had been ripped from her that day. 

Heat crept up her cheeks, and she scolded herself for such sinful thoughts. She turned away, resisting the urge to fan herself. Bless The Sainted Ones, the man even smelled nice—clean and wild. 

She jumped when he slid his hand around her waist to help her rise. The feel of him pressed intimately against her body nearly paralyzed her. If she discounted Brother Powell, Rhys was the first man who had ever touched her.

He seemed oblivious to his effect on her, thankfully. Surely she would burn in The Abyss for the small thrill lilting through her.

Unable to avoid touching him, she held onto his arm and let the pain divert her thoughts. She struggled to rise, but quickly found her balance and detached herself from his grasp.

“Thank you and again, I’m sorry.”

“No more apologies. I’m used to inconveniences. One more doesn’t matter.”

The dazzle of his handsomeness dimmed to irritating. “Well, that makes me feel much better. Thank you. I think.” 

“What I mean is—” 

“I know what you mean. You don’t need to justify your actions. I’m still grateful.” She nodded toward the horse. Far too much intelligence lurked in the animal’s eyes for him to be a simple beast. “Now, will we be riding…Sampson, is it?” 

“Yes.”

“And I’m supposed to mount him?” The prospect of performing such a feat with any amount of grace was doubtful.

Once again he wrapped his arm around her waist and lifted her away from the tree. “Take it slowly. I’ll help you.”

Her hands fluttered about like a crazed moth trying to find a resting place that wasn’t against his body. The urge to push him away butted against the enjoyment of his touch. Something truly wicked must nest inside her. “Uh, thank you.”

“I’ll help you as much as I can,” he continued, “but this won’t be comfortable for you.”

Irritation renewed itself. She craned her neck to glare at him. “Are you trying to comfort or torment me?”

“Sweet-talk’s always eluded me.”

“Obviously,” she grumbled. Exhaustion made her cranky but she shouldn’t take it out on him. “I prefer straight talk over sweet words. Usually.”

He arched a black eyebrow. “A rare trait in a woman.”

The seconds it took to hobble the few yards to the horse were agonizing, but not due to her aching body. He practically carried her to Sampson. Her toes barely touched the ground and she couldn’t think with his arm twined around her. Without thought, she blurted the first question that came to mind. “You don’t like women much, do you?”

“I like women very much.”

“But?”

“Most are tedious and not much use beyond certain situations.” He paused. “You have more backbone than most.”

“Yes, well, we’ll see how impressed you are once I start complaining. And I’m utterly offended, but I’m too tired to argue.”

“Another rare trait in a woman.”

She glowered at him. 

He appeared unaffected except for the hint of a smile that tugged at the corner of his mouth. “We’ll travel slowly. Once we reach the inn you’ll be able to rest, eat, and have a hot bath. By tomorrow, you should feel much better. But you won’t fully heal for quite some time.”

They stopped at Sampson’s side and Rhys eased away from her. “Lean against him while I gather our things.”

The horse’s warmth penetrated the chill and sank into her bones, easing some of the achiness. She pressed her chest into Sampson’s shoulder and laid her head against his silky black neck. His hide quivered where her fingers grazed him, but he didn’t shy away. Her eyelids slid shut. She felt eighty years old instead of twenty-three.

“I can help you with some of the soreness.”

She opened her eyes. Rhys stood a few inches away, watching her. Butterflies tumbled in her stomach as his gaze caressed her face. She stared back, unable to look away. 

He rubbed his thumb across her forehead. “I can lessen your pain if you allow me inside your mind.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve tried to block your discomfort, but your mind is a fortress. If you allow me in, I can dampen the majority of your pain.”

“I don’t understand.” She straightened and winced. “Wait.” Her gaze raked him. “Did you attempt to push into my mind before the demon attack?”

“Yes.” 

“I felt you.” She glared at him. “That was rather rude.”

He smirked, not looking the least bit remorseful. “Forgive me. I thought you were a human in distress. My mistake.”

“What do you mean, ‘mistake’?” She controlled some of her powers instinctively, but that was the extent of her command over them. “And why is my mind is like a fortress?” 

“I’ll answer your questions when we’re safe. We need to be on our way.”

“Fortunately for you.” The effort of standing robbed what little strength the few hours of sleep had gained. “This conversation isn’t finished.” He gave her a quick nod and a brilliant smile. Charming devil. She sighed and leaned her head against Sampson. “And I need my bag.”

He glanced around their camp. “Where is it?”

“I lost it when the demon hit me. Maybe in the bushes.”

Without a word, he dissolved into the woods. 

What had he meant she was no human in distress? Those words dredged up childhood horrors. The Sister Superior had muttered a similar sentiment with each lash of the switch she’d lain across Ravyn’s hands. Punishment for setting the altar cloths on fire or for speaking to those haunted souls only she could see. The memory bit like the chill air. No—she wouldn’t let past experiences control her. Things were different now. She’d do what had to be done and not lament the loss of her miserable life in the abbey.

A twig snapped. She pressed closer to Sampson, praying it was Rhys. He emerged from the darkness carrying her bag. She couldn’t help but stare as he picked his way across the ground. He was tall and muscular, not bulky like the farrier. His dark elegance reminded her of a mythical warrior. She pondered the thought, if the Bane were real, why not a knight in shining armor?

“What do you have in here?” He tossed the bag up and down, weighing the contents. 

“A few personal items and a book I stole from the abbey.”

“What kind of book?”

“I’m not sure. I don’t understand most of the writing, but the artwork is beautiful.” Heat fused her cheeks. “I couldn’t stop myself.”

“You’re lucky to have it. Books are a rare gift and should be owned by those who can appreciate their value.” He secured her bag to the saddle.

“I don’t think the Sisters would agree.”

He smiled conspiratorially. “Then we’d better not tell them. Ready?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

“You’ll ride in front of me in case you need to sleep. Don’t try to brace yourself. This will be uncomfortable enough without straining your muscles. I suspect you have a cracked rib or two.”

His words skidded over her and her breath quickened at the thought of draping herself against Rhys.

Misunderstanding her hesitation, he said, “I’ll be as gentle as possible.”

She bit her lip and stared at her feet, unable to look him in the eye. “It’s not that. I’m just a bit nervous. I’ve never been completely alone with a man who wasn’t trying to kill me.”

“Shall I hold a knife to your throat? Would that make you more comfortable?”

“That won’t be necessary.” She frowned at him. “Perhaps I’m more naïve than I like to imagine.” 

His smile hinted at sadness. “Innocence and naïveté are characteristics we don’t appreciate until they’re gone.”

Her nervousness abated. He was simply a good man performing a valiant deed. Right? 

“You can trust me not to kill or molest you in your weakened state.”

She raised her eyebrows in question. He said nothing, but his sly smile spoke volumes. Her nervousness returned. Would it be her life or her virtue in danger?

“Can you get your foot into the stirrup?” 

“Yes,” she said a bit too quickly.

“I’ll lift you into the saddle.”

His hands held her waist, warming her skin beneath her layers of dress. She placed her foot in the stirrup and grabbed onto the pommel. 

“Ready?” 

She nodded and gritted her teeth. 

“One, two, three.” His words whispered against her ear and she suddenly found her body lifted off the ground and settled sidesaddle. 

The position felt awkward, but took the pressure off her spine. As Rhys mounted behind her, she slouched forward to avoid contact, but with steady and insistent hands, he eased her against his hard chest. She stiffened, but the warmth of his body melted the last of her tension and she relaxed into the cradle of his arms.

A multitude of smells enfolded her—leather and rain, trees, wind, and fire. She closed her eyes and exhaled, as if her breath could carry away all trace of her shameful stirrings.

Sampson picked his way through the thick growth of the trees, staying clear of the road. An unnatural silence permeated the air around them. The wet leaves muffled the sound of Sampson’s hooves. It felt like they’d become part of the forest, indistinguishable from the trees and the wind. As with the abbey, the forest hummed with a life force she understood.

Rhys’s strength cloaked her. When was the last time she had felt safe? Or the last time somebody had been concerned about her? The girls had cared, but she had always been the protector, the lone tree that weathered every storm. Her soul yearned for one person she could depend on, one person she could be herself with, maybe even one person to love. 

Exhaustion crept unbidden, and she didn’t fight her fatigue. It seemed like only minutes had passed when Rhys’s gentle shake pulled her from a dreamless nap. She yawned and stretched the aching muscles of her back to sit forward. 

Grit scraped her eyelids as she blinked away the fog of sleep. A tug of vanity sent her hand inconspicuously across her mouth to check for drool. She might have no control over her unkempt state, but crust in her eyes and sleep-induced slobber was repairable. 

Her right foot rested beneath her dress and blanket, but her left wasn’t so fortunate. Unprotected from the morning cold, it ached and tingled. She wiggled her toes in an attempt to coax feeling back into her foot. 

 “We’re here,” he said.

His arm draped around her waist. The weight of his touch and the frosty air tempted her to sink against him. Before she could give in to the urge, he leaned forward and pointed to an opening in the trees. Distracted by the black strands of silk brushing her cheek, it took several seconds before she noticed the distant voices. She looked around but saw nobody.

“We’ll enter the main road from there and appear as casual travelers.” He paused and lowered his arm. “I think we should pose as husband and wife.”

She spun to face him, the ache in her ribs erupting. “What? Why?” The incoherent argument tumbled from her mouth. “I don’t think—me, a wife? I can’t cook and do laundry, plus…I’ve never even been with a man.”

“I don’t believe any of those things are a prerequisite.” Was he laughing at her? “Our relationship will be only for show. Icarus and the Bane are devious. I can’t risk them slipping in during the night to steal you.”

She stared straight ahead. Of course he was right. She couldn’t fight the demons in her weakened state. 

“Trust me. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

But could she promise him the same? “I’ll try. What do I do…to be a wife, I mean?”

“Nag. Whine about the accommodations. Talk about having children.”

She craned her neck to see him. “Do wives talk like that?”

He smiled.

“You’re teasing me?”

“A bit. If it puts your mind at ease, it’s been a long time since I’ve shared quarters with anybody. Especially a woman.” 

She harrumphed. “No, that doesn’t ease my mind at all. At least one of us should know what we’re doing.”

“Rest assured, Lady Ravyn, I know what I’m doing.”

A spike of pleasure raced through her body. “Yes, I just bet you do.”

“You will have to pretend to like me.”

She could do this. “A heavy burden, indeed.” 

He gave her a brilliant smile and she groaned inside. 

He clicked softly and moved Sampson onto the path.






  

















Chapter Six





They emerged from the woods and onto the muddy road. Sampson skirted the edge of the track to avoid the water-filled ruts carved through the center of the dirt pathway. Ravyn tried to lift her foot above the splattering muck, but her efforts failed. She hoped Rhys hadn’t lied about the hot bath.

A bellow of distant voices rolled down the road toward them. She stretched to see around the bend. “Is there a town nearby?”

“No, but this road leads to Itta. The Dirty Habit is a frequent rest stop for travelers. It’s like a small town. I’ve know the owners for years.” He chuckled. “They’re a very prosperous lot.”

“The Dirty Habit? What kind of name is that?”

“For a century, members of The Order of the Saints have stopped at the inn to rest and change out of their dirty habits. I believe the inn’s original name was The Dragon’s Head.”

“I like that much better than The Dirty Habit.” She sighed. “Then again, I might be prejudiced against anything named after The Order.”

“With good reason.”

They continued toward the noise. She scanned the area visually and mentally for signs of danger. Nothing seemed out of place—no needling bites or oppressive darkness. 

A polished wooden box hanging between four white horses crowded the road. A skinny boy holding a tether leaned on, more than led, the animals picking their way through the mud. Ravyn’s gaze narrowed, bringing the oncoming conveyance into focus. Smoke furled from a small chimney on the roof. Only the wealthiest or most holy traveled by horse litter. 

Sampson veered into the trees and stopped. Sympathy bloomed as Ravyn watched the boy slog through the ankle-deep mire. How many miles did he still have to travel? Dark blue tapestry curtains ensconced whoever rode inside. She squinted. Silver symbols embossed the curtain, a flame inside a crown. She sank back, pulling the blanket up to cover her mouth and nose. 

Rhys’s arm tightened around her waist. “What is it?”

“That symbol represents The Order of the Saints.” She muffled her reply behind the blanket. “What if I’m recognized?”

“I doubt it. The Sisters might not even know you’re missing.”

She nodded and watched the litter’s slow progress. Though she was nobody in the eyes of The Order, gossip traveled fast. Fueled by Powell, the news of her escape would quickly spill to every abbey and monastery in Inness. With a few discreet questions and several well-placed coins, Brother Powell could uncover her trail within a day. 

The litter pitched from side to side as the horses moved toward her and Rhys. A thin crack widened between two curtains. Ravyn pressed against him, willing herself to vanish. Pale eyes peered out from the litter. Had she seen them before, perhaps in her nightmares? 

The haunted stare pinned her in place. She bit the blanket, trying to stifle her panic and silence her fear of being seen. A whimper slipped from her lips.

Seconds passed before the curtain snapped closed. The hold over Ravyn vanished. Her breath stuttered from her lungs in tiny huffs, but her gaze remained riveted on the litter. The horses lumbered past and carried their mysterious rider around the bend and out of sight. 

Her voice wavered. “Let’s go.” 

She straightened away from Rhys, hoping he hadn’t noticed her reaction. The Order of the Saints unnerved her, but those eyes—they were too familiar. But the occupant of the litter must possess a fair amount of power among The Order, why would she recognize the eyes?

Rhys moved Sampson to the edge of the road. A hive of activity greeted them as they rounded the turn. The odor of manure and hay mingled in the air and rough wood-hewn buildings with woven thatch roofs clustered together in what looked like a small market. This was a happy place—and a far too busy place. Her anxiety at being discovered in this teeming area heightened. 

“Try to act natural,” he said in a low voice.

She gave a weak nod and sat a little taller in the saddle. Natural. I can do this.

Rhys pointed to a massive dwelling that soared three stories high. Cedar shakes covered the roof, and dozens of multi-paned windows gleamed in the morning sun. “That’s the inn.”

“It’s wonderful.” Her glance darted around the courtyard, trying to see everything at once. “There are an awful lot of people here.”

He said nothing but gave her arm a reassuring squeeze.

Men congregated on the front porch and lounged against a railing that stretched the length of the inn. Who were these people? Patrons of the inn? Sympathizers to The Order? Ravyn resisted the urge to shy away from the crowd. With concerted effort, she relaxed her shoulders, letting them sag.

A young girl cranked a large handle attached to a pole, reeling in dry laundry, as another girl plucked the items off the line and tossed them into a small wagon hitched to a goat. An elegantly dressed woman smiled into the dirty face of a giggling baby held by his gypsy mother. A twinge of jealousy nipped at Ravyn. Perhaps one day she’d have a life that would allow her such untroubled days. 

Several young people with various shades of orange hair bustled about the inn. 

Ravyn blinked. “How curious.” 

Rhys’s quiet laughter rumbled against her back.

A round-faced man waved to them from across the yard. The same bright orange hair wreathed his balding head. “Ahoy, my lord.” 

“Good morning, Orvis. I see business is good,” Rhys called back.

The man wiped his dirty hands down the front of his apron and waddled toward them. “Thanks be to The Sainted Ones. I’ve many mouths to feed.” 

“Darling, may I present Orvis Giles, the owner of this fine establishment.”

Ravyn stared at the innkeeper, listening to the men talk. A not-so-gentle squeeze pinched her arm and Ravyn realized Rhys’s comment had been directed at her. She forced a smile, certain her expression looked anything but natural.

Orvis gave her a toothy grin and a proper bow. “A pleasure, my lady.” 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir. Your inn’s quite impressive.”

“Thank you, thank you. We do what we can for our customers.” He folded his hands across his ample belly.

“Are all these children yours?” She pointed to the scurrying crew of carrot tops.

“Indeed, they are.” His voice rang with pride. “The Saints blessed me with fertile loins. There are ten in all. My wife and I care for and feed them, but they do their parts. No room for lollygaggers here. Too much to do.” 

He radiated happiness and honesty. But she had to wonder—what kind of woman could give birth to ten children? She’d seen the animals at the abbey give birth and just thinking of bearing one child made her knees press together.

Orvis beamed. “And to what do we owe the pleasure of your company?” 

The lie flowed smoothly from Rhys’s lips. “Lady Blackwell and I are traveling south, and we couldn’t think of a better place to rest for a few days.” 

If possible, Orvis’s face brightened further. “You’re married? Well, bless my soul. I never thought I’d see the day when you settled down, my lord. She’s a real beauty.”

Ravyn pulled the blanket more tightly around her. Now who was telling the lies? She might be many things, but a beauty wasn’t one of them—especially after brawling with a deranged monk, submerging herself in a dirty trench, warding off an attack by the Bane, sleeping outside in the rain, and riding on a horse all morning.

“Thank you, sir, but I must look a fright. I took a tumble from Sampson.” She absently picked at a patch of mud on her skirt, unable to lie directly to the man’s face. “And uh, landed in a large mud puddle.”

Lies did not come easily for her. Every falsehood she’d ever told growing up in the abbey had been met with painful and humiliating punishment. Deceit was a sin you burned in The Abyss for. Was it her imagination or did the fires of damnation just roar to life?

“I hope you didn’t hurt yourself.” The concern on Orvis’s face deepened her guilt.

For his benefit, she plastered on a cheerful smile she didn’t feel. “I’m fine. Only my pride was injured.”

“Glad to hear it, my lady. You don’t want to start your marriage bruised and battered.” 

Her smile pulled against her mouth, probably looking more like a grimace than happiness. “Not to worry, my—hu—husband takes very good care of me.” Husband sank its claws into her throat in an effort to not be spoken. 

“Yes, his lordship seems properly fit. And I suppose he’s handsome enough, if you like the dark, masculine type.” He gave Rhys the once-over. “Luckily, my wife has a more refined palate and prefers a sturdier man.” He patted his belly. “I was the catch of the territory at one time.”

Rhys propped an elbow on his thigh. “Yes, we all live in your shadow, Orvis. I still don’t know how you landed Willa. She’s much too good for you.” 

“No truer words were ever spoken.” The jolly innkeeper rocked heel-to-toe.

Ravyn liked the way Rhys teased Orvis. Joking made him more…human. 

She cleared her throat and forced her words, ignoring the flush creeping up her neck. “Fortunately, I prefer the dark, masculine type.”

Orvis grimaced. “Careful, or his head will swell like a fall pumpkin.”

“Not with you around, Orvis,” Rhys said.

He cupped the back of her head and stroked downward, stopping at her neck. It felt nice, a little too nice. She waited, unsure what to do. Strong fingers burrowed into her hair and curled around her neck, sending unwelcome shivers across her shoulders. In an attempt to dislodge his fingers yet look natural, she leaned slightly forward. Rhys continued to massage her stiff muscles. Was he toying with her? She was fairly certain actual married couples did not display this type of affection in public. 

He pressed his chest to her back. “I’m grateful you find me appealing, wife.”

The word “wife” expanded and filled her like warm soup on a cold day, but his overt flirting horrified her. There was nowhere to go. Trapped in his grip, his body layered against hers, she flushed. 

Orvis’s hoot of laughter deepened her mortification. “Ah, now there’s a woman in love if I’ve ever seen one.” 

She ground her teeth and smiled. In love? Ridiculous. If the innkeeper only knew the true nature of their relationship.

Rhys slid his hand down her back and wrapped both arms around her waist. “I’m a lucky man, indeed.” 

A black braid fell forward and caressed her cheek. She couldn’t move, scared he’d pull her farther into his embrace. When Orvis turned away, she elbowed Rhys in the ribs. He let out a small grunt, but his hold loosened. She expelled a pent-up breath when he finally sat back.

 “Willie, set that crate down and come over here,” Orvis shouted. 

The boy obeyed immediately. 

“This is my son Willie.” Pride tinged Orvis’s introduction. “He’s my oldest.”

Though Willie’s build was slight, he was a young man and not a boy. The faint shadow of a ginger beard dirtied his chin. “Welcome back, my lord.” 

“Thank you, Willie. I hope things are well.” 

He executed a stiff bow. “Very well, my lord. Thank you.”

“Take care of his lordship’s mount.” Orvis ran a hand down Sampson’s flank. With a quick sleight-of-hand, he produced an apple and offered it to the horse. “I believe he’s the finest stallion in all of Inness.”

Sampson shook his head and gently retrieved the fruit from Orvis’s grip.

“He’s smart,” Willie chimed in. “He knows not to bite the hand that feeds him.”

Ravyn stroked the animal’s mane and looked at Willie, mustering the sweetest smile possible. “I’d be grateful if you could slip him a small treat during our stay. He was a perfect gentleman after I tumbled off of him this morning. He stood perfectly still while I floundered about in the mud.”

Willie stared up at her, and like the last patch of snow on a spring day, his stiffness melted away. “I’ll treat him like royalty, my lady.”

He took a step toward her. She jerked upright, putting a bit of distance between them. His gaze caressed her. Certainly this wasn’t proper?

Her eyes began to burn and she blinked several times, willing him to do the same. Nobody had ever looked at her this way. She smiled awkwardly, and Willie took another step forward.

What was she supposed to do? She was certain social etiquette required her to say something. The extent of her isolated life mocked her. “Um, thank you, Willie.”

Rhys cleared his throat but Willie seemed oblivious to everything but her. “My name on your tongue is music to my ears.”

Well now, that wasn’t appropriate. She scrambled for a neutral-yet-discouraging response. His hand drifted toward hers. Whether he meant to cover, caress, or capture her hand, she never found out. A sharp smack on the back of his head knocked poor Willie out of his stupor.

Orvis propped his fists on his hips and glowered at his son. “All right, get on with ya, boy, before you disgrace yourself in front of Lord and Lady Blackwell.” 

Willie’s cheeks reddened to match his hair. He reached for Sampson’s reins but shot a furtive glance her way. It seemed rude to ignore him, but more errant to encourage him.

Rhys smiled and slipped off Sampson’s back. He turned to reach for her and she accepted his help. Muscles and bones protested, and though he eased her to the ground, she landed harder than expected and winced.

“Are you all right, my lady?” Willie stepped toward her, but Rhys placed himself between her and the boy before Willie could touch her.

“I’m fine. Just not used to riding as much as we have.” She yanked the blanket back into place. “I’m afraid my years of pampering are showing themselves.”

“Would a hot bath be possible for my wife?” Rhys wrapped his arm around her waist, giving her blessed support, but Ravyn suspected part of his action was for show. 

The intimate way he kept touching her made it nearly impossible to act natural. Riding on a horse was one thing, suggestive comments and shows of affection were something else entirely.

“Of course, of course!” Orvis exclaimed. “I’ll have the girls prepare a bath immediately.” 

He waddled off, shouting out several names. 

Willie led Sampson away but continued to glance back at her until he disappeared around the corner of the barn. Did men always look at women in such a manner? She couldn’t remember any young men from the parish looking at her like Willie did now. 

Rhys again cleared his throat. 

Her stare cut to his face. “Not a word,” she said.

One side of his mouth quirked with amusement. “I said nothing.” 

“You want to.” She looked away before his quirk turned into a full smile.

They made their way past crates of bright yellow birds. Her gaze scoured the shadows of the surrounding woods, looking for anything that might spark alarm. She had to admit, Rhys’s hold gave her a measure of comfort.

They passed a group of men near the front door. Ravyn searched their faces for any hint of recognition. A few greeted them with a nod, but most ignored them completely.

The interior of the inn was rustic but grand. Even at this early hour, patrons lounged at long wooden tables, talking over pints of ale and trenchers of bread. Yet another redheaded boy turned a knob at the side of the massive hearth, causing the flames to leap to life and garnering appreciative cheers from the diners. Nothing felt out of the ordinary. Ravyn relaxed a little.

A young girl of about twelve snapped to attention behind a tall counter and watched their approach. Long red braids hung down the front of her dress, and a bright, freckled grin radiated across the room. “Good morning, may I help you?” 

She wore a contagious smile Ravyn couldn’t help but return.

“Matilda?” Rhys asked.

The young girl preened and curtsied. “I am, my lord.” 

“Why, you’re a young woman.” He leaned an elbow against the counter. “When did that happen?” 

“I’m not sure, my lord, but I do believe it happened last year.” 

He nodded. “Well done, Matilda. Very well done.”

A faint blush stained Matilda’s cheeks. “Thank you, my lord.”

“Are you married, then? Must be. A beauty like you wouldn’t go unclaimed.” 

Ravyn smiled at the effect his praise had on the blossoming girl. Rhys’s sweet-talking skills were not nearly as inept as he’d led her to believe.

“I’m not, my lord.” Matilda flipped a thick braid over her shoulder. Her voice rang with confidence. “But I’m hopeful Billy Johnson will come to his senses soon.”

“He’s a fool if he doesn’t. And there’s nothing worse than being married to a fool,” Rhys advised.

“Papa says the same thing.” She crinkled her forehead in contemplation. “I think he wants to keep me around a bit longer.”

“Can’t blame him.” Rhys dazzled her with his smile. He could be incredibly charming when he wanted. She’d have to remember that. “Your best room, please.” 

Matilda giggled. “Of course. Top of the stairs and down the hall. But you already know that.”

“Of course I do.” He gave the girl a devilish wink and wrapped his arm around Ravyn again. As they walked toward the stairs, he stopped and turned back to Matilda. With a shake of his head he said, “Oh, to be ten years younger.”

They slowly ascended the stairs, Matilda’s titter dancing behind them. 

“I think you have an admirer.”

“Yes, I’m quite the ladies’ man. You’re one to talk. I’ve never seen poor Willie so besotted.”

“He’s not besotted,” she argued. “Merely a little touched in the head.”

“Why, because he’s infatuated with you?”

“He’s not infatuated.” She hefted her body up the next step and ignored the heating of her cheeks. Bless The Sainted Ones, but she’d never spoken of men or lust this much in her entire life. Not even if she combined every lecture the Sisters ever gave. 

“I admit Willie seemed a bit more intense than usual, but you’re a beautiful woman and he’s a young man. I don’t see anything off about his response.”

Twice in one day, somebody had called her beautiful. The Sisters reviled vanity and compliments. Perhaps because nobody had ever told them they were pretty. She wasn’t going to lie—compliments felt good, no matter how unfounded. 

Ravyn cleared her throat. “I admit I have little—well, no—experience with romance, but he’s not infatuated. He was just being hospitable.”

“If he was any more hospitable I would have had to peel him from you like a Lake Leech.”

The image almost made her laugh, but she refrained, desperately wanting to change the subject.

He led her down what had to be the longest hallway ever built. At the last door, they stopped. Despite her exhaustion and aches, her heart raced at the thought of being alone with him—in a room—with a bed. He stepped around her and opened the door.

A pleasant surprise waited inside. The room spanned the end of the building. A wall of multi-paned windows allowed the morning sun to bathe the space with gentle light. 

“This is lovely.” She stepped inside and walked to the windows. Activity buzzed below her. From here, they had a view of the outbuildings, stables, and, beyond that, the forest. “Are you sure we’ll be safe here?”

“For a while. Until you’re well enough to travel.” He closed the door. “But I think you should use a different name. We don’t want to alert anybody looking for you by using Ravyn…” He paused. “What is your surname?”

She turned and looked at him. Should she tell him? It wouldn’t take much for him to find out if he was determined. What would he gain by knowing or, more to the point, what would she lose? Truth be told, she wasn’t sure if Mayfield was truly her surname. “Mayfield.”

“Ravyn Mayfield.” He gave her a hard look. “Where does your family hail from?”

She shrugged and winced. “I don’t know. As far as I know I’m an orphan.”

Rhys opened his mouth to ask more, but someone rapped against the door—much to her relief. She wasn’t sure how much about herself she wanted to share. 

He opened the door. “Come in.”

Two young boys with flaming red hair and sheepish grins stumbled into the room. They reminded Ravyn of puppies—all feet and little grace. They hobbled a large wooden tub to a corner of the room, bowed, and left. A few seconds later, two girls arrived. One draped the tub with a cloth liner while the other opened a small door in the wall to reveal a wide spigot. She positioned the tap directly over the tub and pushed the iron lever above the tap in a wide arc. Water poured from the spigot and into the bathtub.

“That’s amazing.” Ravyn walked to the tub and stretched out her arm. Warm water poured over her fingers. She smiled at the girls. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 

“The inn is built near Dragon Springs so we always have a supply of hot water, my lady,” the older of the two girls explained. “When it’s full, just pull the lever back and the flow will stop.” 

The girls curtsied and left.

Within minutes, the tub brimmed, steaming and hot. Rhys shut off the water. 

“I believe this is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” She sighed at the thought of washing the filth from her body. “I may need your help with my dress, but you’ll close your eyes, yes?”

“You’re getting ahead of yourself. I need to stitch you before you bathe.”

She opened her mouth to argue but another knock sounded at the door. Without waiting, the visitor entered. She was the most beautiful woman Ravyn had ever seen. Though middle-aged, the woman radiated vitality. Her glow of health and happiness filled the room. Long blond hair, the color of a pearl, curled around her shoulders, and her vibrant green eyes rivaled the lushest meadow.

Ravyn pulled the blanket tighter and drifted forward to stand behind Rhys. Maybe his broad shoulders would hide most of the night’s filth and damage.

“Lord Blackwell, I saw you arrive. Orvis told me the happy news of your marriage.” Her voice was soft and low. Ravyn clung to the blanket. What she wanted most right now was to melt into the wall.

“Willa, you are as beautiful as ever.” Rhys walked toward the woman, leaving Ravyn exposed. He kissed her on each cheek and turned to Ravyn. “May I present my wife, Lady Romelda Blackwell. Romelda, this is Willa.”

Ravyn shot Rhys a heated glance. Romelda? Was that the best he could come up with? She leveled a bright smile on Willa. “I’m so happy to meet you.”

“It’s an honor and a pleasure to have you here, my lady.” Willa reached to take Ravyn’s hand and stopped, her eyes narrowing. “Are you all right?”

Ravyn’s smile thinned. “Yes, a small accident, but I’m fine.” 

The innkeeper’s gaze darted between her and Rhys, but she made no further comment.

“Are you Orvis’s wife?” Ravyn said, attempting to change the subject.

Willa’s suspicious look evaporated and she smiled. “I am.”

“And all those children are yours?” The idea of this beauty giving birth to so many was inconceivable.

Willa beamed. “The five oldest are from Orvis’s first wife, Saints rest her soul. And I birthed the youngest five, but all the children are ours.” 

Ravyn imagined she’d beam, too, if she’d delivered five babies. Still, ten children in all. It seemed a bit excessive. And though she liked Orvis, she couldn’t imagine him as Willa’s lover. She blushed. When had such wicked thoughts crept into her head? 

Willa held out a pile of serviceable items to her. “I’ve brought you a change of clothes. Orvis said you were traveling light.” 

While living in the abbey she’d helped the needy. Now she was the needy. This change of station didn’t sit well with her. “Thank you, but I can’t accept.”

“Nonsense. We have more than enough. Besides, we’ll tack it onto your husband’s charges.” She laid the clothing on the bed. “Now, Lord Blackwell, I believe there are some lovely refreshments waiting for you downstairs. Why don’t you go and enjoy them while I help your wife bathe?”

Ravyn sputtered, her swelling protests only outdone by Rhys’s. What if Willa saw her injuries? First, she’d ask questions, and then throw Rhys and her out. Though being alone with Rhys made Ravyn uncomfortable, at least he knew of her wounds and she wouldn’t be forced to explain.

“Hush, now.” Willa pushed Rhys toward the door. “I’ll see to these duties.”

“We appreciate your kindness.” He planted his feet to stop his expulsion. “But I’d like to tend to my wife.”

Willa laid her hands on his upper arms. “I’ll take care of her, my lord. Gather your strength. Let me help. You can heal her later.”

Ravyn watched their exchange. How did Willa know? Were they so transparent in their lie? Weakness washed over her and she eased onto the bed. Rhys looked at her. She returned his stare, willing him to stay, afraid of Willa’s condemnation.

After several seconds, he said, “You’ll require a needle and thread. She needs to be stitched.” 

Ravyn groaned at his words. 

“She’ll tell you she doesn’t, but she does. And she doesn’t like needles. If need be I can hold her down.”

Ravyn gasped. “You wouldn’t dare.”

“Try me.”

She glowered at him. “Traitor.”

Willa’s smiled indulgently and patted Rhys’s arm. “Thank you, but I think we can manage.”

He gave Ravyn a long look. Without encouragement or reassurance, he turned and left the room.

Willa walked toward her. “Now, let’s see what we have here.” 

She lifted the blanket from Ravyn’s shoulders, revealing her blood-soaked dress. “My, my, my, it appears you ran into a little trouble. Bane?”

Ravyn coughed, caught off guard by Willa’s deduction. “You’re not surprised?”

“After being married to Orvis, not a lot surprises me anymore.” She dropped the blanket to the floor. “We’re familiar with the Demon Bane and their minions.”

“When you say we, do you mean you and Orvis?”

“Me, Orvis, our children, and others. Let’s get you out of these clothes and stitched up.” She reached in her pocket and produced a small leather pouch. “And don’t try to sweet-talk me. You need to be stitched and wrapped before infection sets in. As it is, you’ll probably have a few nasty marks.”

“I think…” Ravyn’s stomach churned as she watched Willa thread a long, sharp needle. “I believe I’d rather have the infection.”

“Nonsense,” Willa said. “Think of them as battle scars.” She lined up the strand and pushed it through the needle. “If you’re married to Rhys, I’m sure these won’t be your last.”

The thought of more demon attacks nauseated Ravyn. How could she accept help from these fine people and lie to them at the same time? Her very existence here at the inn put their lives in danger. They helped her because they believed she was Lady Blackwell. A lie—all of it a lie.

“Let’s get you undressed.” Willa helped her stand. Ravyn’s head swam and fatigue pushed against her resolve. After unlacing the bodice, Willa widened the gap and slid the material down Ravyn’s shoulders. With a firm grip under her elbow, she levered Ravyn back down to sit on the bed. “This may hurt a bit.”

The innkeeper tugged at the fabric stuck to the dried blood. Ravyn gasped as the material peeled partly away from the stinging wounds. Willa stood to retrieve a warm bowl of water and a rag. She soaked the area around the wounds, dissolving the blood to free the dress. The pain was nearly as bad as the anticipation of the needle. Willa set the bowl on the floor and helped Ravyn extract her arms from the tight sleeves to fully expose the wounds.

“Would you rather sit up or lie back while I do this?”

“Lie back. I don’t trust myself to stay conscious.” A lump clogged her throat, making it hard to take a breath. “I really hate needles.”

Willa fluffed the pillows, and Ravyn slid up to lean against the cushions. “Close your eyes. I’ll be as gentle as I can.”

Though Willa’s tone was reassuring, Ravyn wasn’t fooled. This would hurt.

Stick, drag—it hurt. Every pinch of the needle, every pull of the thread through her raw and tattered flesh throbbed. She stared at the ceiling, unable to watch the slow, precise stitches. She held her breath, waiting for the each new poke of the needle. 

After several teeth-gritting minutes, Willa stood. “All done. That wasn’t so bad, was it?” 

The woman’s encouraging words did not hurt. Ravyn suspected she could endure a hundred such stitchings for the feel of someone’s caring touch. Not trusting her voice, she shook her head.

“Let’s get you bathed.” The innkeeper helped her to stand, but the floor tilted under her. Willa’s grip tightened and kept her standing before she plopped back on the bed. “Take it slow.”

 After a few seconds, Ravyn found her balance. With expert hands, Willa stripped off the rest of the dress and led her to the bath. 

The warm water massaged Ravyn’s legs and banished any shyness she might have felt at being nude with a near stranger. The Sisters rarely permitted full baths in the abbey. Such luxuries took place once a year, during spring at The Time of Cleansing. A bowl of cold water and a rough rag served her the rest of the year. Sometimes in the summer, she’d escaped to the small pond on the abbey’s property to swim and bathe.

The steaming liquid folded over her body. “I think the Afterlife must be filled with large marble tubs and warm pools.”

Willa chuckled and pulled a stool up next to the tub. She leaned forward, placing her arms along the edge of the bathtub. “Now then, why don’t you tell me about your adventures?”

“Oh, our adventures.” How would their hosts feel when they found out she and Rhys had known each other less than a day? “I was attacked by one of the Bane—Icarus, I believe Rhys called him.”

Willa bolted upright. “Icarus?”

“You’ve heard of him?”

“Oh yes, I know of Icarus. I’ve always believed that demon to be a myth. That’s unfortunate.” She leveled a serious look at Ravyn. “Why would such a high-ranking Bane be after you?”

“I don’t know.” Ravyn threw up her hands and splattered Willa with water. The woman barely flinched. “Sorry.” 

Willa’s gaze didn’t waver.

“Until last night I’d never heard of Icarus. Actually, the only things I know about the Bane are what the Sisters at the abbey told me as a child. When I got older, I thought the stories were just tales spun to frighten me.”

Willa’s brow knit as her gaze narrowed. “But how can this be, considering what you are?”

Every thought froze in Ravyn’s head. Time seemed to slow. She stared at the steaming water. This mystery had plagued her all her life. Willa’s answer could define her, give her a place in the world. She met the woman’s eyes. “What do you mean, what I am?”

Willa’s scrutinizing stare was steady. The question hung in the air between them. “A Bringer.”

The pronouncement rang through the room like the tolling bell of the abbey. Waves of awakening rippled along Ravyn’s skin. She shuddered. Emotions tumbled and rolled. 

Her—a Bringer? A mythical warrior? She—part of something greater than herself? Hope mixed with disbelief. Could it be true? If the Bane were real, why not the Bringers? In every legend she’d ever heard, both had existed, the Bringers to defeat the Bane. She focused on the surface of the water, the meaning of Willa’s pronouncement taking hold.

“There’s no need to hide your identity from me. As with the Bane, we know of the Bringers. After all, you can’t have one without the other, can you?”

“No.” Her voice wavered. “No, you can’t.” 

Questions formed and faded and new questions took their place. Ravyn tried to close her mind against the onslaught of possibilities, but they refused to be silenced. She grabbed onto the most basic question plaguing her. “Why would you think I’m Bringer?”

“I may not be one, but I’m not without my talents.”

Ravyn looked up. “Such as?” 

A radiant smile spread across Willa’s face. “Such as knowing a Bringer when I see one.” The woman held Ravyn’s gaze and her smile slowly faded. “You didn’t know, did you?” 

Ravyn looked away. She didn’t want to see the pity now apparent in Willa’s voice. “No, I didn’t know.”

“But, again I must ask, how can this be?” Willa pressed.

How would she ever survive if she couldn’t tell a simple lie? She pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around her legs. “I’ve always known I was different, but I never knew why.” She focused on the quivering drop of water at the end of the tap. “I thought there was something wrong with me.” She hugged her knees more tightly. “I thought the Sisters were right about me being cursed.”

Willa’s posture stiffened. “Your sisters?” Ravyn shook her head. “Sisters from The Order of the Saints?” Ravyn nodded. “But why hasn’t Lord Blackwell explained this to you?” 

Ravyn covered her face. Shame over their deceit swamped her. She couldn’t lie to these trusting people. The muffled confession seeped from behind her hands. Surely, she had one foot in The Abyss. “We just met.” 

Silence stretched. Unable to stand the stillness, she peeked from between fingers. The innkeeper rose, and for a second Ravyn thought she was leaving the room. Instead, Willa walked to the bed where the soaps and towel lay. Was she outraged by their ruse? Ravyn held her breath, waiting for judgment.

Willa picked up a jar, moved back to the tub, and slid the stool behind her. “Get your hair wet.”

Ravyn quickly obeyed and slipped partway beneath the water. Like black tendrils of seaweed, her tresses floated out around her. She ignored her stinging wounds, her attention riveted on Willa’s expressionless face hovering above her. When her hair was wet, Ravyn sat up and waited, unsure of what to do next. 

Willa pressed a lump of soap into her hair and started to massage Ravyn’s scalp. She scrubbed and rinsed the muck from the long strands, speaking with only her hands, gently coaxing Ravyn to relax into her gentle touch.

“So,” Willa said, finally breaking the silence. “Let me understand this. You and Lord Blackwell have only recently met?”

“Yes.”

“You’re not married?”

“No, and my name is Ravyn not Romelda.”

Willa smirked. “Well, there’s one lie that thankfully isn’t true.” She threaded her fingers through Ravyn’s hair, working the soap to the ends. “Knowing Rhys and seeing your wounds, I’m guessing he saved you from Icarus?”

“Yes.” 

“And up until a few minutes ago, you didn’t know you were a Bringer?”

“Up until a few minutes ago, I thought the Bringers were myth. Up until a day ago, I never knew the Bane existed. Then I met Icarus.” She could hear the tinge of hysteria in her voice.

More silence stretched between them as Willa continued her massage. Finally she said, “And now?”

Ravyn thought for a moment. No ringing revelations came to her. She should be happy that something in her life finally made sense. She should dance for joy that she was not evil, but her mind and body were too tired. Perhaps tomorrow would shed new light on what this discovery meant to her future. 

She closed her eyes. “I don’t know how I feel.” Tension flowed from Ravyn’s muscles as Willa’s fingers continued to work their magic. “I guess it makes sense. I’ve never fit in. There’s a degree of comfort knowing I’m not cursed.”

“You’re far from that. Do you know anything of the Bringers?”

“Only what I heard as a child. I used to picture them as angels.”

Willa smiled. “It is a common misconception, but I think it serves the Bringers well. They’re able to remain anonymous among the common man.”

A barb of resentment darted through her. Maybe if the Bringers hadn’t been so secretive, she could have been a part of something instead of being locked away from the world. “Why would they do that? Legends trumpet the coming of the Bringers and their vow to protect humans from the Demon Bane. Why are they hiding?” 

“Ouch.” Willa snatched her hand out of the water. “You need to calm down before you boil yourself alive.”

Steam rose from her bath. Ravyn’s eyes widened. “Did I do that?”

“I have no such talent,” Willa snapped.

“I—I’ve never heated water before.” She filtered the water through her fingers, letting the droplets fall back into the bath. “That would have come in quite handy at the abbey.”

“Your powers must be growing now that you’re in contact with another Bringer.”

She looked at the woman. “Another Bringer?”

“Rhys,” Willa said.

“Rhys. Of course. That makes sense.” She paused. “He makes sense now.”

“What do you mean?”

Ravyn swiped at a drop of water gliding down her cheek. “The way he takes command of a situation, and the way he protected me.” She wrapped her arms around her legs again. “And how he looks.” Her gaze cut to Willa. “He even looks like a warrior.”

Willa let out a heavy sigh. “He certainly does.” She rinsed the soap from Ravyn’s hair. “Bringers can be secretive to a fault.” Willa’s statement sounded like it came from personal experience. “Take Rhys for example,” she continued. “My family knows he’s a Bringer, and he knows that we know he’s a Bringer, but we all pretend that none of us know. It’s very civilized.”

Ravyn nodded. It seemed instead of answers, this new revelation would only give her more questions. Her head ached. Just once she’d like some aspect of her life not to be steeped in mystery.

“Willa?”

“Yes?”

“Will you tell me what you know of the Bringers?”

Her hands stilled in Ravyn’s hair. “Ask me after you speak with Rhys. He’s the one who can give you a deeper knowledge of your people.”

A thrill shot through Ravyn. Her people.






  

















Chapter Seven





Rhys eased closer, careful not to wake Ravyn. He brushed back a damp curl from her forehead. Her pallor had darkened, and pink dusted her cheeks. For the first time he noticed a sprinkling of tiny freckles across her nose. How old was she? Perhaps twenty-two or twenty-three? Young, innocent, and far too trusting, despite her show of bravado last night. 

She sighed and snuggled deeper into the pile of blankets.

Intimacy such as this made him uncomfortable. Closeness opened the way for hopes and expectations, two things he couldn’t give. With her asleep, he’d allow himself this one moment of indulgence, but it was a moment that could go no further. He lightly rubbed his finger against her cheek, the feel of her smooth skin so foreign against his callused hand.

Duty came first, which meant he needed to remain aloof. It had always been this way. Until now. Now he had Ravyn and all the chaos she stirred inside him. Bringer blood hummed in his veins, and being a Bringer Shield demanded he guard her from all peril. He wanted—no, needed—to protect her. No other choice existed, but in order to do that, he couldn’t get involved. 

Everything about her resonated Bringer, especially her fire, but at the same time she lacked some element of his race. For centuries the Bane had assassinated the full-bloods. Was she like him? Had she been protected for hundreds of years, safe and locked away? If so, did she know more than she was saying?

She rolled over to face him, her eyes slightly open. He pulled his hand away. 

“Hello.” Her voice sounded sleepy and unguarded. 

“Hello.” He sat up, intent on putting distance between them.

She smiled and closed her eyes. “Don’t go.” 

Lavender, soap, and rainwater enveloped him. Her scent. The low afternoon sun squeezed through a crack in the heavy drapes. The dusky dimness of the room and the soft pillows enticed him to lie next to her and rest. Every one of his years made themselves known, and he was more tired now than he could ever remember.

Ravyn’s peaceful smile pulled at his weary soul. What he would give for a few hours of soft caresses. What he would risk for a few hours of freedom from duty and honor. What he would venture to not feel alone for a few precious hours.

“You should have told me.” 

Her statement pulled him from his reverie. “Told you what?”

“That I’m a Bringer.”

He eased his legs over the side of the bed and stood. “Are you?” 

“Aren’t I?” She sat up, her sleepy expression gone. The blanket crept down her shoulders.

He noticed the fresh bandages, but more pointedly, he noticed the enticing swell of her breasts. He locked his hands behind his back and straightened. “To be honest, I don’t know what you are.” 

Her expression fell, and a shard of guilt needled him. 

“What I mean is, you’re not like any Bringer I’ve met.”

She settled against the massive headboard and pinned him with a stare. “Explain, please.” 

He searched for words to describe the intangible gut feeling that governed his every move, an elusive instinct he’d come to depend on in almost every situation, an intuition that was nearly infallible. “You’re much stronger than other Bringers I’ve met.”

“How so?”

“Your powers are more obvious. The Bringers I know have talents, but nothing as blatant as yours.”

“And you have firsthand knowledge of my powers?” She sounded suspicious.

“I saw you try to attack the demon last night. Your skill of fire goes far beyond that of most mixed-bloods.”

She looked down, adjusting and readjusting the covers. “Maybe I’m full-blooded.”

He cocked his head to the side. “How old are you?”

“Twenty-three.”

“Then you’re not full-blooded.”

“How do you know?” She lifted her chin in defiance. “You know nothing of my past. I don’t even know who my parents are.”

He walked to the window and pushed aside the curtains, letting the afternoon sun bathe the room. “I’m not an expert on you, but I am an expert on the Bringers. The last full-blooded female died over three hundred years ago.” He paused. “My mother.”

 Ravyn was silent for a moment. He resisted the urge to look at her.

“But that would make you over three hundred years old.”

“Three hundred and thirty-two, give or take a few years. The last living full-blooded Bringer.” 

Very few people knew his real age. Luc, his best friend and captain of the rebel half-blooded Bringers, did, as well as Nattie and Jaspar. They had been starving orphans when Rhys had found them and took them under his wing. It seemed only days ago, but they were no longer children. Jaspar was in his eighties and Nattie not far behind. Though vital and healthy, they could no longer share in the thrill of the hunt like they had decades ago. As with every person he’d let into his life, Rhys knew one day they would pass through the Veil and leave him behind. 

Ravyn scrutinized him as if contemplating his sanity. After a few seconds, her suspicion slowly softened. “You look very good for your age.” 

“You believe me?” 

“I don’t know what I believe.”

“Any sensible person would question such a mad declaration.”

“Well, that’s your first mistake. I’m obviously not sensible. Accepting that you’re three centuries old is like swallowing a spoonful of honey compared to the large dose of demons and legends I’ve been force-fed over the last day. You could tell me you’re a dragon or a vaporous genie and I’d believe you at this point.”

His smile faded. He searched her face for a hint that she knew more than she was saying, but no allusion surfaced. He turned away to stare out the window again. “You’ve been through a lot.”

“But how is it possible you don’t age? Are there others like you?”

“I wish I knew.” If he didn’t look at her, he wouldn’t see her pity—or disgust. “I’ve never found another Bringer like me. I aged normally as a boy, but over time, my aging process slowed.”

“Are you immortal?” 

At the note of alarm in her voice, he peered over his shoulder, unable to stop himself. There it was, the look of revulsion he was used to. “A truly horrifying concept indeed.” 

Eternal physical life. No light at the end of his dark existence. He couldn’t bear the thought. 

“No, I’m not immortal,” he said more for his own reassurance. “I can be hurt and even killed, but it’s difficult to do. I heal quicker than most humans and mixed-bloods.” 

 “Mixed-bloods?”

“Descendants of the Bringers, but not full-blooded. They don’t possess the abilities I have.” He returned his attention to the window. “Or that you have.”

She said nothing, and he made no effort to fill the silence. Rehashing these memories shackled and dragged him deeper into the murky depth of his reality.

“I’m sorry about your parents.” 

Her soft condolence floated across the room and hovered behind him. It would be so easy to sink into her sympathy and accept comfort. But indulging his pain would make him weak and unable to serve the greater good. Duty before self. Always. 

“Thank you. It was a long time ago.”

“Perhaps, but I’m sure it’s still difficult.” She had an uncanny knack for finding the grain of truth in a situation, no matter how deeply he buried it. 

“The sting has lessened over time,” he lied.

At the sound of rustling blankets he turned his head. She’d snuggled back into her nest of bedding. 

“How did they die?”

He leaned his hands against the windowsill and stared blankly at the activity below, searching for the detachment that came naturally. The disconnection eluded him. “Murdered by the Bane.” 

He heard her sharp intake of breath and pivoted to face her. Her eyes were wide and her knees tucked against her chest. As if by making herself smaller, she could shield herself. 

“What do you know of the Bringers?” he asked.

“Nothing, really. Mainly that they protect humans from the Demon Bane.”

He crossed his arms and sat on the windowsill. “A thousand years ago, the Bane spread across this land like a plague of locusts.” 

Ravyn’s eyes rounded but she said nothing.

“Queen Anna ruled this land at the time and journeyed to The Arch of the Mystics to beseech the Bringer King for help. Legend says she begged for three days, calling out to King Arron for his assistance in ridding the land of the demons.”

Ravyn sat forward, her attention riveted on him. 

Rhys walked to the bed and perched on its edge. He kept a respectable distance, not trusting his reaction to the fact that she was probably naked under those blankets. “They say King Arron watched her, wondering how long the high ruler of Inness would grovel like the lowest peasant.”

“Did he help her?” Ravyn eased out of her cocoon to lean against the headboard. 

“Oh yes, he helped. It’s rumored the longer he watched Queen Anna, the deeper in love he fell.” 

A completely female sigh issued from her lovely mouth. The sound called to Rhys’s maleness. What would it take to make her sigh that way for him?

“When I was a child my parents regaled me with stories about the king and queen’s love and how they planned to rule the two worlds as one,” he said.

“What a wonderful love story. So what happened next?” Ravyn leaned her head back. A dreamy look glazed her eyes.

“Unfortunately, there’s no happy ending. King Arron died in battle, and Queen Anna wasted away from a broken heart.”

“Oh.” Ravyn sat forward. “That’s terrible. Why did you tell me such a horrible story?”

“Because the tale is part of who we are. May I continue?”

“I’m sorry.” She didn’t sound sorry. 

“Though the king and queen were thrilled by their upcoming union, others weren’t.”

“Who?”

“The Order of the Saints, for one. They feared the Bringers would usurp their authority, and the Bringers didn’t wish to be saddled with the problems of the humans.”

She tugged the blanket around her as if wrapping herself in righteous anger. “That’s rather conceited.” 

He suppressed a smile. If only he had more impassioned soldiers like Ravyn among his rebels.

“I think both sides had valid points,” he said. “The Order would have most certainly lost its power to the Bringers’ dominant ways. And the Bringers would have been expected to cure all ills of Inness. If somebody always cleans up your mess, you never become self-sufficient. When King Arron died, the Bringers agreed to honor his pact with Inness, as far as ridding the world of the Bane.”

“Is that why we’re called Bringers? To bring destruction to the Bane?”

“In part,” Rhys said. “Bringer was a name given to our people by Queen Anna.” He smiled. “My father said it was because she couldn’t pronounce the word in our ancient language.”

“Do you know the ancient word for Bringer?”

Her blanket slipped down her shoulders again and his concentration wavered. 

“Vrydracozril. It means faceless warrior.”

“Faceless warrior? How odd.”

“Like most ancient things, the true meaning was probably lost in translation.”

“I suppose so. I certainly see why Queen Anna changed it.” She pulled the blanket tighter. “What is the connection between the Bringers and the Bane? Why are the Bringers able to kill the Bane but the humans can’t?”

“We can’t kill the Bane, though there are tales. My father spoke of immortal weapons used to battle the demons. I was very young and might not remember his account clearly, but as I got older I began to suspect his stories were part of the Bringers’ history.”

Her brows furrowed. “Have you ever found the weapons?”

“No. If they exist, I don’t know where they are, and I’ve discovered nothing capable of destroying the Bane.”

“Well, that’s not good, is it?” Her shoulders sagged as if defeated. “If they can’t be killed the Bringers can’t defeat them.”

“No, we can’t.” He stood and paced the length of the room. “Most of the Bringer lore has been handed down verbally. When the Bane assassinated the original Bringers, the stories died with them.”

Her head snapped up. “Assassinated?”

“In retaliation. When King Arron and the Bringers battled the Demon Bane a thousand years ago, the Bringers believed they had annihilated the demons.”

Ravyn gave an absent nod toward her bandages. “Obviously, they didn’t.”

“No. A demon named Vile, the same demon who had killed King Arron, slipped back to the Shadow World. Other demons must have escaped or never emerged from their hole to fight in the Upperland.” He continued to pace, pulling his parents’ stories from his memories. “With infinite patience, Vile rebuilt an army. He enticed every demon out of hiding with the promise of vengeance on their enemy.” He stopped and pinned her with his gaze to press the point. “There’s nothing the Bane love more than killing and vengeance.” He began to pace again. “After Vile recruited the demons, he targeted humans. Starting with those who wouldn’t be missed, orphans and the homeless, he stole their souls and turned them into demons.”

Ravyn shuddered and pulled her blankets snugly around her, as if to shield herself from his story. “Those poor children.”

He stopped and stood beside the bed, forging on while the words still flowed. “Thinking they’d quelled the threat, the Bringers returned through the arch to their home. But before they left, The Order asked for volunteers to stay in Inness in case the Bane returned.”

“Stay for how long?”

“Forever. Any Bringer who volunteered would cut all ties to his old life and remain on Inness. The Archway doors were to be sealed to prevent the Bane from entering.”

Ravyn closed her eyes and shook her head. “I can’t imagine making such a sacrifice. Why would anybody agree to that?”

Rhys pulled a wooden chair up next to the bed and sat. He bent and rested his arms on his thighs. “My parents told me duty and principles were the most important things to a Bringer. Not volunteering showed disloyalty to the crown, which in return brought dishonor to the Bringer and his family. I can only assume that’s why my parents volunteered to stay.”

Her question rushed out in a cloud of amazement. “Your parents fought with King Arron?”

“Yes, and they agreed to stay behind and guard the humans.”

“I can barely believe it.” She wrapped her arms around her bent legs and rocked forward like a child listening to a scary tale. “What happened? Did the Bane become too strong?”

“Not at first. For seven hundred years, the Bringers lived without incident from the Bane. Vile is a most devious and patient demon.”

Rhys looked at the floor. He tapped his index fingers together in a steady cadence to center his thoughts and keep his anger from coating his words. To relate the story meant closing off the pain. 

“With no sign of the Bane for several centuries, the Bringers relaxed their watch,” he continued in a steady voice. “They integrated themselves into human society. Some even fell in love and married humans.”

“They must have produced hundreds of children—hundreds of mixed Bringers.”

“From what I’ve learned there are several thousand of us scattered around the world. My parents were already married and remained together. Most who volunteered to stay in Inness were unattached Bringers in their primes.”

“That’s quite a sacrifice. At least they found some happiness in this foreign land.”

“Perhaps. I’ve always assumed the Bringers performed their duties.” He stood and gazed down at her. “But given the choice, they would have returned home.”

“Were all the Bringers who stayed behind murdered?”

He gripped the back of the chair. She needed to know their history, but remembering the day his parents died opened a tender wound. “Yes. Vile and his minions systematically assassinated each full-blooded Bringer. They were ruthless and calculating.”

A dozen emotions played across her face. She licked her lips as if preparing to say something. Normally the action would have aroused him, but he knew the movement was nothing more than a prelude to another prying query. Indecision wavered on her face. “Were you there?” 

He wished she hadn’t asked. He straightened, hands clasped behind his back. “Yes. I was there.” 

Those four words tore his wound wide open. He walked to window, seeing nothing but his memories of that grievous day. Despite the warm sun, a chill raced through his body. He hated remembering. “I was six years old.”

The rustle of bedding issued behind him, followed by soft footsteps. Wrapped tightly in her blanket, Ravyn moved to stand a few arm lengths away. He glanced at her and back out the window. Her concern blazed like a roaring hearth on a winter day.

“What happened?” Her need to console him spread across the distance like giant wings, but she kept her distance.

Images pushed their way to the forefront of his mind, and suddenly he was six again. “The demons attacked my parents.” He swallowed past the lump in his throat. “My father told me to stay hidden, but I didn’t.” 

Screams and the clanking of swords reverberated through his memory. 

“I wanted to help.” The vision of that day gripped him. “My parents fought bravely. They moved like dancers, protecting each other’s backs while slashing and blasting demon after demon.” He took a deep breath and exhaled. “It would have been beautiful if it wasn’t so horrific.”

Ravyn took a small step closer. He looked into her pale eyes and some of his anguish eased. She gave him a slight nod, encouraging him to continue. For the first time he wasn’t reliving these memories alone. He couldn’t look away.

“I wanted to help. My father saw me charge into the horde of demons and yelled. I don’t know what he screamed. I was too panicked. Before I’d run ten steps, one of the Bane caught me and slung me over his shoulder. There were too many. My parents were overpowered.” 

Guilt. Shame. Vulnerability. His three jailers never let the memory of their deaths fade. “When I saw my parents’ limp bodies, I kicked and scratched at the creature. Surprisingly, it released me. I dropped and crawled through the blockade of legs to get to my father. I could barely see from crying so hard. The Bane taunted me as I crawled to my father’s body.”

Tears swam in Ravyn’s eyes. Her question was no more than a whisper. “What happened?”

“Not since that day have I experienced such anger.” He gave a hollow laugh. “I grabbed my father’s dagger from his hand and tried to drive it through Vile’s heart.”

The room seemed to grow smaller. The air around him compressed against his chest. He turned back to the window and closed his eyes against the memory, but the recollection wouldn’t be silenced. “I’ve never wanted anything as much as I wanted to feel my father’s blade split that demon’s flesh.” The memories threatened to steal his voice as the images unfolded without mercy. “Vile caught my hand before I could drive the knife into his chest. The other demons laughed, but Vile didn’t. He knelt before me, staring, as if searching for something in my expression. I remember his foul breath panting against my face, and his yellow eyes.”

“How did you get away?”

Rhys looked at her and gave a harsh laugh. “I didn’t.”

Ravyn shook her head. “But you’re still alive.”

“Yet another mystery to add to my saga. I can’t tell you how I survived because I don’t remember much after I spit in Vile’s face.”

Ravyn blinked. “You spit in a demon’s face?”

The memory still granted him a sliver of satisfaction. “Yes.”

“What did he do?”

Rhys clasped his hands behind his back. This was the easy part, speaking of his torture. It was no less than he deserved. If he’d listened to his father and stayed hidden, maybe his parents would still be alive.

“I think Vile had been contemplating what to do with me, but when I spit in his face, I sealed my fate. He wrapped his hand around mine, nearly breaking my fingers. He said, ‘If you miss your mommy so much, why don’t you join her?’ I couldn’t fight him. He was too strong. He guided the dagger to my chest.” Rhys walked to Ravyn and took her hand. She stiffened but didn’t resist. Unlike Vile’s grip, he gently curled her fingers into a fist and placed it against his chest, his hand covering hers. “Right here.”

Tears slipped from her eyes.

“I remember pressure and a twinge of pain when the blade bit through my skin. I remember Vile’s sneer, and then nothing until I woke two days later.”

Ravyn lightly squeezed his hand and opened her fist to release his fingers. “How did you survive?”

He shook his head “I don’t know, but as you can see I am still very much alive. I regained consciousness in a monastery. A monk named Brother Archibald had witnessed the battle and gathered me up after the Bane had left me for dead. He removed the dagger while I was unconscious and…” He held his hands out to his sides. “I healed.”

“How is that possible?” Ravyn tightened the blanket around her and leaned against the edge of the window. “You should have bled to death.”

“At the very least. But the good Brother proclaimed I’d been saved by a miracle.” He held up his hand to stop the tirade of questions on the tip of Ravyn’s tongue. “I tell you only what the monk told me. I have no answers for you, not even a scar to show.”

She gazed out the window. “There must be more to the story.”

He walked to the pitcher and poured a goblet of cool water. The same words had tumbled through his mind for the first fifty years of his life. But he had grown tired of looking for answers where there were none.

Rayvn gasped and jumped away from the window, pressing her body against the wall. “Powell.”

“Here?” 

She nodded vigorously.

Rhys set the goblet on the table and walked to the edge of the curtains. “The monk seems very determined to find you.” He inched forward and pulled the curtain aside. “Where?”

“Near the main road entrance.”

Powell stared down at Orvis from atop his horse. Rhys scrutinized him, committing everything from his stringy blond hair to his muddy, but expensively made, boots to memory. From the look of his mount, the monk had wealthy connections.

Orvis shook his head in response to something Powell said and then pointed down the road toward Itta. 

“Well done, Orvis.”

“What is he doing? Is Powell still there?” Ravyn’s voice wavered. 

“Yes, but Orvis is sending him toward Itta. We’ll travel in the opposite direction.”

Orvis pointed toward the inn as if inviting Powell to have a meal. The monk shook his head. The innkeeper waved his arms as if trying to cajole him off his horse.

“Don’t overdo it, Orvis.”

“Overdo what?” Ravyn still stood pressed against the wall, unwilling to look out the window. “He’s not coming in, is he?”

Rhys watched the monk shake his head. Finally, Orvis delivered a convincing show of acceptance and gave a quick bow. Powell scanned the front of the inn and its patrons. His gaze tracked up the side of the building, lingering at their window. Rhys didn’t move. He doubted Powell could see into the darkened room but he didn’t want to draw his attention with any sudden movements.

“What’s happening?” Ravyn whispered.

Rhys didn’t reply and after a several seconds, Powell kicked his horse and headed toward Itta. 

Rhys dropped the curtain. “He’s gone.”

Ravyn released a heavy breath but didn’t appear relieved. “He’ll be back.”

“Perhaps.” He walked to the door and stopped. “Get dressed. We need to get you healed as quickly as possible. I’ll wait outside.”

He stepped into the hall and pulled the door shut behind him, trying to not imagine Ravyn naked mere feet away. Rhys straightened, on alert as footsteps thumped up the stairs at the end of the hallway, but he didn’t relax when Orvis turned the corner. Rhys met the innkeeper midpoint, away from Ravyn’s hearing.

“You had a visitor,” Orvis said.

“I saw. What did he want?”

“He was looking for a girl and the man who kidnapped her.” His unspoken question hung in the air.

“Yes,” he flicked his head toward their room. “She’s the girl he’s looking for, and no, I didn’t kidnap her.”

Orvis crossed his arms over his belly. “I didn’t think you had, but a man can never be too safe when it comes to his family.”

Rhys nodded but didn’t elaborate.

“You’ve never given us any reason to mistrust you. I won’t start now. Besides, the monk gave me an uneasy feeling. Can’t put my finger on it but he wasn’t acting right.” He pointed to his head. “In here.”

“Thank you for your help. Once Ravyn is healed, we’ll be on our way.”

“As long as you’re honest with us, you’re welcome here. Can’t fight what we don’t know about.”

“Of course.” Rhys clasped Orvis by the shoulder and extended his hand. “I’m in your debt.”

Ravyn’s voice floated from under the door. “I’m dressed.”

Orvis’s eyebrows raised and he smiled. “Best not keep the lady waiting.”

Rhys smirked but didn’t dissuade the man of his notion that there was more than protection between Ravyn and himself. Let Orvis think what he wanted.

Rhys entered to room to find Ravyn sitting on a straight-backed chair in only her shift and a blanket draped over her shoulders. Her posture was stiff.

She stared at the wall. “I need your help getting dressed.”

“Of course.” He closed the door and grabbed another chair on his way across the room. “Let’s heal you first, and then dress you.” 

She nodded but still wouldn’t look at him.

He opened his saddlebags and pulled out his healing pouch. Unlike before, he removed only the pendants, placing one over his head and one around Ravyn’s neck. There’d be no need to change the fresh bandages until morning. He sat facing her. She shifted to the edge of her chair but her spine remained unyielding. 

“Relax. This won’t hurt…much.”

Her eyes darted to his face and he smiled. Her posture softened slightly. “Have you ever healed yourself?” 

Rhys rubbed his chin with the top of his hand. “No.”

“Never once?” 

He shook his head. 

“Not even when you’ve been gravely injured?”

“I’ve always healed naturally unless Nattie got ahold of me. Then I had no choice but to instantly mend.”

“I’m not sure I want to meet her if she’s more demanding than you with her healing.”

He cocked a brow. Demanding, that described Nattie very well. “Close your eyes.” 

She did as he instructed. 

“Relax.”

Ravyn nodded. 

Rhys fingered the gold dragon, letting ancient words cascade from his mind. Low and melodic, the chant forced its way free and came to life, demanding to be spoken. Whispers of energy swept along his skin as the room filled with power. The healing light circled and danced. He invited the spirits to use his strength, and they accepted. Traveling through his body, the healers carried his vital force across the short distance and entered Ravyn.

She gasped and opened her lids, peering at him. The glow of her eyes illuminated her porcelain skin and cast blue through her hair. The air hummed around them.

The spirits’ dance intensified, taking and giving life. Streamers of golden light connected Rhys’s body to Ravyn’s as his strength poured into her. Pulsating ribbons cradled her, the energy guiding her with sensual movements. Whispered words formed on her lips. Rhys strained to understand, but caught only a few words of the ancient language. He stopped chanting.

Ravyn slid farther forward on her chair, her gaze locked with his. He leaned toward her. Without warning, her hands snaked out and grabbed his wrists. Darts of heat spiked through him—pleasurable, glorious heat. 

Golden light erupted from Ravyn’s hands. Rhys tried to jerk away but the radiance encircled his wrists like glowing shackles and bound him and Ravyn together. Tendrils of energy burrowed under his skin, trailing rivers of light through his body. Each wave of power burned away more of his grief. Ravyn’s hands grew hotter and her grip tighter. He slid from the chair, kneeling before her. 

Closer. He had to be closer.

Her eyes burned like a white flames. It felt as if she peered straight into his soul, seeking out his sadness. The blood in his veins seemed to crackle and burst with life. 

What was Ravyn? More powerful than Nattie and even more powerful than his mother—she must be a full-blood.

She healed him, filling the dark voids and black wells of his soul. Her eyelids closed and her head tilted back. Vibrations rippled through her body, her chant growing louder, more commanding.

Rhys was at her mercy. Unable to pull away and unwilling if he could have, he watched as Ravyn’s body began to glow. The dragon pendant grew hot against his chest. He glanced down at their connected hands and flinched. Blue flames danced across their fingers. He stilled the urge to pull away, feeling no pain. The tongues of fire grew, traveling up Ravyn’s arms.

Though they touched, the flames enveloped only her. Like the sheerest veil dancing in the breeze, the blue lengths of flames flared around her. Ravyn’s head snapped forward and she stared at him, unseeing. Words poured from her mouth and swarmed around him. Rhys closed his eyes and gave over to her merciful healing.

Seconds, minutes, hours, time had no relevance until her chanting slowed and finally stopped. Rhys opened his eyes. She was there, inches away, looking back at him. The flames were gone and everything had returned to normal—everything except him.

He leaned toward her to—to what? He stopped, his lips hovering close to hers. She didn’t pull away, only watched him. The room grew shadowed in the afternoon light, returning him to reality. 

He’d almost kissed her, almost brushed the softness of her mouth with his lips, almost tumbled beyond the boundaries of duty. The desire to be with her nearly overwhelmed him. One indiscretion would steal away everything he’d built his life around and everything he’d locked out. She’d gotten too deep in such a short amount of time.

With great strength of will, Rhys sat back. His body tingled and vibrated from her energy. Even when Nattie had healed him, he’d never felt like this. It wasn’t just the aches and pains that had been cleansed, but a small part of his soul hummed with renewed life, freed from the chains of guilt and failure.

“How?” he said.

She sat back in the chair. “I don’t know. It just happened. As if I suddenly knew what to say.”

“How is it possible that you healed me?”

Her brow furrowed. “Did I do something wrong?”

“No.” He stood, his mind fumbling for the right words. She’d done something he’d never believed possible, eased his sorrow. If he were a braver man, he’d take her in his arms and kiss her, the consequences be damned. But he was not a braver man. “Thank you.”

She gave him a wary smile.

He scrambled for a neutral subject. “You must be hungry. I’ll get us some dinner.”

“Yes, thank you.”

He walked to the door and stopped, his hand on the iron handle.

“Rhys? Would you help me dress when you return?”

“Of course.” He yanked on the handle and stepped into the hall. As the door closed behind him, he let out a heavy breath and leaned his back against the uneven wood. 

Holy Sainted Ones, he was in trouble.






  

















Chapter Eight





Sun filtered through the yellow leaves and lay across Ravyn’s legs like a bright blanket as she and Willa shelled peas on the front porch. Ravyn picked up a pod and popped the brilliant green nuggets from their nest, her gaze constantly scanning the area. Though she felt no chafe of the Bane, she couldn’t relax. This was the first time since arriving that she’d ventured outside. Afraid Powell would return, she had stayed hidden in the room, but the eight days of confinement hadn’t set well. After four days she thought she would pull her hair out from boredom. Another four and she’d tottered on the edge of madness, willing to risk discovery for the feel of sun on her face and fresh air in her lungs. 

“It’s a beautiful day, almost like summer,” she said. 

“Just glorious.” Sitting forward, Willa turned her face to the sun. “I try to savor days like these no matter how busy I am. Mother Nature is fickle. We might wake up to a white landscape tomorrow.”

“Well, I hope she remains in a good mood. I’m not ready for winter.” 

Ravyn’s eyes never left the bustling crowd as she selected another pod and extracted the peas. Her fingers knew this work. From the moment the snow melted to its first fall, the abbey gardens had provided a sanctuary for her, and she’d preferred the company of plants and herbs to that of the Sisters. She and several of the girls would practically hibernate in the processing room, drying and putting up enough vegetables for the entire abbey. 

To help Willa gave her a purpose and kept her mind sharp. Rhys wished her to languish the days away in bed, hidden and healing. But honest work like this was the best cure. Though he seemed determined to keep his distance, this had been the happiest week of Ravyn’s life.

She rested her wrists against the edge of the large bowl on her lap. Her gaze traveled across the busy yard and settled on Rhys, her task forgotten. Honed muscles flexed under the drawn material of his shirt as he hefted a small crate onto a wagon. Her eyes traveled down his wide back to a tapered waist and narrow hips. Her appreciation caressed his firm backside, and heat flushed her body. The man grew more handsome each day, and she grew too bold with her looks.

Willa leaned across her basket. “He’s very attractive.”

“What? Oh, I guess so.” Ravyn returned her attention to her chore and shelled a pod far more vigorously than it required. 

“You guess so? You’d have to be dead not to notice.” Willa flicked her head toward Rhys. “Have you ever seen a finer man?”

An unladylike snort erupted from Ravyn. “I’ve lived in an abbey all my life, Willa. I’m lucky to know what a man is, handsome or otherwise.”

Ravyn’s attention slipped back to Rhys, remembering their first night at the inn. He’d healed her, and for a moment she thought he would kiss her. Perhaps she should be ashamed, but in all honesty she wished he had—just once, to know what it felt like. 

Lost in thought, it took several seconds before she realized Rhys returned her stare. He rubbed his hands against his pants and started across the yard toward her, winding through the crowd. Graceful, like a wildcat she once saw on the abbey grounds—that’s what he reminded her of. 

Ravyn shook her head and returned her attention to the peas. “How can any man be so handsome?”

Willa chuckled. “I don’t know, but if you find a magic potion I’d like a vial to pour over Orvis’s porridge.” 

Ravyn slid her friend a questioning look. 

“Just a dash,” Willa said, holding up her thumb and index finger in measurement. 

They burst out laughing as Rhys stopped in front of them. His eyes narrowed. 

“What’s so funny?”

Ravyn shook her head. “Nothing.”

He crossed his arms over his chest and took a wide stance. “Tell me. I like a joke.”

Ravyn highly doubted that. “You probably wouldn’t think it’s funny.”

“Why not?”

“Women’s humor,” she explained.

“Try me,” he said firmly.

“Well, Rhys,” Willa began. “We were discussing how women who live together have their monthly cycle at the—”

He held up his hand. “Never mind.” 

Ravyn blushed at the mention of such an intimate subject, but couldn’t suppress a smile at his reaction. Willa gave her a sly wink, a secret pact between friends. Rhys seemed oblivious of his charms and Ravyn would be mortified if he knew she found him attractive. Some things were better left unsaid. 

Rhys cleared his throat. “I hate to break up your hen party, but I’d like to work with you a bit, my lady.”

“Well,” Willa said, setting the basket on the ground next to her chair. “I have to start the evening meal. Dinner will be ready in a few hours, so don’t wander far.” She stood and picked up the basket, giving Rhys a beautiful smile. “Don’t work her too hard.”

She glided down the length of the porch and into the inn. Several appreciative glances from the male patrons followed her departure. Ravyn scrutinized the gawkers. What would it be like to have that effect on men? She looked at Rhys. Was that a trace of a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth? She straightened. What did she care what men thought of her, including Rhys? She had more serious matters to consider—like the Bane.

Rhys’s suggestion to work with her piqued Ravyn’s interest. “What do you have in mind?”

“Stretching, if you’re up to it. Working some of the stiffness out of your shoulders. He paused. “And I’d like to gauge your strength.”

Ravyn scanned the hive of activity around them. “Here?”

“There’s a glen a ways from the inn. We shouldn’t be disturbed there.”

“What about Powell?” She lowered her voice. 

“There are things I need to know about you. Things I can’t find out here.” He lowered his voice. “Like how powerful your fire is. I’m not worried about Powell.”

“What about the Bane?”

He gazed into the shadowed forest. “We’ll deal with them if the time comes.”

Her eyes widened. “We?” 

He looked at her. “Yes.”

Leaving the inn made her uneasy, but he was right, they needed to prepare her for what lay ahead. She held out an arm in front of her. “Please, lead the way.” 

He stalked toward the forest, and she followed, trying to squash the apprehension poking at her. His demeanor was suddenly rigid and curt, nothing like the man who had flirted with Matilda the day they’d arrived at the inn.

Ravyn wordlessly followed him. Better an awkward silence than babbling like an idiot to fill the quiet. Her gaze slid along the silky black strands of his hair, down his back, and came to rest on his rear end. She cut a glance upward, away from the temptation to look her fill.

Being with Rhys day after day was changing something inside her. An understanding of what a woman could feel for a man warred with the self-loathing for impure thoughts that had been beaten into her by the Sisters. He’d almost kissed her, and she wouldn’t have stopped him. Saints forgive her but the desire to feel his lips hadn’t been sinful. If anything, it had felt more right than all the prayers she’d performed her whole life. And though Rhys hadn’t kissed her, a sliver of curiosity about intimacy between a man and woman had burrowed just beneath her skin. There it stayed, unwilling to be removed, uncomfortable when too much effort was made to rid it from her body, a barely noticeable, constant ache.

Rhys stopped. Wrenched from her contemplation, Ravyn barely avoided smashing into him. She looked around. Ancient stone crosses, worn away by time and weather, poked above the brambles and brown grass. A hazy gloom blanketed the resting place of the dead, leeching the area of color.

He pointed through an opening in the trees. “We’ll work out there.”

Sun spilled a circle of light onto a large clearing. Its bright rays beckoned them from the shadows of the graveyard and into its warm embrace. “Is it safe?”

“What do you feel?”

Ravyn looked around the forest.

“Not what you see,” Rhys said. “What do you feel?”

Besides several ghosts hovering around the graves, she neither saw nor felt anything out of the ordinary. “Nothing.”

“Me, either.” He turned and walked into the clearing. “Lesson one: when the Bane are near, your Bringer senses will alert you.”

She followed him. “Meaning?”

“Needles, biting, an irritation you can’t rub away. Have you experienced this?”

“At the abbey the night you saved me. I’d felt it before, but that night was the worst.”

“That is your demon alarm. Pay attention to it. Heed it.” Rhys circled her and grasped her right wrist from behind, lifting her arm out to the side. “I want to work your shoulders, loosen the tissues so they don’t adhere to each other.” He rotated it forward, pulling her limb in different directions. “Does that hurt?”

“A bit when you draw my arm back, but the stretching feels good.” 

“You heal quickly.” 

She grunted. “It doesn’t feel quick.”

“Your Bringer blood is strong.”

Strong had never been a word used by the Sisters to describe her. Strong implied someone noble and worthy of respect. Stubborn? Yes. Rebellious? Most definitely. But never strong. She didn’t reply. 

“You know nothing of your parentage?” Rhys continued.

“No. I asked the Sisters about my parents many times.”

He’d stopped tugging on her arm and now his fingers performed a most delicious dance, massaging her muscles. “And?”

“They beat me for asking.” The kneading slowed and deepened. Her line of thought dissolved. “I stopped asking after that.”

His fingers stopped. A low growl issued from Rhys, its vibrations rumbled against her back. “Did they beat you often?”

“As often as they thought necessary,” she said matter-of-factly, wishing he’d start his manipulations again. She leaned into his hand as a hint. “Eventually, I learned to blend in and become invisible. I spent most of my time exploring the abbey and its catacombs.” 

After a few seconds, his fingers resumed their lovely ministrations. “You must have been very lonely.” 

“It wasn’t so bad. I had the girls. They were like a family for me.”

He released her arm and moved around her. With infinite tenderness, he began the same routine on her left side. Gentle stretching turned into deep massage. 

Unable to stop herself, Ravyn groaned.

“Am I hurting you?” His voice held a hint of humor, which immediately lightened her mood.

“Yes, but don’t stop.” 

She tilted her head to the side to give him better access. His fingers dug deep into her skin, working muscles that felt a hundred years old. Warm pressure moved along her shoulders and dipped below the neck of her dress. Her breath caught as Rhys’s fingers explored the area above her shoulder blade. He’d seen more of her flesh than any man, but she’d been injured. Now the situation was different, and she was no longer helpless. Her awareness of him was palpable.

His fingers slowed their descent, almost as if he’d read her thoughts. Something in the mood between them shifted. Vibrations from his body hummed along her skin. He felt closer, more overt. His breath tickled the back of her neck, sending goose bumps dancing down her spine. She wanted to lean into him. She wanted to feel his lips on her neck. She wanted him to kiss her.

Needles bit into Ravyn’s skin and she gasped, rubbing her arms against the sudden onslaught. Dark clouds rolled across the sky and blocked the sun as chill winds circled the clearing. Rhys’s fingers stilled, and then slipped from her back. 

“Rhys, Bane.”

He swore under his breath. “I feel it.” 

She grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the cemetery. “Run.”

The wind buffeted the trees, rattling their branches and raping the limbs of their leaves. Like the night Icarus had attacked at the abbey, the sky grew dark and dense.

He pulled her to a stop, his voice muffled against the increasing wind. “It’s too late. They’re here.” 

Without thought she let her awareness flow into the trees across the clearing. Cluster after cluster of beings lurked beyond her sight. “Blessed Sainted Ones, there are so many of them.”

“That, my lady, is an understatement.”

Terror clawed at her throat but she struggled to maintain a rational mind. “What do we do?” 

Rhys’s gaze darted around the small clearing to the graveyard, and back to her face. For the first time since she’d met him, he appeared unsure of what to do. “Fight.” 

“Fight them? Are you insane?” Her calm evaporated as her stare dug into the shadows, trying to discern the shapes of the demons.

“Trust me, it’s not my first choice, but we can’t lead them back to the inn. There are children and innocents there.” His gaze bore into her. “I need you.”

Her mouth dropped open. “Our predicament is serious if I’m the best plan you have.”

“Faith, Ravyn, faith.” He didn’t sound like he had faith in her. He sounded like she was the path of last resort. Rhys reached into his boot and produced a dagger. “Take this. Use your fire whenever possible, but the dagger might prove useful.” 

The beauty of the knife dazzled, even in the darkened daylight. With a trembling hand, she took the weapon. A strange tightening pressed against her fingers, causing them to curl around the intricately carved hilt. The dagger weighed heavy in her palm, but the feel of the knife comforted her. Prying open her fingers, she fought against the sensation of being bound to the dagger.

“It was my father’s. Slip it in your boot. You’ll need both hands free when the demons attack.”

She did as he said and straightened. A slow burn started at the base of her spine and seared its way up her back and down her arms. Ravyn fisted her hands. 

“Get ready,” Rhys said.

Dark forms flowed from the forest. Horrifying creatures with hunched backs and misshapen heads lumbered toward them, spreading like a black shadow from the trees. Each demon swayed with a different gait or tempo. Some bobbed awkwardly up and down, while others hinged from side to side. The evil mob fanned across the ground with their wicked weapons drawn. 

Rhys’s voice crested over the wind. “They’ll try to circle and drive us into the trees to their waiting comrades.”

The current of air whipped her hair into her face and she captured the mass, tying it in a knot at the base of her neck. “There are more than these?”

“Yes. It’s a battle tactic. They try to intimidate with sheer numbers, but demons aren’t united. They’re greedy and impulsive. They’re predictable in the sense that they’re so unpredictable. Standing together is only effective until one of them sees a self-serving opportunity.”

She glanced at Rhys, now every inch a soldier. Gone were his smiling eyes and easy manner. Gone were his gentle caresses. In their place stood a mythical warrior, tensed for battle and ready to protect at any cost.

He barked the commands like an army captain. “Stay close. Don’t get separated from me. Hold your ground. Strike as many demons as possible.”

Her hands trembled as she raised them. All his instructions bled from her mind as a particularly nasty demon inched forward. Ravyn stepped into Rhys, pressing her body against his.

“We can do this,” he called. The wind lifted his words and carried them away.

“We can do this,” she repeated, fairly certain they couldn’t do anything of the sort.

The creature sneered, exposing rotten, razor-sharp teeth. A thick, black tongue danced inside its mouth like an agitated snake.

“Disgusting.” She pressed closer to Rhys’s side. His solid presence tightened her courage and was the only thing keeping her from running away.

The monster drew closer, bobbing back and forth on twisted feet. A strong smell of sulfur assaulted Ravyn’s nose, and she gagged but maintained her focus. The wave of demons stopped to watch their comrade’s brave advance.

She glanced at Rhys. Why wasn’t he attacking? He returned her stare and with an almost imperceptible movement, nodded his head toward the demon. A lump pushed against her throat, her mouth drying instantly. He wanted her to kill the demon? Some kind of test?

“I can’t,” she mouthed.

He simply stared, demanding she take the lead. Turning, she faced the creature full on. 

“Fools rush in,” Ravyn said, unsure the comment was meant for the monster or her. 

The demon scooted toward them, hissing like an angry lizard. Ravyn’s power pulsed and reverberated around them. A low hum emanated from Rhys, increasing the demon’s agitation. She searched the sky for potential danger. 

“Good. A soldier looks for attacks from every direction,” Rhys barked.

She doubted being a good soldier had anything to do with her instincts. Icarus’s talons had driven the lesson of vigilance deep.

Fire burned under her skin. Ravyn bit her lip. “I need to release some of this power.” 

“Do it.”

Her stare locked onto the approaching demon. She dropped the restraints on her energy and let the fire gather in her hands. 

The creature’s eyes grew wide. Its steps faltered to a stop, as if it sensed its demise. Energy charged the air and Ravyn raised her hands out to her sides. The demon took a small step back, and then another. She let the fire build. An orange glow radiated from her hands. It felt good to release control.

Too late, the creature spun and launched itself away from Ravyn. Lightning erupted from her hands, raced across the distance, and struck the fleeing monster. In a brilliant flash, the demon disintegrated into a million glowing pieces. 

Blasted backward by the force, she slammed against the solid wall of Rhys’s chest. Her breath rushed out, but his strong hands caught and steadied her before she fell.

Ravyn righted herself and glanced around the clearing. “What happened?”

Silence, dense and thick, pressed around them. Weapons hung forgotten at the demons’ sides as the horde stood transfixed by the glowing red embers hanging motionlessly in the air. As if caught by a sudden updraft, the sparks flared. In unison, the demons flinched and retreated several steps.

She shook her head. “No more. I can’t do this, Rhys.”

“You can.” He grabbed her shoulders. “We have to.” 

He looked fierce and for a second she was afraid that if the demons didn’t kill her, Rhys would. Energy moved up her spine. What a hard-hearted master her powers were, neglectful of her weakness or apprehension. They demanded she serve the fire whether she wanted to or not. She nodded.

A war cry erupted from the mob. Some of the creatures beat on their chest plates with large swords, while others jumped and waved cudgels and hammers in the air. This would have been a remarkable sight if their anger hadn’t been directed at her and Rhys. 

He leaned close. “I’m here to protect you.”

She nodded. Yes, but who will protect you?

Ravyn crouched, holding her hands ready. The mass of demons surged forward. Her power pulsed and heaved, and with a cry of surrender, she dropped her restraints and freed the fire. Lightning bolts shot from her palms and toward the approaching Bane with unpracticed skill. The massive amount of power from each strike knocked Ravyn back several steps. The first bolt struck a misshapen behemoth, but the second flew over their heads and split a tree down the center.

“Focus,” Rhys shouted.

“I’m trying.” 

What did he expect? It wasn’t as if pelting evil creatures with lightning was a part of her daily activities. Her heart slammed against her chest as she focused on the closest demons. They were coming too fast. She continued to spin and blast, leaving glittering bits of demon hanging in the air. Panic swamped her. With each successful strike, a new demon took its comrade’s place, gaining a few precious feet in the process.

She heard herself screaming, but couldn’t stop as the sights and sounds of the melee blended. Ravyn fought to maintain what little courage she had and to gain some degree of accuracy. Several trees lost their lives as her energy shot wide of its target. She frequently found her mark, but just as often she disintegrated an untargeted Bane. The results were the same—dispatched demons, but there seemed to be no end to the demon army.

Millions of sparkling embers hung in the air and obscured her view. An explosion erupted a few feet in front of her, knocking Ravyn onto her backside. She jumped to her feet and spun toward Rhys. For the first time, she realized he also fought with fire. Why hadn’t he told her they shared this ability? 

A new wave of demons jerked her back to the present danger.

Ravyn took her fear out on the Bane. Her lightning lobbed and bounced around the clearing with no discernible strategy, but Rhys made a strike with every attack. Frustration rushed through her. Whereas she panted from the effort of fighting, he seemed to parry the attacks with the least amount of effort. As she struggled to remain on her feet, her ire grew. 

She yelled, her war cry stopping the Bane from approaching further. The few demons that remained stood a short distance away. They didn’t flee, only stared. She raised her hand to release another bolt, and froze. A new wave of demons poured from the forest, taking the place of their disintegrated companions.

Ravyn lowered her hands. Surely this was the end of them. “Holy Sainted Ones.” 

Rhys moved to stand beside her.

Her voice cracked, rising in volume and octaves. “We can’t defeat them.”

“We can, and we will.” He grabbed her arm and spun her toward him. “Look at me, Ravyn.”

Tears burned in her eyes. She tore her gaze away from the advancing Bane. She really didn’t want to die. Her breath tumbled and fought to get free, but try as she might, her throat wouldn’t open. “H-how?”

He gripped her upper arms and gave her a quick shake. “Stay focused and keep fighting.”

“There are so many.”

Rhys bent and leveled his gaze with hers. “Yes, and we can defeat them, but I need you in the fight. I need you with me.”

Yes, he needed her. She could do this—or die trying.

She spun and pushed her hands forward. Lightning crackled and raced toward the Bane. The two bolts split and then split again, striking eight demons simultaneously. Ravyn sank into the familiar trance, reveling in the power coursing through her.

The grotesque creatures melted and merged into black voids. A brilliant light glowed where the center of the creatures’ chests had been. Like a white dove caught in a thorny bush, black tendrils snaked around and through the light, holding it captive within the black prison of the Bane.

With each blast of lightning and each thrust of fire, reality slipped from Ravyn’s grasp. 

Kill demons. 

The chant echoed through her subconscious, fueling her hate and purging her of fear. How long she fought, and how many demons she had dispatched she didn’t know. 

Kill demons.

Footsteps pounded from behind, and Ravyn spun to face her attacker. Before she could strike, it froze. She stared at the demon, her sense of the present slipping back into place. Shivers ran through the creature, its eyes widening and bulging in their sockets. With her hands still held ready, she stepped backward. The demon didn’t move. It didn’t seem to see her.

Kill demons.

She crouched, ready for its attack. The demon’s body jolted violently. She retreated further. It jerked again, flopping like a rag doll.

Ravyn’s mouth fell open, unsure what was happening.

The demon’s body stretched and lifted, its clawed feet gouging shallow furrows before levitating to dangle several inches above the ground. Yellow, watery eyes rolled to the back of its head as tiny coils of lightning spread across its body. Appalled fascination riveted her in place. The creature’s tongue lolled out of its mouth and spittle trailed a path to its chin. Its feet hovered just above the ground, kicking and convulsing. Ravyn covered her mouth, suppressing the urge to vomit.

Had Rhys done this? She looked around, unsure. He faced the opposite direction, blasting the approaching Bane with both hands. She scanned the clearing. Nothing. She and Rhys were the only Bringers around. 

A low moan emanated from the demon, its quake ebbing to twitches. The monster’s keening grew. Its body stretched and swelled before curling in on itself. Ravyn stumbled backward from the grotesque scene and the small black hole expanding behind the demon. 

Ravyn’s dress wound around her legs, the heavy, wool folds sabotaging her retreat. She pitched forward. Her hands shot out to brace for the impact, but instead of colliding in the soft grass her palm landed hard against the sharp point of a rock. She wanted to cry out, to cradle her hand against her stomach and rock back and forth to ease the ache radiating up her arm. But the sight before her numbed her reaction. Only panic remained.

Like a crab, she scrambled away from the man-sized hole and demon. Piece by piece the monster’s body disappeared in the dense hole. With a giant pop, the Bane imploded and vanished.

She fell onto her elbows and stared.

A dark presence drew her awareness to a grove of trees on the opposite side of the clearing. Something familiar flashed and suddenly vanished. Before she could react, powerful arms grabbed her around the waist and lifted her off her feet. The breath rushed from her body, and hot moisture lapped at the back of her neck. The rancid breath of a demon assaulted her. 

“Gotcha, girlie. You’ll be coming with me,” the creature rasped in her ear.

Its grip tightened and she gasped. Where was Rhys? Was he hurt? Strength surged through her at the thought of him lying injured or worse. She fought against the painful hold, but the only result was the demon’s laughter at her attempt to escape. 

Anger burned through her. Blasting this bastard wasn’t possible. She could neither muster nor maneuver the energy to strike. Think, Ravyn, think.

Fire wasn’t her only weapon. A foreign sense pulled at her hand—the dagger. She lifted her knee to slide the knife from her boot. The awareness and connection were immediate. The sensation of binding wrapped around her hand. The weapon calmed her panic and focused her fighting instincts. She and the dagger were one. 

Ravyn willed her body to hang limp in the creature’s grip. The demon shrieked in triumph and hefted her wilted form over its shoulder. Both her uncomfortable position and the stench from the beast had her fighting for air, but the demon sprinted across the clearing, away from its companions.

They were a self-serving lot.

Rhys’s angry cry filled the air. Relief washed over Ravyn. He was all right. She turned her head and now saw that her captor raced toward the cemetery. 

Blood rushed to her head, her body bouncing painfully against the spiny shoulder. Metal studs from the creature’s leather vest jabbed at her stomach with each bounding leap. She’d be bruised tomorrow for sure—if there was a tomorrow.

With aching slowness, Ravyn inhaled and raised the dagger awkwardly above her head. She gritted her teeth against the inevitable and plunged the knife into the demon’s back. 

The monster’s shrill cry filled her head, tearing at her eardrums. Before she could cover her ears, the demon’s grip slackened and it listed forward. Its knees buckled and her body spilled sideways off the creature’s shoulder. With an ungraceful roll, she pulled the dagger from its thick skin and grabbed the blade with her other hand. Though clumsy, she managed to escape with merely a slice across her palm. 

Ravyn rolled, gaining the shelter of the trees near the cemetery just as her kidnapper exploded. The eruption rocked the glen. Thousands of sizzling demon bits blasted outward, catapulting the fighting Bane backward from their spots. A fiery wind swept over her body and out into the forest. She buried her face under her arm, sheltering her eyes from the flying debris. The air thinned. Ravyn choked and lifted her head, scanning the area for Rhys. He lay several yards away in a similar position. She stumbled to her feet and wove toward him, her lungs burning. 

As if caught by a sudden updraft, the sparks from the demon flared and began to spin. 

She dropped to the ground beside Rhys. “Are you all right?”

“Yes.” He pushed to his hands and knees and looked around, his gaze settling on the growing vortex. “What—is that?”

“A demon, I think.”

Stronger and faster the mass spun. Ravyn’s gown tightened against her shoulders, the hem straining toward the spinning air. She dug her fingers into the grass.

“Rhys?” 

The sparks swirled faster, pulling rocks, branches, and Ravyn toward the vortex. Her feet lifted from the ground. Rhys grabbed her, hauling her against him.

“Give me the dagger.”

Their bodies inched across the ground. She shoved the knife into his hand and clung to him. Rhys rammed the blade into the ground, burying it up to the hilt. He wrapped one hand around the handle and tightened his other arm around her waist.

“Hold on,” he yelled above the growing maelstrom. 

The circling embers congealed into a violent funnel cloud. A demon screamed, the howl ripping through the fragile shield protecting Ravyn’s mind.

This was slow death. Bit-by-bit she fragmented, watching the glue that bound her to the mortal world dissolve, knowing nothing existed after the pain.

Tears spilled from the corners of Ravyn’s eyes. Rhys held her, and she knew he wouldn’t let her plummet into the void, but the torment of the cry plunged into her soul like a searing blade. She pressed her face against his bicep. He was her rock, her salvation, the only thing that stopped her from toppling over the precipice and into The Abyss.

The shields of her mind crumbled, and she screamed, her soul pitching toward the blackness. She hung, suspended in time, waiting to tumble into nothingness. 

She was faintly aware of the wind lifting her body and sucking the air from her lungs. This must be what drowning feels like. How much more could she take? She waited for the blackness, praying for the peace she’d felt the night Rhys had saved her. Neither came.

The horrific cry suddenly ceased, releasing Ravyn. She lifted her head and looked at the funnel cloud. With a thunderous roar, it dove straight into the earth. Ravyn’s body slammed to the ground. If she’d had any breath left, the fall would have knocked it out of her. Pain consumed her body, but she knew she was alive. Facedown in the dirt, she smiled and grimaced. Thanks be to The Sainted Ones.

A dead calm enveloped the clearing. Not a bird chirped. Not a reed rustled. 

Rhys rolled her over and lifted her unceremoniously into his arms. His face hovered an inch from hers. “Ravyn, are you all right?”

She tried to smile but her breath rushed out as he crushed her to him. “I can’t breathe.”

He loosened his hold, but he didn’t let go. “Are you hurt?”

“I’m alive.”

He smiled. “I had my doubts.” 

Rhys helped her stand, the ground swaying beneath her. She inhaled, trying to clear her head. He continued to touch her, somewhat for support but also as if he had to. Confusion, the throbbing in her body, and the horrifying events she’d just witnessed overruled any happiness she might have felt.

 “What happened? I stabbed a demon with your dagger and then…” She let the statement hang in the air.

He shook his head. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” He looked around. “Where are the Bane?”

Ravyn scanned the surrounding woods. Not a demon remained. Not a weapon lay forgotten. The only evidence of a fight was the upended trees and rocks, and her and Rhys’s disheveled appearances. 

Relief and fear jumbled together. She stepped out of his hold and looked around again. The slight prickle of Bane tapped against her arm but there were no demons that she could see. She walked to the cemetery, stopping at the first gravestone. Rhys followed. 

She felt sick, like when she’d dream of falling and wake up an instant before she hit the ground. Relieved to be alive, but scared to fall asleep again, not wanting to relive the dream.

She knelt and brushed the brambles away from the stone. “I’m not strong like you.”

The grass crunched behind her. His warmth radiated against her back. “Yes, you are.”

 She stood and peered at the unreadable gravestone. Who were these forgotten people buried in this forgotten cemetery? Would that be her fate—forgotten, celebrated by few, loved by none? 

She turned and faced him. “I don’t want to be a Bringer, Rhys. I don’t think I can.”






  

















Chapter Nine





Icarus stood deep within the shadows of the trees, watching Ravyn Mayfield as she and the man stepped over split and ravaged trees and disappeared into the woods. What an enlightening day this had been. He twisted the band of gold at his wrist and contemplated his next move. New questions burned to be answered.

Lady Mayfield was far more powerful than his father had led him to believe. If Vile captured her powers, his domination would be unconquerable. But what if one demon, brave enough to defy his king, broke rank and took her immense powers for itself? What if the lowest of the Bane realized it could perform the ritual of Taking on any Bringer? Chaos and rebellion, to be certain. No, Vile was wise to hide the extent of her powers and even more prudent to keep secret the fact that the key to the Bane throne lay nestled within one small woman. 

Icarus sneered. “Well played, Father.”

He crossed his arms. But not played well enough. 

The other Bane might be a pack of simpletons, unable to see the tree through the forest, but he wasn’t. His tenuous loyalty to Vile melted away, replaced by a more self-serving scheme. The prospect of breaking free from his father’s clutches strengthened his determination. No matter whom he had to kill or what he had to do, he’d possess the Bringer’s powers and crush his father—but only after making Vile grovel like the dog he was.

His heart quickened at the thought of defeating the mighty Demon King. A sneer curled his upper lip. He’d make sure to show his father the same mercy Vile had shown him. Perhaps he’d force the king to eat the rotting flesh of his victims, or to drink their clotting blood. Icarus fisted his hands, his talons digging deep, but not as deep as the memories of his humiliation at Vile’s hand. Maybe he’d chain his father to the floor. Force him to his hands and knees and release the demons who they kept locked away. The ones who were more animal than demon, The ones who violated and then killed their victims. His sneer widened to a smile at the image.

“That’s an odd reaction for one who has just lost the golden prize,” said a feminine voice behind him.

Icarus stiffened and slowly pivoted. A tall, blue, female demon leaned against a tree several feet away. “Sha-hera,” he hissed. “Why are you here? Spying?”

She drifted toward him. Her sultry sway exhibited the honed muscles of a warrior, and the gold beads adorning black braids glimmered in the afternoon light. “Spying would imply I was skulking about where I shouldn’t be.” She stopped inches from him. “I came to watch the battle. I love a good fight.” 

He didn’t react. Like him, Sha-hera was an original Bane and matched him in strength and power. The skills of the succubus could corrupt the most devout man, but the female demons were as deadly as any male Bane. As captain of the succubi, Sha-hera proved more dangerous than most. Ruthless, heartless, and merciless, all wrapped in a pretty package. Her gluttony for power pushed against him. He sensed her determination to acquire what she wanted, in any manner possible.

The irony that he had just resolved himself to that same single-minded focus minutes before was not lost on Icarus. But he and Sha-hera were not the same. She lived to kill. He killed to survive.

As she circled behind him, she ran a bloodred talon across his chest and over his shoulder. Her breasts pressed against his back. “But I must admit, Icarus, I’m a bit disappointed.”

“And why is that?” he asked. “Not enough bloodshed?”

She laughed and dragged her talon across his back and arm until she stood in front of him. He gritted his teeth against the sting of her caress. How he hated her touch. He wanted to step away from her, but that simple movement would give Sha-hera too much power. Intimidation was her tactic, and she had mastered it. 

The iridescent material of her tunic and pants molded against the curves and swells of her body. Icarus ran his gaze from the gold bangles at her ankles to her topaz, almond-shaped eyes. He donned what he hoped was an expression that said he’d found nothing of interest below her neck. For a succubus, it was the gravest of insults.

She smirked, letting him know his affront had missed its mark. “Well, I do love a good bloodbath. But that’s not the cause of my disappointment.” 

She dangled her worm before him, but he didn’t bite. Bored, disinterested, and stony-faced silence was her only reward. She turned and glided several feet away, the distance giving him room to breathe.

“I was greatly disappointed with your lack of…how should I put it? Enthusiasm.” She faced him with a look similar to a cat that had cornered a mouse. How much had she seen? “I wonder why you came at all if you had no intention of kidnapping the girl.”

She had seen too much. “You’re babbling, Sha-hera. I’m here at the king’s command.”

“Ah, the king’s command.” She paused. “Not of your own accord?”

“It’s one and the same.” He resisted the urge to fidget. Whatever the demon-bitch played at, he wouldn’t engage her.

Like a predator, she paced in front of him, her stare fixed on his eyes. She stopped, her face so close he could feel the brush of her breath on his chin and smell the tang of sulfur over her potent female scent. The sultry softness of her voice floated over him, seeping deep to coax the truth from his throat. “Really? Because I swear I saw you attack one of your own infantry demons just as he was about to grab the woman. Or maybe I was mistaken. What do you think, Icarus? Was I mistaken?”

Before she could move, Icarus wrapped his hand around her neck and squeezed. He raised his arm until her toes dangled above the ground. Her eyes widened in shock, her fingers clawing against his hold. Her leathery blue wings flapped wildly behind her. “Don’t provoke me, Sha-hera. You know nothing of what transpired here.” 

With a flick of his arm, he tossed her into the trees. She landed on her feet like an agile cat, hissing and baring her fangs. She expected him to show fear. Most demons would have cowered or run at the sight of the angry succubus. He wasn’t most demons. 

Icarus took a step toward her and flared his black wings as wide as they would stretch. “Don’t pretend to know my orders.” 

Sha-hera crouched and hissed again but shuffled backward a few steps. “You let her escape. I saw you.” She spat the words at him, all trace of her succubus allure vanishing. “Vile wants her, but you let her go. I wonder how he’ll react when I tell him his second-in-command betrayed him.”

Her threat stopped him. If Sha-hera ran back to Vile and openly accused him of defying orders, he’d be pulled from the mission—or worse, thrown into The Abyss. No, that could not happen. He couldn’t let this harpy ruin his plan.

“Even you can’t be so dense,” Icarus drawled. “Were you asleep during the battle or did you not notice the girl’s amazing power?”

“I saw. What does that have to do with you letting the Bringer go?”

“This isn’t the first time she’s displayed exceptional abilities.” He clasped his hands behind his back and relaxed his stance as if Sha-hera was no more than a childish inconvenience. “She may hold secrets the Bane can use against the Bringers. Is it not prudent to gauge how and when her energy manifests before we present her to the king?”

“And letting her go is the best way to do this?”

Sha-hera’s hunger for power swamped him. Icarus stilled and let her emotions pour through him, sifting and dissecting each wave of desire. He understood her, felt what she craved, and knew what she wanted to hear. New options presented themselves. For the first time, he realized his shameful ability to empathize might just be the very weapon he needed in battle. 

He kept his tone even and nonthreatening. “Perhaps I should let you lead this mission.” 

Desire flashed in Sha-hera’s eyes, and Icarus knew he’d read her correctly. 

“Maybe I should let you capture the Bringer and transport her to the king’s throne chamber.” 

Sha-hera straightened, and ran her tongue across her lips like a dog on the scent of a bone. Her gaze was too intense, too interested. Like every Demon Bane, she was a slave to her greed and self-serving desires. “What are you saying?”

“You could present her to Vile with all the pomp and circumstance your army seems to deem necessary.” Icarus wanted to laugh at the desire so clearly displayed on her face. Oh yes, this demon was hungry for power.

“Maybe you should let me, Icarus. I could do it quicker and cleaner than you.”

“I’d stand in the shadows and watch you present the Bringer to the king,” he continued evenly. Icarus held his hands out to his sides and slowly shook his head. “Oh, how he’d praise your success. And I would have to endure his tirade of insults at my failure.” 

Sha-hera grinned. She’d love to see him humiliated in front of the entire Bane.

Icarus paced forward until he stood directly in front of her. “Then I’d watch as the Bringer unleashed untold power upon the chamber.”

Her mouth thinned. “What are you talking about?”

It was his turn to smile. “I speak of the very power you witnessed today being unleashed in the presence of our king. I speak of powers we know nothing about. Powers that could annihilate every Bane within minutes because you’re blinded by your desire to be the king’s lapdog. You’ve lost sight of the goal.” 

He closed the distance between them and wrapped his hand around her throat. His grip tightened, but only to the point of pinning Sha-hera in place. Though she clutched his wrist, she didn’t fight his hold. “Go back to what you know, succubus—fucking and sucking the men of this world. But stay away from me and out of my business. If you don’t…” 

She pulled at his arm as his grip tightened. 

“I’ll see to it you spend the rest of eternity bent over a pleasuring table. How would you like to be the hole every lowlife demon sates itself in?” He ran his tongue along the marbled blue skin of her cheek. “Mmmm, I think I like the idea.” 

With a shove, he released her.

She stumbled and straightened, her eyes rounding at his threat. She wiped his saliva from her face with a trembling hand. “Watch your back, Icarus.” Blue wings unfurled behind her. “You think you are invincible because you’re Vile’s number one, but he doesn’t trust you any more than I do. Nobody does.”

She crouched and launched herself into the sky.

Icarus watched Sha-hera until she disappeared from sight. She wasn’t as stupid as he had thought, and he now understood what drove her: the throne.

He turned toward the empty clearing. His plan to delay the woman’s capture had worked, but he would indeed have to watch his back, and not only from Sha-hera. With a powerful leap, he took to the air. 






  

















Chapter Ten





Rhys wove his way through the trees, dragging Ravyn behind him. Confusion and disappointment at her announcement of not wanting to be a Bringer rendered him speechless. He’d been certain once she’d felt the full extent of her powers, she would be driven by duty to embrace her fate—like he had been. But that’s not what happened. She didn’t want to be a Bringer. Could she do that? The mixed-bloods pretended to be full-bloods and many had nothing more than intuition and drive to distinguish them from humans, but they still wanted to be Bringers. And yet here she was, as strong as he—if not stronger—and she wanted to turn her back on her heritage.

He huffed and pulled on Ravyn’s arm.

“Ouch. Rhys, slow down. I can’t keep up.”

He stopped and swung to face her. “Should I carry you?”

She glowered at him, twisted free of his grip, and rubbed the reddened area on her wrist. “No, I’m quite capable of walking, but my hand hurts from where I cut it and I am a bit tired from the legion of demons you just made me battle. Or did you forget that?”

Forget? How could he forget? The rage that had consumed him when he saw the demon running across the field with Ravyn over its shoulder was enough to awaken his beast. If she hadn’t escaped, he would have surely loosed the creature, consequences be damned. “I made you fight because that’s what Bringers do.” He kept his voice even. “We fight, not run.”

 “Yes, I believe you have never run from a fight.” She lowered her arms and released a heavy breath. “But I’m not you, Rhys. I haven’t had 300 years to live with my powers.” She stepped around him but stopped to look at him, her expression resigned. “I’m not strong like you.”

She turned and walked away, not waiting for his reply. He rubbed his hand over his face. Damn, he hadn’t meant to argue with her. He couldn’t blame her for not choosing a life of war, always expecting the worst, never finding peace. No, he couldn’t blame her, but he had hoped.

He followed several paces behind, stifling the urge to pick the sticks and leaves from her long, black, and now tangled tresses. He should tell her he understood, but the words jumbled in his mind. Apologizing to her felt too much like apologizing for his sense of duty. This is why he kept his distance from people. They never understood what it meant to be a Shield. He had thought maybe Ravyn was different.

He swore at his own foolishness and cursed the fact that he’d started to care for her. His pace quickened. But he was thinking straight now. She’d reminded him that duty came first. It would be his constant companion through the centuries. Duty and honor would never waste away and die. Duty and honor would never leave him.

He swiped at a branch hanging across his path. Its small thorns speared his palm. The din of people greeted them seconds before the inn came into view. Their cuts, bruises, and overall disheveled appearance would raise too many questions if they entered through the front of the inn. Skirting the grounds, they circled around back where there was less chance of anyone seeing them. The kitchen door stood open. He hoped it was empty and they could escape to their room and clean up before dinner, but he doubted that would be the case. 

He stepped aside and allowed Ravyn to enter the kitchen, then followed her in. The savory smell of mutton greeted him as his eyes slowly adjusted to the dim interior. Mary, the oldest of the Giles girls, and Willa stood staring into a huge pot. From snatches of their soft conversation, Willa was instructing her daughter in the art of making stew.

Ravyn looked at him and he gave a quick nod toward the door leading to the hallway. They’d tiptoed halfway across the room when Willa cleared her throat. He froze and slowly turned to look at her. Whereas Mary’s eyes were round in surprise, her mother’s were narrowed and full of suspicion.

“Mary, go get your father and tell him to meet us in the library. Then come back here and tend the stew.” When Mary opened her mouth to protest, Willa placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “It’s all right. I trust you to handle the kitchen.”

Mary smiled, cut a nervous glance to Ravyn and Rhys, and then hugged her mother. “Thank you, Mama.”

“Now go,” Willa said. “And tell your father to bring an extra chair from the dining room.”

“Yes, Mama.”

When the girl was gone, Willa pinned them with a stare. “What happened?”

“Bane,” Ravyn answered before Rhys could make excuses.

He glowered at her, but she ignored him.

“Where?” Willa’s complexion turned ashen. “How close?”

“The clearing beyond the cemetery,” Rhys said.

She pointed her wooden spoon at both of them. “Don’t you listen? I told you not to go too far.”

Rhys straightened his shoulders, suddenly feeling like a scolded boy. “Yes, because dinner would be ready soon.”

She slammed the spoon against the huge wooden table that separated them from her wrath. “No, because the ground is not sanctified beyond the cemetery. Of all the people in the world, I didn’t think I had to spell it out to you, Rhys. Ravyn is only now on her feet. Why would you risk your lives like that?”

He flinched at his stupidity. That’s why he’d always felt safe here, sanctified grounds. He’d never asked, not wanting to broach the subject of being a Bringer, and never believing they could help him. That helping and protecting were his jobs.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Ravyn slide him a glance. He thanked The Sainted Ones when she didn’t follow it with an “I told you so.”

“Can you bind Ravyn’s hand until I can heal it?” He grabbed her wrist and pulled it up to show Willa. An angry line cut across her palm but there was no blood. “I thought you cut yourself.”

She pulled her hand away and stared. “I did.”

“Not as bad as you thought,” he said.

Ravyn said nothing for a few seconds as she rubbed her finger along the red welt. “Yes, I guess.”

The innkeeper circled the table and looked at Ravyn’s hand. She gave a knowing grunt and walked to the door Mary had exited. She stopped and looked over her shoulder. “Follow me. It’s time we stop pretending and speak frankly.”

She held Rhys’s gaze until he nodded. Perhaps it was time to trust Willa and Orvis. As he followed Ravyn out of the kitchen, he couldn’t help wonder what information the Giles family held.

Willa led them down a narrow hall and into the last room on the left. It was small but brightly lit from the two large windows against the west wall. Shelves lined one side of the room, and a large wooden table, acting as a desk, held court in the center. Ledgers stacked in neat piles rested to one side of the table, and an inkwell and quill stood ready to scribe.

Rhys liked how the room smelled. Leather and the mustiness of old books mixed with the light scent of linseed oil. The smell reminded him of Alba Haven and his library. He silently sighed, feeling the tug of home. Emotions warred with each other. It would be best for Ravyn to stay here with people who would take care of her, but he wanted her with him, wanted her to want to join the fight. He had no right to demand this from her. He pulled out one of the three chairs with a loud scrape across the wooden floor and offered it to Ravyn.

She didn’t look at him, her voice a little too controlled. “Thank you.”

When he made a move toward Willa, she waved him away, hauled out her own chair, and plunked down. She drummed her fingers on the table and glared at him. With an impatient huff, she stood and paced along the wall of shelves. Rhys sat in an empty chair next to Ravyn and focused on the trees beyond the window. The gentle movement of the leaves was much better scenery than Willa’s glower.

The innkeeper paced back to her chair and plopped down again, slamming her hands on the table. “Well, at least tell me you’re all right.”

He and Ravyn jumped at her outburst. 

“We’re fine,” Rhys said.

Ravyn crossed her arms and made a tiny noise that sounded like ha.

“It seems Lady Mayfield disagrees,” Willa said. 

“Yes, well, Lady Mayfield is being difficult today.”

Ravyn opened her mouth to argue, but something heavy hit the wall outside the room, the thud cutting her off. A picture rattled as another thump echoed in the hallway. 

Scrape…drag…thud. 

Willa let out a heavy sigh and tapped an index finger impatiently on the table. 

Scrape…thud.

“Blessed Sainted Ones, he’s going to destroy the woodwork,” she muttered. “Are you all right, Orvis? Do you need some help?”

The round, smiling face of the innkeeper peeked around the corner. “No, I’m good, dear.” 

All three watched Orvis cajole a large wooden chair into the room and set it at the head of the table. He huffed and removed a white rag from his pocket to dab his forehead.

Willa smiled sweetly at her husband. “Could you close the door before you sit down, dear?”

He seemed to melt under his wife’s gaze and hustled to do her bidding. “Of course, my sweet.”

The couple reminded Rhys of his parents. Always a tender smile, always supportive and caring. In his experience, that type of relationship was rare. A tinge of envious warmth spread through him. His gaze shifted to Ravyn. 

She watched the couple, her brows slightly knitted. What stirred in that mind of hers? She kept it tightly locked, never allowing anybody beyond a certain point. He understood her reluctance to trust others, but he didn’t like that it ruled her life and actions. One day she would have to open herself to what she was and trust her instincts. But he couldn’t make that decision for her, and if shutting out the world—shutting out him—was how she needed to deal with her situation, he’d accept her choice. He wouldn’t like it, but he’d do anything to ensure her safety.

His heart ached at the thought of leaving Ravyn behind. He pulled his gaze from her and turned his attention back to Orvis, a small attempt at regaining control of his frustration.

The innkeeper wrestled his ample frame into his chair, looked around the table, and smiled again. “Now, why are we all here?”

Rhys looked to Willa for the answer. After all, she’d been the one to corral them into the library.

She pointed an accusing finger across the table at him and Ravyn. “These two were attacked by the Bane today, just beyond the cemetery.”

“Really?” Orvis said. “How many?”

“Lots,” Ravyn piped in. “Hundreds.”

“Hundreds?” Orvis and Willa said in unison.

“Not hundreds,” Rhys interjected. “Maybe fifty.”

Ravyn harrumphed and crossed her arms.

“Still, fifty against two is very impressive,” Orvis said.

“Yes. Quite impressive. Speaking of which,” Willa said, “I think it’s time we stop tiptoeing around what we know and exchange information.” 

Rhys took note as Willa shifted uncomfortably in the chair. She’s got secrets. “Why don’t you begin, Willa?”

She cut a glance to Orvis. He responded with a quick nod of encouragement. Not surprisingly, he shared in the information his wife was about to reveal. 

Willa folded her hands in her lap and leaned back against her chair. “I’ve known for quite some time that you are a Bringer, Rhys.”

He tilted his head in acknowledgment but didn’t interrupt.

“Over the years, I’ve come to realize you’re different than most of the Bringers I’ve met,” she said. “All except one—my first husband.”

Her words shot through him. He leaned forward and placed his palms on the table. “What do you mean?”

Orvis patted Willa’s hand. “Go ahead, dear. He needs to know.”

She stood and walked to the bookcase to remove two small leather-bound books. She returned to the table and sat, gripping the journals with a protective ferocity. Her gaze snared Rhys’s. “My first husband was a full-blooded Bringer, but he was killed by the Bane—as were my two daughters. That was fifteen years ago.”

“Fifteen years ago?” Rhys asked. “But I thought the last full-blood, aside from me, was killed over three hundred years ago?”

“The originals who stayed after the war were killed. But my husband wasn’t one of the originals.”

Ravyn shifted to sit forward and prop her elbows on the table. He glanced at her, his mind struggling to comprehend what Willa was telling him. His chest tightened as Willa slid one of the books toward him, its worn leather all too familiar to him. His voice pushed past the lump forming in his throat. “Where did you get this?”

“What is it, Rhys?” Ravyn said.

He continued to stare at Willa. “Where did you get this?”

Willa held his gaze. “From my husband.” 

Orvis stood and took his position behind his wife’s chair. Whether in support or protection, Rhys didn’t know. He reined in his emotions, not wanting to scare his friends. He needed answers. If the book in front of him was any indication of where this conversation was headed, he wasn’t sure he could be responsible for his later actions.

“It was given to him by a monk,” she continued. “A Brother Archibald, I believe his name was.”

Ravyn’s pressure on his arm increased. “Rhys, what is this book? Do you recognize it?”

He stared at the journal he hadn’t seen for over 300 years. “It’s my father’s diary.”

She gasped, her gaze snapping to Willa. “I don’t understand. When did your husband get the journal?” She looked back to Rhys. “Wasn’t Brother Archibald the monk who saved you after Vile’s attack?” 

He nodded, his mind trying to piece together Willa’s words. He turned his attention back to the innkeeper. “If your husband wasn’t one of the original Bringers, how did he return to Inness? The Archway was sealed over a thousand years ago.”

“My husband once told me that leaving the Bringers behind on Inness had never set well with most of the Bringer people. They wanted the door reopened and the soldiers brought home, but the old king refused. When Vile began assassinating those left behind, the cry to reopen the passage grew until the people overthrew the old king and set a new king in his place. A man named Janus, I believe.”

Rhys stood and paced along the wall of shelves. “A rebellion? A new king?” He stopped and looked at Willa. “If the Bringers came through, where are they?”

“I don’t know, Rhys. Bowen never told me more than his reason for being in Inness. But I got the impression there were plans in the works to remove the Bane from Inness. Bowen never said as much, but he would leave for several days and even weeks at a time without telling me where he was going. He’d only say he had Bringer responsibilities.”

Emotions assaulted Rhys, jumbling and tumbling. Each exploded, then faded away. 

Anger—all these years alone when there were other full-bloods still living. 

Confusion—when had the doorway reopened? 

Excitement—what did this mean for the cause? 

If there were full-blooded Bringers living on Inness, would they be willing to fight?

If they were here, why hadn’t they joined the fight? Were they hiding? 

Again, anger took the forefront.

“Why didn’t you tell me any of this before?” he ground out.

 “I’d promised to keep the books and information safe.” Willa shifted uncomfortably. “Bowen didn’t want me drawing unwanted attention to myself if something should happen to him.” Her gaze dropped to her lap. “That promise was the only thing I had left of my husband.” She looked back at Rhys. “Until a few minutes ago, I didn’t know the journal belonged to your father. I’ve been tempted many times to give it to you during one of your stays. I thought maybe it would do more good in your hands than gathering dust on my shelf…but I couldn’t break my promise to Bowen.”

“Why now?” Rhys asked. His voice sounded cold to his own ears. Inside he knew none of what the Bringers had and had not done was Willa’s fault, but she was the closest thing to a scapegoat right now.

She slid the second journal across the table to sit beside his father’s diary. She seemed to understand this and spoke gently when she replied. “You’re going to need it. I don’t know when, but I think there’s a war coming. These books will serve us better in your keeping than mine.”

Rhys smirked. “We’ve been—I’ve been—at war with the Bane for nearly three hundred years.”

Willa shook her head vigorously. “No, Rhys, what you’ve experienced so far is nothing compared to what is predicted in this journal.” She pointed to his father’s book. “The old ways will be resurrected and new hardships will have to be endured.”

“How do you know this?” Ravyn said.

Her body leaned toward Rhys as if blocking any pain Willa’s words might cause him. He kept his attention riveted on the innkeeper, but drew strength from Ravyn’s nearness.

“I read it.” Willa flicked her head toward his father’s worn diary. She leaned against the chair and wrapped her fingers around Orvis’s, who remained steadfast behind his wife. “Bits and pieces, anyway. Not all of it. At times it felt like spying on somebody’s private moments. After Bowen died, I needed some connection to the life I’d just lost. I’ve tried to read his journal but I don’t understand the language.”

Rhys reached for Bowen’s journal. He pulled open the cover. The leather creaked from age and disuse. Familiar symbols and signs filled the pages, but the link between his spoken words and the written language wouldn’t connect.

Ravyn leaned in over his arm to gaze at the pages. “This is the same language as my book.”

Rhys handed her the journal. “Are you sure?”

“Positive.” She touched the page. “This symbol has always reminded me of a bird in flight.”

“Do you know what it says?” Hope tinged his question.

“No. It’s…” She searched for the right word. “It’s familiar, but I don’t understand it.”

As it was with him. Rhys took the book from her and stared at the words, trying to force them into some kind of coherent language. But the symbols remained silent and secretive.

“It’s the Bringer language,” Willa said. “I can’t read it, but maybe you can find somebody who can.”

His mind raced. Where could he possibly find a Bringer with the ability to read the ancient language? He mimicked Ravyn and propped his elbows on the table. If he hadn’t found such a person in the last three centuries, he obviously didn’t want to be found. He toyed with the idea of taking the books to Illuma Grand, but quickly discarded it. The Bringers there were mixed-bloods, all of them too caught up in politics to know anything about the Bringers’ heritage. He tapped his index fingers together in a steady cadence, trying to focus his frustration.

“Both are yours now,” Willa said.

Rhys’s hand crept toward his father’s diary and stopped just shy of the bottom edge. How could he ever read his father’s words? How could he relive the happy memories before his life had turned to dust? The tips of his fingers inched forward and rested against the cover. Slowly, as if the diary were a poisonous snake, he drew the book toward him and pocketed it inside his tunic. The small lump felt like a brick against his heart. 

Ravyn picked up the second book. “May I look at this?”

He nodded, not trusting his voice. Tension gnawed at his muscles. He rolled his shoulders and he circled his head, trying to ease the strain of the day. He cleared his throat and looked at the couple. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me,” Willa said, her expression serious. “I fear for you and Ravyn. Your father’s predictions are dire, Rhys.” She gave a weak smile. “But you must never give up. There is hope within your father’s pages.”

Ravyn’s words came back to him. She didn’t want to be part of this fight. “May I ask a large favor of you?”

“Anything,” Orvis piped in as he slid back into his chair.

“It’s imperative that Ravyn remains safe.” The words choked in his throat. “Would you allow her to—”

“Have a weapon?” Ravyn interrupted. Rhys’s gaze snapped to her, but she didn’t look at him. “Perhaps a crossbow or a small sword of some kind?”

Words failed him as he stared at her profile. What was she saying? Was her Bringer blood too strong to let her cower from the Bane? Was she choosing to be with him? 

It didn’t matter. He’d been reminded today that duty dictated he remain detached. Nothing would change even though she’d decided to travel with him. He was her protector and nothing more. 

Why then did his private declaration feel like a lie?

He faced Orvis and Willa. “Yes, and perhaps some supplies for our travels?” he added. “We’ll leave as soon as possible.”

“Of course, of course,” Orvis erupted. “And for you…” He pointed a chubby finger at Ravyn. “I have just the thing. Sit tight.” 

He squeezed out of his chair and bustled from the room.

“I’ll get started on your supplies after dinner.” Willa stood and walked to the door, but stopped and faced them. “You’re always welcome and safe here. The entire inn is on sanctified ground, all the way to the edge of the cemetery.”

Rhys raised his eyebrows in surprise. “All of it?”

“Yes. It took a bit of searching, but I finally found a monk willing to do the job.” She smiled. “A month of free meals seemed like a reasonable price for his time and our safety.”

“That would have been a useful bit of information today.”

Her expression turned serious again. “Consider The Dirty Habit your refuge.”

He nodded. “Thank you—for everything.”

She gave him a sad smile and left to tend to dinner. Rhys turned to Ravyn and cocked an eyebrow. “I thought you didn’t want to be a Bringer.”

Her lips thinned under his question. “Obviously, I’m a glutton for punishment. Deciding to go with you doesn’t mean that I’m not scared or that I have the faintest notion of what I’m doing.”

“Understood.”

“So don’t expect miracles.”

“Of course.”

She sighed, “Don’t depend on me, Rhys, or we both could end up dead.”

“I have faith in you, Ravyn.”

She shook her head. “I must be mad.”

He couldn’t help but smile. “Get used to it. That kind of insane behavior is in your blood. If you’re anything like me, it’ll be all you can do to stay out of the fray.”

She offered him her hand. “In other words, live or die, we’ll do it together?”

He wrapped his fingers around hers and pulled her to a stand. “Exactly.”

He closed the distance between them and gazed into the blue depths of her eyes. Her breath caressed his neck. The presence of an impending kiss hung between them. He wanted to kiss her. Duty, honor. As if reading his mind, she tilted her chin upward. Like a moth drawn to her heat, his lips lowered.

“Here we are,” Orvis announced as he sidled into the room. 

Rhys turned to glower at him. “Wonderful.” 

Ravyn stepped back and smiled at the innkeeper wrestling the quiver of arrows and crossbow through the opening. 

Once he cleared the doorjamb, he proudly held up his prizes. “For you.”

“Oh, Orvis, they’re perfect,” Ravyn said.

The way she ran an admiring hand along the curve of the polished wood stirred Rhys’s blood. Appreciative fingers plucked the string. She took the black bow awkwardly in one hand while gripping the book in the other and looked at him. “Will you teach me to shoot?”

Rhys took the weapon, testing its weight. “It’s a good fit for you.” He handed it back. “I’ll teach you.” 

She smiled, and he suddenly wanted to grant her every wish. I must be going soft. 

“Where did you get such a weapon?” he said, turning to Orvis. “It’s a masterpiece.”

Orvis beamed with pride. “Made it myself.”

Ravyn shoved the bow toward the innkeeper. “I couldn’t possibly take it.”

“Nonsense.” He waved a hand in the air. “I’ve got a dozen just like it in my shop. Had loads of time on my hands when Willa was pregnant.” He winked at Ravyn. “A man needs a hobby.” 

“You mean besides getting your wife pregnant?” Rhys asked.

Orvis wiggled his eyebrows and again waved the offered bow away. “Take it. I want you to have it. If my little girl was in need, I’d want somebody to help.”

Ravyn’s eyes grew wide. After a second, she leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you, Orvis. You and your family have shown me more kindness than anybody in my entire life.” She chanced a look at Rhys. “Besides Rhys.”

“Weeell.” Orvis blushed. “You two are pretty easy to get attached to. Now, you better get ready. Go pack. Might I suggest waiting until morning to leave? Night cloaks the Bane. Better to fight them in the light of day.”

“I agree,” Rhys said. “We’ll leave at first light. I’d be surprised if we saw much of the Bane for a day or two after today’s fight. We should take advantage of the lull, get a good night’s sleep, and head out early tomorrow.”

“A sound plan. And if my nose hasn’t fooled me, I’d say we’re having Willa’s famous stew. Full bellies and restful sleep is what you have to look forward to tonight.”

Yes, but for how long? As much as Rhys didn’t want Willa to be right, he knew her prediction of war might be true. Today’s battle was merely a harbinger of things to come.






  

















Chapter Eleven





Sha-hera stood to the left of Vile’s throne, her shoulder braced against the high, fanned back of bleached bones. The conniving bitch had run straight to the king. Icarus stayed the compulsion to launch himself at her and rip out her throat.

“Icarus.” Vile’s tone was deceptively mild, but threatening enough to draw Icarus’s glare from Sha-hera. “It has come to my attention that you might not be working in the best interest of the Bane. Tell me this isn’t so.”

“My king.” He bowed low. “All my actions are for the good of the Bane and for your glory.”

“I want to believe you, Icarus. Really, I do.” The king tapped a long black talon against the arm of his throne. “But the latest report I received was rather disturbing.” 

Snickers of laughter from the watching demons rippled around the throne room. Sha-hera’s lip curled in a mocking smile. He would torture her before he tore her apart, piece by piece. He would listen to her plead and beg for mercy, and then he would torture her some more. No suffering was too cruel for the back-biting harpy.

“I’m afraid the reports you’ve received are inaccurate, Father.” He stressed the paternal title to remind Sha-hera he was no mere soldier. His stare never wavered from the female demon. “I fear these lies are motivated by greed. The Bringer has powers beyond what we originally thought.”

“Really?” Vile stood and walk to the end of the dais. “How interesting.” 

For the first time, Icarus saw the lie in his father’s eyes. His words feigned ignorance, but Vile definitely knew about the woman’s power, and there was something false in the way he moved that Icarus couldn’t place.

“All the more reason to secure her so I can absorb those powers.” The king descended the steps to the throne room floor. He kicked the carcass of a dead dog, its flesh stripped long ago by the filthy demons. “No other Bringer has the power I need.” With his hands clenched behind his back as if deep in contemplation, Vile meandered toward Icarus, stopping inches away from him. He lowered his voice to a whisper. “I cannot open The Abyss of Souls without her.”

Icarus stilled. “The Abyss of Souls?” He struggled to show no outward signs of alarm as Vile stared at him, gauging his reaction. “Legend says he who opens The Abyss of Souls controls an unstoppable army.”

An arrogant smile spread across Vile’s face. “Does that prospect not thrill you—son?”

Icarus said nothing, acknowledging neither the slurring con-descension with which Vile said son, nor the revelation that his father had not been as idle as he’d thought. Opening The Abyss of Souls would guarantee Vile’s domination and guarantee Icarus an eternity under his father’s brutal rule. The ground on which Icarus stood was slowly crumbling. This could not happen. 

 “A worthy plan for a worthy king,” he said, bowing his head in a way he hoped exhibited subordination. “If I have erred, it has been on the side of caution, Father. I was not aware of your plans.”

“I appreciate your efforts to keep us all safe, Icarus, but I want the Bringer—now.” 

Icarus’s gaze slid to Sha-hera. Did she know of Vile’s plans? She’d called him out, directly challenging him. Did she believe the spot beside Vile’s throne was already hers? If she knew of Vile’s plan to open The Abyss of Souls, she would most definitely want to position herself as close to the king as possible and reap the benefits.

Vile’s voice echoed through the chamber. “Perhaps I have worked you too hard.” He gripped Icarus’s shoulder and steered him toward the group of succubi. “I command you to take your ease and enjoy the fruits of my labor.” 

He gestured toward the near-naked female demons lounging on padded benches inside the pleasure pen. The king’s whores. They smiled and cooed, eyeing him longingly. A voluptuous succubus ran her hands down her breasts and tweaked her nipples. Groans of pleasure issued from her mouth. Icarus suppressed the urge to bare his fangs at the group of females he considered no better than dogs, but instead he smiled, knowing Vile watched him.

“You’re too kind, my king, but I’d rather continue with my quest.” 

“I’m not asking. I’m telling you.” Vile’s dictate held no room for debate. “I have other plans to put in motion. Sha-hera.”

“Yes, my king.” She jumped from the dais and fell on one knee before Vile. 

Icarus curled his talons into his palms. It took all of his self-control not to tear off her head.

“Take your army of succubi and do what needs to be done. I want the Bringer at any cost. Now.”

“Yes, my king.” She stood and slid a glance toward Icarus and smiled. “I will not fail you.”

“We’ll see,” Vile said mockingly.

Sha-hera strode past Icarus, head held high, arrogance firmly in place. The strength of will it took not to attack her nearly overwhelmed him. Now was not the time to lose control. He needed to appear compliant to the king. He focused his attention on the preening females.

“Icarus,” his father drawled.

He pretended difficulty with pulling his gaze away from the succubi. “Yes, my king?”

Vile chuckled and held his arm toward the female demons as if offering Icarus a roomful of treasure. “I command you to take your ease.”

He gave Vile a compliant smile. “As you wish, Father.”

“This doesn’t mean poring over your maps and planning more Bringer attacks. You will bed one of my whores. I command it.”

Vile was trying very hard to keep him occupied, perhaps a little too hard. Icarus bowed his head in obedience. “As you wish, my king. A particular succubus has promised to do the most amazing thing to me. Perhaps I will seek her out.”

Vile smiled like a proud father. “If you find her worthy, send her to me when you’re finished. I’m always up for new pleasures.”

Icarus gritted his teeth. The thought of sharing anything with his father made him sick. “I hope you don’t mind waiting a bit. It may take quite some time.”

Vile let out a bark of laughter. “If she’s that good, I definitely want a taste.”

Shouts and howls erupted from the horde of demons. Drums thundered and the whining notes of the dancers’ music began. The king’s whores spilled from their pen, gyrating and twirling toward the king. With a low, respectful bow and a wicked smile, Icarus strode from the throne room.

The heavy beats faded as he headed down the dark tunnel leading to the soldiers’ training area where Sha-hera and her army would be preparing for their mission. He wanted to know what she planned. Vile would be furious if he detected Icarus’s hand in Sha-hera’s failure, but it was a chance he was willing to take. 

The tunnel narrowed and dipped into the bowels of the Shadow World. Darkness enveloped him. Few demons besides soldiers dared to travel here. There were things in the deep. Things even demons feared. He’d explored many of the untraveled tubes and caverns, but there were many more he hadn’t. The Shadow World sprawled beneath the Upperland of Inness, an entire world in itself.

The muffled excitement of voices flowed from a doorway farther down the tunnel. Sha-hera’s soldiers. Icarus pressed his body against the cold stone and slipped into a wide crevice in the wall. A few feet in, the space widened to reveal jagged carved steps. Silently, he followed the steps up and around to a rock shelf, on alert to any other demon that might be lurking in the shadows. The ledge jutted over the chamber below where Sha-hera and her army now gathered. 

He crept forward, making sure to stay away from the light. Below, the succubi army crowded around a stone slab table, arguing and plotting their attack to retrieve the Bringer. He smiled at their plan. Ignorant fools.






  

















Chapter Twelve





With hushed voices, Rhys and Ravyn said their good-byes to most of the Giles family. All but the three youngest had risen early to help them secure their supplies and see them off on their journey. Tears threatened, burning behind Ravyn’s eyes as first Willa, then Orvis, wrapped her in affectionate hugs.

Ravyn didn’t regret her decision to leave with Rhys, but she couldn’t help but pine for the simple life staying at the inn would have afforded. Whether she wanted it or not, the Giles family would have pressed and molded her into their lives, accepting her as one of them. She knew this as surely as she knew her own name. But that was not the choice she had made, and she wouldn’t lament her decision. Not for long, anyway. Perhaps a day or two to miss her friends, but after that it would be time to face her future.

Willie helped her mount Sampson, his hand lingering a fraction too long against her thigh. “Take care of yourself…Lady Romelda.”

She smiled at the use of her alias. “You do the same, Willie.”

“You can always come back,” he said hopefully. His green eyes bore into her. “There will always be a place for you.”

The lump she’d been swallowing around since she’d gotten up this morning grew and pushed against her throat. Her voice cracked. She sniffed and struggled not to cry. “Thank you. That means a lot to me.” 

Rhys gently slapped the boy on the back. “Take care, Willie. My thanks for tending Sampson.”

Willie grasped Rhys’s hand with manly vigor. “My pleasure, Lord Blackwell. I was only doing as Lady Ravyn requested.” Willie stepped away from the horse, his gaze never leaving Ravyn’s face.

Rhys climbed behind her and wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her against his chest. The heavy folds of his cloak draped her shoulders, providing a double layer of warmth against the morning chill. She relaxed into him, taking strength from the feel of his arm. His touch seemed to keep her tears and melancholy at bay. She had to remember she wasn’t alone anymore, even if that’s what it felt like at this moment. 

Rhys directed Sampson across the cold, hardened mud, and Ravyn gave a final wave. It was just the two of them now.

They rode in silence for the first hour of their trip. Each mile chipped away at Ravyn, making her feel raw and unsure of what lay ahead. For so many years, she’d been confined to the abbey. Now, the current of her new life seemed to whisk her away before she could settle.

She ruminated about her decision to stay with Rhys. Her inability to run from a fight was not the only reason she’d chosen to leave the safety of the inn. When Willa had pushed his father’s diary across the table, all sensible thought and reason had fled Ravyn. At the stark look of horror on Rhys’s face, she knew she would have done anything to ease the sting of his memories.

Had he read the journal yet? The question hovered on her tongue. The need to know what awaited the Bringers was nearly unbearable, but she couldn’t ask. Last night she’d compared Bowen’s book and the tome she’d stolen from the abbey. The script was the same. More questions surfaced. Why did the abbey have Bringer books and were there more? She sighed, tired of too many questions and too few answers.

“What is it?” Rhys leaned over her shoulder.

“I was thinking about the future, Willa’s prediction of war, and the other full-bloods who might be living among us.” 

“Heavy things to contemplate so early in the morning.” His breath warmed her cheek. He tightened his arm around her waist and pulled her back against him. 

The warmth from his body felt good this morning. She needed it more than she needed the Sisters’ scornful voices in her head, chanting about the evils of a man’s touch. Emboldened by her uncertain future, she ran her hand along his arm. The adage Life is too short was taking on an unpleasant edge. Rhys gave her waist another light squeeze and entangled their fingers with a firm but gentle hold. Her body hummed from feelings she couldn’t identify. His nearness gave her a sense of being protected. The Sisters’ caustic rhetoric faded to an ignorable level.

For the next two hours, they spoke quietly about mundane things—the Giles family, her life in the abbey, and their favorite foods. As the sun crested the horizon, Rhys pulled on Sampson’s reins and stopped. “Do you hear that?” 

Ravyn listened, cocking her head in an attempt to hear better. A low whooshing ebbed and flowed in the air. She scanned the clear morning sky but saw nothing. She let her senses flare in search of the Bane. But there was no sensation, no prickling or biting rub against her skin.

She twisted to look at Rhys. “What is it?”

He smiled. “That sound means we’ll be home by evening.” 

He kicked Sampson forward, giving Ravyn no further explanation. The dense woods thinned as the path inclined up a steep hill. Large boulders littered the open field in front of them.

Ravyn sniffed. The slight tang of salt sifted through the air. The low whoosh escalated into a dull roar, rumbling on the breeze like nature’s background music.

“What is that noise?” she asked. They crested the hill and Ravyn froze, her mouth dropping open at the scene stretching before her.

Rhys stopped Sampson and leaned forward. “That, my lady, is the Sea of Alba.” 

She stared, unable to comprehend the magnitude of the dark green water before her. “I’ve never seen anything like it. I’ve read several stories where the characters crossed a sea, but…” She exhaled heavily. “But I couldn’t have imagined this.”

Mounds of water raced across the undulating surface of the sea as if chasing each other. They swelled, lifting from the surface like luminescent sea creatures ready to strike, only to crash forward and melt into a milky froth. The sea was a feast for her senses. She could even taste it on the morning air. 

“I never grow tired of seeing it,” Rhys said. “Being on the water is like being home.”

The morning sun hung low as it began its trek across the sky. Ripples of light reflected along the horizon. 

“It moves,” she said.

“Constantly.” 

Rhys tightened his other arm around her and leaned against her back. Ravyn closed her eyes and held the moment like a precious snowflake that had no choice but to thaw and fade away. For a few scarce seconds, it was sheer perfection. 

Sometimes, if a person is lucky, everything is right with the world. It may only last for a minute or an hour, but for a brief span of time, no wrongs exist. She didn’t know what awaited them a hundred feet down the trail—maybe the Bane—but right now, locked in Rhys’s arms, she savored a moment free of worry and loneliness, filled with nature’s miracle.

“I’ve read that it moves,” she said, resting her head against his shoulder. “But I didn’t understand. I thought it moved like a river, but that’s not right. Sometimes I pictured the sea like a large lake, but that’s also incorrect. And it sings.”

“What do you mean?”

“The sea’s song is different from the land’s rhythm.”

Rhys turned an ear toward the sea, as if straining to hear someone’s faint call through the wind. His eyes closed and he sat motionless, listening. A slow smile spread across his face. “It’s eerie and beautiful.” 

“You can hear it?”

“Yes.” He shook his head. His stare made Ravyn breathless. “I’ve never heard the song before, never listened beneath the sound of the crashing waves. Thank you.”

She glanced away, suddenly uncomfortable with his intense gaze, but happy she could give something to him. “You’re welcome.”

Rhys urged Sampson on. The coastal trail they followed veered away from the edge of the bluff and headed inland. Sampson picked his way around rocks and the large pits of mud softening in the sun’s warming rays. For several hours, they traveled along the tops of the cliffs. Though most of the time the sea was hidden by the rounded sloping hills, Ravyn could still hear the powerful roar of the moving water.

When the sun reached its zenith, they stopped for lunch and settled in the shade of a lone tree. Unfettered, Sampson made his way to the small creek running along the coastal trail and drank. Ravyn opened the cloth bag holding their lunch and smiled.

“Willa outdid herself.” She showed the contents to Rhys. Roasted chicken lay in its own oilcloth, and a hunk of cheese, fresh bread, and whole apples filled the rest of the bag. Ravyn bit off a hunk of bread and chewed, savoring the spongy lightness.

“She’s a born nurturer,” he said, taking a chicken leg from the pile.

“I bet she’d be a healer if she was Bringer. Don’t you?”

Rhys nodded and wiped his mouth with a cloth napkin. “That or a Shield. She’s quite ferocious when she’s angry or protecting somebody.”

“A Shield?” Ravyn said.

“Like me. A protector. A shield against the Bane.”

The description fit him well. There were still so many things she didn’t know about her people. Not wanting to lose the light mood, she smiled. “Yes, Willa would definitely be a Shield.”

They ate in companionable silence, enjoying the warm weather and sunshine. When they finished the meal, they stored the lunch supplies and remounted.

“We’ve another four hours before we reach the road leading into Alba. If you’re tired, now would be a good time to sleep.”

“I don’t think I can sleep. I’m too excited.”

“I thought you might be regretting your decision to come with me.”

She leaned against him, wanting him to feel the truth in her words. “No regrets. No running from who I am—no matter what the future holds.”

He was silent for several seconds. Slowly his arm tightened around her, and he lowered his cheek to rest tentatively against her head. “Good.” The single word rippled with emotion, as if he had at last made peace with some personal conflict.

Lulled by Sampson’s gait, Ravyn drifted into a dreamless doze despite her pronouncement of being too excited.

Her eyes snapped open when Rhys pulled Sampson to a stop.

She straightened and stretched, taking in their surroundings. “Is something wrong?” 

“We’ve arrived at the junction to Alba. I’m sorry I woke you, but I doubt you would have slept much longer with all the traffic.”

Ravyn watched a hunched old man pull an empty two-wheeled wagon past them.

“Evenin’,” the man said, tipping his head. Two rows of missing and blackened teeth punctuated his smile.

“Good evening,” Rhys said. “How was the market?”

“Well, I won’t be starving this week, so I’m sayin’ it was good.” The old man cackled at his joke. “Safe travels, my lord.”

“And to you,” Rhys replied.

They watched the man trundle away with his few purchases tucked high in the bed of the wagon. 

“What an interesting man,” Ravyn said.

Rhys guided Sampson onto the road. “Just one of many you will meet now that you’re no longer cloistered in the abbey. Life is much different in a city.”

“What is Alba like?”

“Big, noisy, dirty, and dangerous,” he said flatly.

“You make it sound so appealing. Are you sure we should go there?”

“It’s home.”

“Why?”

“I’ve owned Alba Haven for over 200 years. It was beautiful once, but the squalor of the city has grown up around it. Fortunately for the Bringers, the less-motivated demons become diverted by easier prey. The more vigilant demons are kept at bay by the san-ctified ground.”

Her sadness over leaving the inn had given her little time to think about their destination. Like the sea, she doubted her vision of Alba would compare to the reality of the large city.

Sampson began the slow descent down the mountain. Canyon walls grew up around them as they journeyed lower into the pass. Rays from the sun glittered off the top of the mountains but could not penetrate the chasm’s gloom. Deep shadows swathed the canyon walls, and the temperature dropped several degrees. People pulling small wagons lumbered ahead of them, skidding and jostling their loads down the steep path.

“Alba is a port town,” Rhys said. “The biggest in the area for trading. People travel many miles to buy and sell there.”

“Perhaps you could give me a tour? You must know it well after 200 years.”

“I haven’t lived in Alba all that time but I am well acquainted with it.” He leaned into her. “If you’re a good girl, perhaps I’ll give you my special tour.”

Her heart fluttered at his nearness. She gave a nervous laugh. Was he flirting? She wasn’t sure. How would she ever be sure unless he did something so blatant even the village idiot would be able to tell? 

She stared straight ahead and focused down the trail. “The Sisters always told me I was much better at being bad.” 

Rhys laughed and slid his hands up her arms to rest on her shoulders. Shivers ran down her spine. “Sometimes bad can be very good.”

Her grip tightened on the pommel. Certainly, she’d tumble off Sampson now that her bones had softened to pudding. She craned her neck, wanting to see his expression. “You’re teasing me.”

“A bit.”

His amber eyes sparkled with amusement. There was that delicious, forbidden feeling in the pit of her stomach again. She faced forward, trying to ignore the disapproving voices of the Sisters that had just roared to life.








  

















Chapter Thirteen





Ravyn sighed when Sampson emerged from the narrow canyon and into the sunlight. Warmth seeped into her chilled flesh and melted the goose bumps left by the brisk breeze that blew through the pass. The expansive walls of the city stretched along the horizon before them. 

Ravyn gaped. Never had she seen such a sight or so many people in one place. They joined the teeming crowd heading across the open flats and through the massive arched entrance of Alba. She searched the face of every person she could see, afraid Powell lurked within the bustling mob, watching and waiting to attack, but she saw no sign of him.

The smell of salt hung in the air as if trapped by the mountains. Ravyn flexed her fingers against the fine deposit of moisture that settled on her skin and quickly dried to a crusty layer.

As they drew closer to the city of Alba, a tingle slithered up her neck and along the side of her face. She opened her mouth and shifted her lower jaw but the pressure in her ears continued to build. A hazy film blurred her vision, bringing with it a wave of nausea. Saliva pooled in her mouth and she swallowed several times as her throat prickled with the urge to vomit. She swayed in the saddle, the heavy presence painfully invading her mind. She slapped her hands over her ears. 

Noise—so much noise.

Rhys stopped Sampson and twisted Ravyn around to face him. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “There’s too much—too many people with me.”

“Too many what?”

She clawed at her ears, wanting to peel open her skull and let the pressure bleed from her head. “People. Noise.” 

“Reinforce your mind.”

She shook her head. “It hurts too much.”

Rhys covered Ravyn’s hands with his and eased her against him. “Relax.” 

She took a deep breath and exhaled. 

“Pick what you want to allow in.”

She tried but still couldn’t focus. Every ounce of her will fought against the encroaching presence that seemed determined to squeeze the very soul from her body. Unable to do as Rhys instructed, Ravyn built a solid wall in her mind and blocked out everything. The expanding heaviness lessened with each mental stone she set in place. Slowly, she lifted one finger at a time to test the noise level.

Blessed silence. 

Ravyn’s shoulders and arms relaxed. 

“That’s never happened before. The Bane penetrated my shield when we battled, but this…” She waved her hand toward the crowd. “This is different.”

“How?” Rhys said.

She looked at the city before them. “It felt as if all these people shared the same space with me.”

Rhys’s solid hands rested on her shoulders. “Your powers are growing.”

“I don’t understand.” She shivered against the sensation of losing herself inside her own body.

“I experienced the same thing when I was young,” he said. His deep voice and firm touch anchored her to the present. “Eventually, I taught myself how to select what I would allow in. I nearly went insane from the awareness of living among, and sometimes within, another being.”

Ravyn nodded and regretted the movement. Her head pounded from the brief experience of having hundreds of people crammed into her mind. “There were no conversations, just other entities within the space where I existed. I couldn’t tell where I ended and they began.”

“It’s not a comfortable awareness. I can allow the presence in when I want. It takes practice. We need to focus on your training once we reach Alba Haven. You’ll need to fight with your mind and body.”

“The abbey was horrible.” She paused. “But at least life was quiet most days.”

“There weren’t many people and you probably learned from a young age to block what you didn’t want to experience.” He squeezed her shoulders. “You will learn to master all your powers. Until then, I’ll protect you.”

The declaration poked at her pride. She wasn’t completely helpless. Hadn’t she proved she could defend herself, at least a little bit? She understood Rhys’s natural instinct to protect and shield, but she doubted anybody could keep her safe if the Bane truly wanted her. The tireless monsters had no conscience. 

Now, each day seemed to add another dimension to her powers. “How did you manage on your own with no one to explain the changes you were going through?”

“At times I wanted to die. Even tried to kill myself once. Slit my wrist.” He loosened the leather band around his wrist and pulled it back to reveal a faint white scar. “Hoped I’d bleed out.”

Ravyn traced the smooth scar with her finger. “Why didn’t you?”

He yanked the leather back into place and tightened it. “I healed too quickly. There was barely any blood.”

The thought of Rhys so desperate he’d tried to kill himself tugged at Ravyn’s heart. “I’m glad you didn’t die.”

“Me too.”

She twisted to look at him. His answer had been devoid of feeling or inflection. “Do you mean that?”

One side of his mouth quirked up in a smile. “Most days.”

They followed a bright blue covered wagon along the main road. A young boy dangled his legs over the end of the cart, laughing at the antics of a wiry monkey wearing a purple hat and vest. The animal swung from a metal perch attached to the roof, screeching and jumping each time the boy snapped his fingers, which produced a green flame in his hand. Just as quickly, the child smothered the fire only to repeat the action, much to the monkey’s delight. 

Ravyn watched, amazed. She’d never seen a monkey other than from illustrations in a book. Her fingers itched to touch the creature’s fur. Would it be soft or bristly? And could one hold such an animal? It hopped about as if its feet were on fire. Such strange and wonderful things existed outside the walls of the abbey.

As they drew closer to the city, Ravyn could see that sections of the wall were crumbling. The grandeur she’d been expecting fell short. Dirty children with outstretched hands crowded around them, each pleading for a coin. She recoiled, heartsick by their gaunt faces. Never had she seen such desperate souls, not even at the abbey.

Rhys tossed a handful of coins into the dirt a few yards away, the tinkling of metal whistling through the air. Like swooping vultures, the children descended on the money, leaving them to enter the city in peace.

“Repent! Repent! The end is near,” called man in a tattered monk’s robe.

He looked like no monk Ravyn had ever seen. “Is he from The Order of the Saints?”

“Not any longer.” Rhys pulled Sampson to a stop as the carts and people jammed the entrance to the city. “His name is Malachi.”

“But he used to belong?”

“Yes. Now he spends his day prophesying the end of man.”

The old monk caught her staring at him and pointed a boney finger at her. “The end of days is upon us. The flying scourge will bleed this land of blood and spirit.” He folded his hands in prayer and took a step toward her. “Hear our cries, oh merciful angels.”

Ravyn couldn’t look away, his words sending shivers up her spine.

“A legion to lead. Three to triumph.” He began to weep. “Angel, don’t forsake us.”

A wagon rumbled toward the old monk. “Get out of the way, idiot!” shouted the driver.

Malachi fell against the wall, where he sat mumbling to himself.

“What does he mean a legion to lead, three to triumph?” she asked.

She felt Rhys shrug. “He’s a crazy old man. His words mean nothing.”

Ravyn couldn’t shake the feeling that his rants weren’t mere ramblings. Like the symbols in the books, his warning rang of familiarity. Sampson moved forward and Malachi was soon forgotten as they entered the crush of the city.

Her gaze bounced from one sight to another, but still she couldn’t take it all in. The odors of unwashed bodies, mud, and wet straw invaded the air, never giving her nose a respite. People loitered everywhere. Shops and houses sat one on top of the other. Narrow streets branched off in all directions and faded into murky darkness. 

Sampson turned off the main road and traveled along one of the sinister-looking alleyways. With every step, they burrowed deeper into the seedy labyrinth of Alba. She leaned against Rhys, trying to take comfort from his solid, safe form. He enfolded her in his arms but said nothing, as if wanting her to absorb the city’s full measure.

People eyed them from open windows and doorsteps. Three scantily clothed women flaunted their breasts, trying to entice her and Rhys to purchase their services. Ravyn stared, shocked by their brazen display. These must be the women the Sisters had preached about. Guilt at what she felt whenever Rhys touched or looked at her eased. She was not like these immoral women, eager to give themselves to anybody willing to pay. 

The women targeted her and Rhys, offering to do things not only to him but to her as well. She had never heard of any of the acts they shouted, but she knew they were of a sexual nature. Heat infused her cheeks when one of the women rubbed her exposed nipples and shook the flabby globes at them. Ravyn faced forward, not daring to look at Rhys, even though she was more than a little curious about his reaction to the offer.

Sampson wound his way along the narrow alleys as if he knew where he was going. His pace quickened as he circled his way up a steep cobbled street, finally stopping in front of a smooth, black wall. Two tall metal doors embedded in the stone sealed in whatever lay beyond. Rhys slid from the horse’s back.

Ravyn glanced around uneasily at their surroundings. “Are we here?”

An unconscious man lay sprawled in a doorway a few yards away. His snores echoed off the narrowly placed buildings and mixed with the high-pitched squeak of two rats that rooted through the garbage near the man’s limp hand.

Rhys reached to help her from Sampson. “Yes.”

Several doors down, four men eyed them. They slouched against a stone wall and passed a thick, brown bottle between them. All wore tattered clothes and suspicious expressions. They looked as if they weren’t averse to committing a crime if the act got them what they wanted. Ravyn stepped closer to Rhys and slipped her hand into his.

Surely, she’d be killed—or worse—if she ever had to travel within Alba.

He glanced at her and then at the loitering men. “Don’t worry. They won’t hurt you.”

“Do they know that?” She pressed into him, not letting more than a few inches separate their bodies.

He grasped Sampson’s reins. “Yes. Although it took a few lessons before the message sank in.”

She watched the group for any sudden movements. “I bet it did.”

He lifted the iron ring on the door and slammed the metal knocker down. The low thunder of the knock ricocheted along the length of the barrier. The sleeping man coughed and shouted at some imaginary foe in his dream. 

Ravyn faced the doors, not wishing to experience any more of Alba’s ambience. She rubbed her temples and concentrated on strengthening the shield around her mind. Weariness made the act an effort. She inhaled and imagined a layer of ice around her barrier. The mental din dropped back to a tolerable level. She opened her eyes and sighed. 

The faint tang of urine and the strong stench of stale ale burned her nostrils. She pulled the edge of her cloak over her nose. Sainted Ones, she hoped Rhys’s home smelled better than this.

Rhys turned his head as if listening. Footsteps crunched on stone. She willed herself not to look at the group of men as a loud clanging of chains and the scraping of gears drew her attention back to the door. The thump of a large bolt sent waves of relief through her as the clatter of more chains rattled against the door.

Ravyn looked at Rhys and raised both eyebrows in a silent question.

“This may not be the best neighborhood in the city.”

She dropped the cloak from her nose. “Uh-huh.”

One of the thick doors heaved open. The groan of heavy hinges echoed off the buildings. Sampson nudged them aside and trotted into the enclosure.

“He’s happy to be home,” Rhys said. He pulled her along and moved beyond the gate. “Come.”

“Where is he going?”

“He knows his way to the stables. The boys will take care of him.” He smiled. “Sampson is rather spoiled here at Alba Haven.”

A man as tall as Rhys stepped out from behind the door. His hair hung in thick, brown coils to his shoulders and a dark beard shadowed his face. “Welcome home, my lord.”

“Siban, it’s good to have you back.” Rhys grasped the man’s thick forearm and pulled him into a one-armed hug.

Siban stiffened. “Good to be home, my lord.”

Rhys leaned away and held the man’s gaze for a few seconds longer. Some unspoken message passed between them and suddenly Ravyn felt like an intruder. Of course, these two had a shared history. Was it battle, death, loss? 

There were probably many people who shared more joys and sadness with Rhys than she had. Moreover, there were probably women from his past, maybe even some who lived at Alba Haven. Up until this moment, she’d had him to herself. Now she was entering his world. Uncertainty crept through her. His world, what did that mean? Each phase of this journey had exposed her to ways of life she’d never imagined. Would she fit in at Alba Haven or be ostracized like at the abbey?

The men separated, and Rhys tugged her forward. “May I introduce Lady Ravyn Mayfield? The newest member of our ragtag group.”

Siban executed a quick bow. His eyes never left her face. “My lady, welcome.”

She would have been warmed by his reception if it hadn’t been overshadowed by the cold calculation in his hazel stare. “Thank you. And please, call me Ravyn.”

He gave a quick nod. “As you wish.”

“Si,” Rhys drawled, “Your social skills have improved since you were last introduced to a lady.” 

Ravyn couldn’t be sure, but she thought the man blushed. “Nattie’s made it her mission to make me socially acceptable. Glad her diligence is paying off.” He paused. “It’s sometimes hard to tell.”

Rhys nodded. “You’ll be back to your old self if Nattie has her way. And she will.”

A genuine smile spread across Siban’s face and transformed him from dangerous to nearly approachable. Ravyn would bet money his smile was a rare event. Siban’s eyes sparkled and straight white teeth gleamed against his dark skin.

“Indeed,” was all he said before he walked back to the metal door.

Rhys followed, and together they leaned against a large wooden lever. The gap inched shut as fat links of chain rattled along a track and pulled the door closed. A bolt the size of her body slid neatly in place, sealing them inside. A sense of safety stole through Ravyn, as if closing the door set some kind of magical ward against the dangers lurking beyond the gate.

“Will we see you at dinner?” Rhys asked Siban.

The man shrugged. Rhys nodded and placed his hand on Ravyn’s waist. As he guided her toward a large stone arch, she glanced over her shoulder. Siban’s stare followed her, his gaze intense.

The need to ease the strange sadness he stirred in her, pushed at Ravyn. “Good night.” 

He bowed, but said nothing. 

They walked along a chipped stone path with low walls on each side. A robed spirit drifted across their path and through the wall of a building. “Alba Haven reminds me of the abbey,” Ravyn said.

Rhys smiled. “Originally it was the largest monastery in the region.”

He pointed to a carved stone that had been placed at the corner of the building. The relief had been worn by weather but Ravyn could make out the symbol of a flame inside a crown.

“The Order?” she said. “But how did you come to own it?”

“The Order went through a reformation about two hundred years ago, selling off the abbeys and monasteries that were a drain financially. I own seven.”

“Why?” Her question came out more sarcastic than she’d intended.

“Sanctified ground. Safe havens for Bringers.”

She felt foolish for asking. Of course any holy dwelling would be a refuge for Bringers. As they passed through the inner curtain into a cobblestone ward, the uncomfortable feeling from Siban eased. Whether the relief came from distancing herself from the man or from leaving behind the ills beyond the gate, Ravyn didn’t know.

Her gaze scanned the buildings surrounding the open space. “What happened to Siban?”

“What do you mean?” Rhys looked at her.

“To make him so…” She struggled for the right word. “Broken.”

He stopped. “Broken?”

She slowed and looked at him. “Yes. It’s like his soul has been fractured.”

“Most people think him cruel or distrustful. Why do you see him as broken?”

“I can just—” She shook her head.

“Tell?” he finished for her. Rhys’s expression darkened.

She crossed her arms over her chest and hugged herself. Had she said something wrong? “Yes.”

He mirrored her actions and peered at her. “How did Siban know it was safe to open the gate?”

His change of direction confused her. She thought about his question and shrugged. “Peepholes or viewing ports?”

“He opened the door because he’s a Bringer Tell.” 

She shook her head, not understanding. 

“A Tell knows things without being told. They can, as you said, just tell.” He held her gaze. “You seem to possess some of this ability.”

“Siban knew it was us?”

“Not us specifically, but somebody friendly. If a person speaks falsely, Siban knows. He wouldn’t necessarily know what the truth was, but he would know the person lied.”

He gripped her elbow and guided her across the pebble courtyard and through another black stone arch.

“You never answered my question,” she said. “What happened to Siban?” 

The grounds opened onto a lush courtyard that held no hint of the squalor seething outside the gate. Small, white bushes bloomed along the wall of the main building, their delicate fragrance filling the open space. Ravyn recognized the blossoms from Rhys’s glowb, Illuminara plants. Two plump spirits drifted among the plants, speaking in hushed tones about the blossoms.

A pained expression crossed Rhys’s face, as if remembering some unpleasant memory. “For two years Vile held Siban prisoner in the Shadow World. He never speaks of it, but I can only imagine the torture he suffered.” His voice dropped to just above a whisper. “It’s a miracle he survived. If not for Nattie and other healers, he wouldn’t have. At times death seemed like a more merciful outcome.”

A shiver raced across Ravyn’s shoulders and up her neck. She shuddered against the thought of being held by the Demon King for even a moment, let alone surviving for two years. “That poor man.”

Questions raced through her mind, but in no way did she feel entitled to such intimate details of a stranger’s life. At least now she understood Siban’s look of suspicion. The scope of her naïveté pressed in on her. So many things had happened outside her solid abbey walls. Every day people struggled for survival and fought against the wrongs in the world, and there she’d sat, believing her difficulties with Powell were something of monumental importance. How arrogant she’d been to think she knew anything of hardship.

The doors stood open in invitation at the end of the courtyard. Brass doorknobs and bands gleamed against the pitch-black, wooden doors. When they stepped inside the entry, Ravyn’s mouth dropped open. Her gaze tracked upward to the ceiling arching forty feet above them. A vibrant mural depicting planets and stars spread across the dome.

Ravyn squinted. “Amazing.” 

Pride tinged Rhys’s words. “The Brothers from The Order of Alba painted it more than five hundred years ago. It’s a depiction of the night sky.”

She shook her head. “That doesn’t look like any night sky I’ve seen.”

“Nor will you.” He pointed to the far corner of the painting. “Do you see those two planets, one in front of the other?”

“Yes.”

“Legend says they align only once every thousand years.”

“When was the last time?”

He shrugged. “Nobody knows. There’s no written record.”

“You don’t know the alignment’s significance?”

He shook his head. “It’s one of the great mysteries of the millennia.”

She drummed her fingers on her arm. “Indeed. Very mysterious.”

A voice rang across the grand space. “Rhys.”

He spun and smiled. “Nattie.” 

Nattie closed the distance between them and Rhys wrapped the older woman in an affectionate hug. The infamous Nattie. Long gray hair hung in a braid down her back. Her gray skirt was like Ravyn’s, but flowed in heavenly layers. The woman wore a dark gray tunic that laced up the front and a linen blouse with billowing sleeves. Ravyn had never seen anything so serviceable look so beautiful.

Nattie stepped out of Rhys’s embrace and held his arms out to his sides. “Are you hurt?”

He sighed. “No.”

“Anything need healing?” She spun him in a circle. “Turn.”

“I’m fine.” He sounded as if he’d said these same words a hundred times before.

“Nothing broken or torn? Anything impaled that needs removing?”

Ravyn suppressed a laugh as Nattie wrenched, pulled, and tugged, subjecting Rhys to a thorough inspection. After a few minutes of her fussing, he grabbed her hands and held them in an unbreakable grip.

“I’m fine, Nattie. Never felt better.”

Her shoulders relaxed. “Well bless The Sainted Ones, miracles do happen. I can’t remember the last time you returned to me unscathed.” Her gaze slid to Ravyn. “You may be in one piece, but your guest is not.”

She stepped around Rhys before he could make introductions. Ravyn glanced down at Nattie’s feet. Bare toes peeked out from under her skirt, and Ravyn thought she heard the tinkling of bells. The older woman stopped in front of her. Nattie scanned her from head to toe with a look that not only skimmed her physical body, but ghosted across her very soul.

“Nattie, this is Lady Ravyn Mayfield,” Rhys said. He moved to stand beside Ravyn and placed his hand on the small of her back.

Crystal blue eyes captured her gaze. Light swirled within the depths of Nattie’s eyes and suddenly Ravyn felt very insignificant. “Please, call me Ravyn.”

With slow, graceful movements, the woman lifted her hands and placed them over the wounds made by Icarus. “You’ve had some trouble with the Bane.”

Nattie’s gaze bore into Ravyn and the simple act of blinking proved difficult. Was it her imagination, or were her scars getting hot? The healer slid her hands along Ravyn’s shoulders and grasped her upper arms. “Welcome, Ravyn. We’re so happy to have you.”

The woman’s voice dripped with sweetness and honey.

“Nattie.” Rhys’s voice warned. “Leave her alone.”

“Now Rhys, be a good boy and mind your own business.”

The now-familiar ancient words whispered from Nattie’s lips. Ravyn sank into the comforting tone as a wave of euphoria filled her with the kind of happiness she’d never known—seconds before the old woman attacked. 

As if plunging a knife into Ravyn’s soul, the old woman drove deep. For the first time, Ravyn understood what it meant to be healed. Nattie wrenched and twisted, searched and vanquished any hint of pain, both physical and emotional. 

Ravyn’s knees buckled, but Rhys was there to catch her. Pain, confusion, and anger leeched from her body. Sadness drained away, and the pounding in her head melted down her spine and out the soles of her feet.

Rhys’s healing had been tentative, but Nattie commanded her body to respond. Heat raced through Ravyn’s veins and across her skin. Where she had an injury, the light lingered and sizzled, burning away any trace of the damage. Without mercy, without soothing words of reassurance, the healer locked into Ravyn’s very essence.

After what seemed like hours, Nattie released her and stepped away. “Better?”

Tingles danced across Ravyn’s skin. Each pulse diminished, the heat abating and taking with it the last traces of her fatigue. She hadn’t realized how truly tired she’d been. Her body hummed with renewed vigor. “I think so.”

“I’m sorry, dear. I’m a bit stubborn when it comes to my healing.”

“Not like you gave her a choice,” mumbled a voice from behind Rhys.

They all turned toward a short old man with large boots and very little hair.

Rhys grasped the man’s shoulder. “Jaspar, it’s great to see you.”

“Good to be seen, my lord. Welcome home.” He turned to face Ravyn. “Welcome, my lady.” His glare cut to Nattie. “I apologize for our resident Redeemer.”

“Keep your comments to yourself, old man,” Nattie snapped.

“Or what?”

She propped her fists on her hips. “Or I’ll stop healing those aching relics you call bones.”

“Praise The Sainted Ones, I might actually get a peaceful night’s sleep.”

“The only thing you’re going to get is my kettle upside your head.” 

Rhys faced Ravyn. “Nattie is also an excellent cook.”

“What?” Ravyn stared at him, shocked by the escalating argument between the older couple. 

“Nattie is an excellent cook,” Rhys repeated. “Not just good—truly excellent.” He ignored the tirade flowing around them. “You’ll see tonight at dinner.” He turned toward the arguing couple. “Nattie, did you make pie?”

The fighting stopped like a snuffed flame. A smiled lit Nattie’s face. “I made five pies this afternoon. They are cooling as we speak.”

He gave her a quick peck on the cheek. “You’re an angel.” 

Jaspar turned and bowed to Ravyn. “Again, pleasure to have you with us, Lady Ravyn.”

“Uh, thank you, Jaspar was it?”

He bowed slightly at the waist. “Yes, my lady. At your service.”

Nattie snorted. “You won’t be of service to anybody now that I’m not healing you.”

“Hush, harpy.” He gave Ravyn a toothy grin. “I am at your service.”

Ravyn forced a smile, unsure whether the fighting had ended. “Thank you, Jaspar.”

She liked him. He might be old but he had plenty of life left in him. He straightened and winked at her. A lot of life.

“My lord,” he said to Rhys.

“Jaspar.”

Jaspar regarded Nattie. “Witch.”

“Jackass.”

Jaspar shuffled toward one of many arches without a backward glance.

“I’ve had your chambers prepared,” Nattie continued, as if the old man had never been there. “Go freshen up while I finish dinner.” In a swirl of gray, Nattie glided from the room, calling over her shoulder, “So nice to have you, my dear.”

Ravyn turned to Rhys. “Are they always like that?”

“Always.” He pressed her toward a wide spiral staircase. “I’d be concerned if they didn’t fight.”

Rhys propelled her up the first three steps. “Why do they dislike each other so much?” she asked.

“Dislike each other? They adore each other.”

Ravyn looked at him in disbelief. 

“She heals him every night, even when he bellows at her to leave him alone. Once when Jaspar was drunk, he told me Nattie was most alluring when she was angry.” He shrugged. “It’s their way.”

They crested the last few steps and she let him lead her toward an alcove with three doors. “I’ll take your word for it because I saw none of what you say.”

He grasped the ornate doorknob. “Your room is next to mine.”

A thrill raced through her. Maybe it was from Nattie’s healing, but Ravyn’s awareness of Rhys curled around her and skated along her skin. And there was that mysterious ache again. She shifted, trying to ease the need she had no words to describe.

“This is your room.”

The evening sun spilled out of the room as he pushed the door open. Ravyn’s eyes rounded as she stepped inside. Beautiful did not do the chamber justice. Black marble shone from nearly every surface. Ravyn squinted against the gleam of the afternoon sun as she walked to the tall, arched windows spanning the west wall. 

Below her stretched a garden in full bloom. Beyond that the view spread for miles. Rhys’s home sat perched at the highest point of the city. Dwellings and streets branched out below her. Though the upper sections of the city were hidden by the towering wall surrounding Alba Haven, Ravyn could see the city entrance and coastal trail winding across the flats and up into the hills. Though evening was setting, people still flowed in and out of the city. 

Never could she have imagined such a room. She ran her hand down the thick folds of raspberry silk framing the window. Somebody had drawn the drapes back to allow in the afternoon light. Ravyn turned to face Rhys. “It’s magnificent.”

“I’m glad you like it.” Her praise seemed to make him happy. He walked to stand next to her. “You complete this space.”

She didn’t turn, couldn’t look at him. “Thank you.” 

Was that the right thing to say? It sounded inadequate once she voiced it.

“Come, I’ll show you where I sleep in case you need me during the night.”

Heat infused her cheeks. Needed him during the night? Her errant imagination conjured a bevy of reasons she could possibly need him during the wee, lonely hours of the night. She inhaled deeply and followed him out of her chamber and into the next room. Dark, heavy furniture dominated the space. Leather, jewel-toned fabrics, and fur rugs swathed his furniture, windows, and floor. It was a room for the master of the house.

He sat on the edge of his bed. “If you need me, I’ll be right here.”

She moved to stand beside him. “That’s very reassuring.” He stared at her, saying nothing. She gave him a tight smile and let her eyes wander around the room. “Your room is beautiful as well.”

Rhys took her hand. The Sisters’ condemnation of such situations flared to life. Here she was alone in a man’s bedroom—with a man. She stared at their connected hands, unable to look at him. Bless The Sainted Ones but she liked the feel of his hand in hers. Slowly, as if testing, he pulled her to him. She shuffled woodenly, her will resisting the urge to go to him, but her legs moving of their own accord. Only inches separated their bodies. She braved a look at his face and felt her resistance weaken. He was so handsome. His fingers skimmed the sensitive skin of her neck before pushing a stray lock of hair over her shoulder. She fought the urge to fidget against the tingling in the pit of her stomach.

Rhys sighed and lowered his head to rest against her chest, wrapping his arms around her hips. The feel of his arms around her while not on a horse was amazing. She wanted to be closer and craved more of him. Her arms slid tentatively around his neck and cradled him against her breast. His need for touch radiated from him. Her need for touch answered. She threaded her fingers through his hair and he sighed again, another single perfect moment.

“You are beautiful,” he said into her body. He squeezed her tighter. “I like you here. I like you with me.”

His words made her happy, but the intensity of the emotions rushing through her frightened her. She concentrated on the softness of his hair, sifting the strands through her fingers. “I like being here—with you.”

He looked at her and slowly stood, raking his hands upward over her hips and ribs. The world stopped as his hands came to rest at the sides of her breasts. She stood, paralyzed, unable to move, unable to flee. Did she want to flee? She couldn’t think with his hands on such a personal part of her body. Surely, he could hear her heart hammering against her chest.

His gaze caressed her face, and slowly he lowered his mouth to hers. She waited, eyes wide, watching its agonizing descent. Rational thought seeped from her mind to be replaced with the overwhelming desire to feel his lips against hers. Mother of pearl but she would burn in The Abyss for this. 

Soft like the velvety petal of a flower, his lips brushed hers. Her eyes closed and her wayward body leaned into him. A small growl rumbled in his chest as he deepened his kiss. She wanted more, something she couldn’t name. 

He nudged open her mouth and she complied, shocked by the feel of his tongue playing against hers, moist and oh so intimate. She should pull away. She really should. One of his hands slipped to the front of her dress and cupped her breast. She jerked, nearly jumping out of his hold.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered and moved his hands to cradle her back. His mouth teased hers, nipping at her lips. “Truly.”

She relaxed, opening to him again, granting him her kisses. 

“I didn’t know you were such an exhibitionist,” said a masculine voice from the doorway.






  

















Chapter Fourteen





Ravyn pushed against Rhys, heating with embarrassment. He groaned and released her, but didn’t look at the door. 

“I’m sorry, Ravyn.” It was his second apology in less than a minute. Thankfully, his body blocked her from their visitor’s view. “Go away. I’m busy.” 

The deep voice floated into the room. “Yes, I can see. Is this any way to treat a lady, pawing her like an inexperienced altar boy?”

Rhys turned and glared at the man at the door. “Not that you’d have the faintest idea of what a lady is.”

Ravyn craned her head, but Rhys blocked her view. Who in The Saints’ name would be so rude?

“She looks quite comely from what I can see of her,” the disembodied voice continued. “Maybe you should let me have a go. I’m sure she’d appreciate my expert skills as a lover.”

Ravyn gasped. The nerve of this disrespectful trespasser. 

“Or I could beat some manners into you.” Rhys’s words held an obvious threat. “Clearly it’s been too long.”

Mortification, embarrassment, and fear that the two men would start brawling swamped her. Her pride would heal, but she couldn’t tolerate any more fighting. She stepped around Rhys, intending to talk some sense into the two men, and froze.

The man standing at the door was beautiful. No, the word beautiful lacked magnitude. Glorious or breathtaking. Rational thought abandoned her, and her mouth dropped open at the sight of the golden angel framed in the doorway. He filled the space, not only physically but beyond that which could be seen. Strength and raw appeal poured from him. Only Rhys equaled the stranger in size.

Hair the color of winter wheat hung to the man’s waist. Sun-kissed shocks of white threaded through the darker blond and glistened with the slightest movement of his head. Bronzed skin accentuated his crystal blue eyes, and heavy brown lashes framed his lids. If Rhys was the darkness, then this man was the light—halves of a whole. Power radiated off him in waves, making the hair on Ravyn’s arms stand on end.

“I see my beauty has left you speechless, fair maiden,” he taunted. “Why don’t you come here and I’ll give you a taste of a real man?”

Rhys stepped in front of Ravyn, blocking her from the man’s view. “Get out.”

Ravyn peeked around his shoulder. The stranger smiled. “Not before you introduce me to your lady?”

With Rhys blocking her, she couldn’t see their silent exchange. Finally, he stepped aside and said, “Ravyn, this is Luc Le Daun.”

Luc executed a deep bow, complete with mocking humility and an exaggerated flourish of his arm. “At your service, my lady.”

Rhys crossed his arms.

Luc entered the bedchamber, seeming to take up more than his share of the space. The room shrank and pressed around Ravyn and she was happy Rhys stood between her and the intruder.

“You’re as crass as ever,” Rhys said.

“And you still can’t take a joke, my friend.”

“Are you?” Ravyn interjected.

Both men looked at her. 

“Are we what?” Rhys said.

She waved a hand toward Luc. “Friends?”

Rhys cocked a brow. “Unfortunately, yes.”

A brilliant smile spread across Luc’s mouth, displaying two rows of perfect teeth. It seemed everything except his manners was flawless. Rhys stepped toward him and clasped Luc’s forearm, pulling his friend into a one-armed hug.

“Good to see you, old man.” The warmth in Luc’s tone eased some of Ravyn’s anxiety. “It’s been too long.”

“Feels like a lifetime,” Rhys replied. He held out his arm to Ravyn. “May I introduce Lady Ravyn Mayfield of Menda Abbey?”

She took a tentative step toward the golden stranger. 

He closed the distance and stopped two very short feet from her before executing another bow. “A pleasure, Lady Ravyn. I hope Rhys has been…” He cleared his throat. “Treating you well.” 

“Luc,” Rhys warned.

The burn of embarrassment infused her face. Her spine stiffened and she scooped her hair back over her shoulder. “Very well. Thank you for your concern.”

“How did you meet?” he continued, a little too interested. “I’ve never known Rhys to travel with anybody, let alone a woman. Says they’re more trouble than they’re worth.” 

A low growl rumbled from Rhys.

She bit her lip to stop from smiling. “Yes, he’s told me as much.” 

“Your personal observations are unwanted,” Rhys said. “If you must know, I found Ravyn dangling twelve feet above the ground.”

Luc’s brow furrowed. “You weren’t trying to climb through her window, were you? Remember what happened last time?”

Ravyn looked at Rhys in question.

He pointed at Luc. “I’ve never climbed through a woman’s window. That was his exploit.”

Luc coughed but the noise sounded suspiciously like Camilla. 

“As I was saying.” Rhys paused and glared at him. “When I found Ravyn, Icarus was intent on hauling her off to the Shadow World. At least I believe that’s what he’d planned. I didn’t have the opportunity to interrogate him during our tug-of-war.”

Luc’s expression lost all traces of humor. “Why would Icarus want Ravyn?”

Rhys shrugged. “Her extraordinary abilities perhaps.”

“Really?” Luc turned his full attention to her. She shifted under his riveting stare but didn’t look away. “I’d love to hear all about them.”

“We’ll catch up at supper.” Rhys placed his body between her and Luc again. “Now, leave.”

Luc crossed his arms. “I will if you will.”

Rhys looked over his shoulder but didn’t turn away from his friend. “Most likely Nattie left a change of clothes in your wardrobe.”

He reached for Ravyn’s wrist and pulled her so close her chest pressed against his back. As he guided her out of his room, Rhys used his body as a barrier between her and Luc. She couldn’t be sure his show stemmed from jealousy or his protective nature.

“I’ll wait for you out here.” He deposited her inside her bedroom and chanced a glance at his friend. “Lock it.”

He tugged the door shut, the latch giving a decisive click. Ravyn smiled. He definitely didn’t trust Luc. She remembered some of the advice she had heard from the girls at the abbey: Men want what other men have—and breasts. There had been many conversations about men and breasts. Looking at Luc, she was certain he could have his pick of any woman.

The man was vexing, but to his credit, Rhys considered him a friend. She couldn’t help but wonder if the devilish personality Luc exhibited was all there was to him or if his mischievous behavior hid a more complex man. 

Ravyn washed and searched the wardrobe. Three dresses hung inside. After scrutinizing each gown, she decided on the pale violet piece with insets of black lace. The neckline dipped low, far lower than anything she’d ever worn. Whereas Willa’s gowns were serviceable and pretty, this dress shouted scandalous. She draped the material along her torso and snugged the waist of the dress against her body with her arm. Daring—maybe too daring. Did she have the nerve to wear a garment so obviously made for a…woman?

After quickly undressing, she slipped the soft lavender material over her head. The fabric slinked down her body, hugging her form. Her curves were more ample than the original owner’s, but the gown would work for tonight. She twisted left and right to survey her reflection in the mirror.

Well, Ravyn, there’s no doubt you’re a woman.

She bent and shimmied, braving a bit more cleavage. Most of her courage fled when she straightened and caught sight of her image in the mirror. She grabbed the material at her neckline and heaved it back up. The point was to look womanly. Not like a tart. She ran her fingers through her hair. Did the tousled mess look sensual, or like she’d been traveling on a horse all day?

The way Rhys had kissed her had unraveled some of the mystery between men and women. Heat spread through her chest at the memory of his lips against hers. Even with so little experience to draw on, she was beginning to suspect she desired him in more ways than she could put into words. 

She released a soul-weary breath. Life was too short. The yearning ebbed as her sobering reality sucked the joy from her musings. Her life might be even shorter than most. Seize the day—or the night, maybe.

Timidity swamped her, and she leaned her forehead against the cool wood of the door. She could do this. It was only a dress. With a slow release of breath, she stepped into the alcove. Rhys and Luc stood by the railing, laughing at a private joke. She stopped. Saints be damned, they were good-looking. 

She turned and pulled the door shut. Blood pounded in her ears and her arms suddenly felt awkward, as if they didn’t belong to her. She licked her lips and put on a confident smile. Her body fought her as she forced her feet to pivot and face the men again.

They glanced toward her, their conversation dying. Rhys’s smile slid from his face and it was Luc’s turn to stare openmouthed. Seize the day. She lifted her chin and walked toward them with a steadiness she didn’t feel. 

With her arms held out, she performed a slow turn. “How do I look?” 

The answer was written on their faces; otherwise she wouldn’t have had the courage to ask. Luc gave a low, appreciative whistle. 

“Thank you,” she said, dropping into a quick curtsy. She faced Rhys. “Well?”

His eyes raked her body, lingering at her breasts a few seconds beyond proper. How about that? The girls at the abbey had been right. He detached himself from the rail and offered her his arm. “You look very nice, my lady.”

Nice? Not exactly the glowing praise she had hoped for. “Thank you.” Her answer sounded tight.

Luc surprised her by offering his arm. She hesitated and glanced at his face.

A lascivious smile stretched across his full lips and he winked at her. “You look ravishing.”

That was the response she’d wanted from Rhys. With a quick tip of her head, she accepted his offered arm, then turned and slipped her arm through Rhys’s. He didn’t look happy. Doubt picked away at her thin layer of confidence. Maybe he disapproved of the dress. Did she look like a tart? She chanced a glance at him again. He scowled over her head at Luc. Was he jealous or just being protective? Some of her confidence returned. Maybe it was a good thing to let him wonder if she found Luc appealing—maybe.

The three walked down the wide spiral staircase and entered a cavernous kitchen. The aroma of roasting meat and warmth enveloped Ravyn. Her stomach growled in answer to the savory scent.

“Hungry?” Rhys asked.

“Starving.”

Nattie looked up from where she sliced a large chunk of meat and smiled. “My, my.” She pointed a wicked-looking carving knife at Ravyn. “Don’t you look lovely.”

Ravyn detached herself from the men and smoothed her hands down the front of her skirt. “Thank you for the gown.”

“It’s nothing, dear. We have plenty. Tomorrow, I’ll take you to the wardrobe room and we’ll outfit you with what you need.” She tilted her head and appraised Ravyn’s breasts. “Perhaps something a little more…well…a little more. Now sit, dinner is almost ready.”

“Can I help you serve?” Ravyn asked.

Nattie waved the knife in the air again. “You can help tomorrow. Tonight, you’re a guest of Alba Haven.”

“You’ve been warned,” Rhys said over the banging of pots and pans. He guided her to the table. “Once Nattie puts you to work, you’ll barely have a moment to yourself.”

“Lies, all lies,” Nattie said. “Don’t listen to a word he says, Ravyn. I’m very reasonable.” Another pan clattered to the floor. “For the love of the Sainted Mother, Jaspar, what are you doing?”

“Found it.” Jaspar’s fingers appeared over the edge of the table as he heaved himself up, clutching a dented goblet in his other hand. “Thought you could hide it from me, didn’t you, you meddling fishwife?” He hoisted the goblet above his head. “But I found it.”

Nattie pointed the huge blade at him. “That filthy cup will not touch my table. Go drink your swill with the pigs for all I care, but you’ll not befoul my table with that tainted tumbler.”

Ravyn leaned close to Rhys. “What’s wrong with the goblet?”

Luc plucked a grape from a wooden bowl and popped it in his mouth. “Took it off a dead man.”

“That’s right, and Jaspar will burn in The Abyss for such sacrilege.” Nattie said.

“Wasn’t the dead man one of your suitors, Nattie?” Luc goaded.

The healer jabbed the knife at him. “Hush before I cut the tongue from your mouth. He was a friend, nothing more. And Jaspar stole the goblet before his body was cold.”

Luc gave Jaspar a nod of support. “Well, it’s not really stealing if the man was dead.”

Ravyn scooted closer to Rhys, putting distance between her and Luc. He certainly enjoyed antagonizing people. Jaspar picked up the wine pitcher.

Nattie’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t you do it, old man.”

The pitcher hovered above the offending cup. Jaspar glared at the woman and poured.

Nattie leveled the carving knife at his heart. “I’m warning you.”

Jaspar set the pitcher back on the table and, with aching slowness, brought the cup to his lips. Nattie sputtered and hissed, spitting obscenities as he drained the goblet. In a show of supremacy, he slammed the vessel on the table and wiped his arm across his mouth, his stare never leaving hers. He refilled the tankard, clutched the cup between both hands, and shuffled from the room.

“Cur!” Nattie shouted to his back.

“Hag!”

Ravyn looked from Rhys to Luc, and then over to Nattie. 

The older woman shrugged. “Keeps him on his toes when I hide his stuff. Don’t want his mind getting muddled.” 

“You provoke fights?” Ravyn asked. 

“Every chance I get.” Nattie turned back to her meat.

Never had Ravyn been around people who were so…loud. Life in the abbey had been quiet and full of contemplation. She picked up the wine pitcher and filled her goblet. “Well, there’s no doubt life here will be interesting.”

Rhys held his cup up in tribute. “To hearth and home.” 

Luc raised his goblet. “To hearth and home.”

Dinner was beyond any meal Ravyn had ever eaten. She devoured everything set in front of her. Venison in blackberry sauce, creamed vegetables, and puffy bread dripping with butter and honey vied for space inside her belly. She inhaled and eyed a ripe fig. The fruit’s sticky syrup coated her fingers.

“One more bite,” she moaned.

She leaned against her propped elbows and bit. The rough skin rubbed her lips as her teeth sank into the fibrous meat of the fig. Juice trickled out the corner of her mouth but she sucked it back in, unwilling to miss a single taste. She closed her eyes and chewed. Pure bliss. Never had she eaten such rich and decadent food. Portions at the abbey had been sparse. Her eyes opened and she swallowed. 

The entire table stared at her.

She lowered the fruit. “What? Haven’t you seen anybody eat a fig before?”

“Is that what you call it?” Luc asked. “I’m rather envious of that fig.” He shifted in his seat. “And a bit randy now.”

Her mouth fell open. 

“Luc,” Nattie barked. “Find your manners.”

“Truly, Luc, she’s a lady, not one of your doxies. Treat her accordingly,” Rhys warned.

Instead of feeling championed, Rhys’s words made her feel treasured. Like a fragile doll. Set on a shelf. Never played with. Her mood soured. So what did she want? Certainly not to be treated like a trollop, but maybe not like a delicate flower, either?

“What?” Luc continued. “I’m simply saying that if she keeps eating like that, I can’t be held responsible for my actions.”

Ravyn glared at him. “Well then, neither can I.”

“He sleeps with his mouth open,” Nattie supplied.

Maybe it was the wine, but she suddenly felt mischievous. “Thank you, Nattie. That bit of information could be very useful one day.”

Luc’s gaze narrowed. “You wouldn’t dare.”

“You have no idea what I’m capable of.”

Rhys chuckled, the sound like a caress against her ears. 

Luc stood. “I see where your loyalties lie, Nattie.”

The healer hooted with laughter. “Finally, a woman who isn’t blinded by your beauty.” She leaned back in her chair. “It’s my greatest wish to see him married off to a woman who can keep him in line.”

Ravyn shook her head. “I’d pay a great fortune to watch Luc court a woman who didn’t want to be wooed.”

“Do you hear this, Rhys?” Luc said. “And they say men are ruthless.” 

Nattie leaned back in her chair. “Sainted Ones, women are far more merciless.” 

Luc shuddered. “You’re scaring me.”

Nattie laughed. “I scare you? With the way you go through women, I can’t believe you’re not already dead.”

He held up his hands. “Let’s change the subject.”

He stood and walked to the other side of the table to sit across from her and Rhys. “So Ravyn, what are these extraordinary powers Rhys talked about?”

She glanced at Rhys, not knowing how much she should divulge. He gave her a single nod.

“Fire, mainly. And I know things sometimes without being told.”

Luc’s eyes lifted. “Like a Tell.”

She nodded. “And I see ghosts.”

“Ghosts?” Rhys asked.

She squared her shoulders. “Yes.”

“How fascinating,” Nattie said.

Luc sat forward and folded his hands in front of him. “Are there any ghosts in Alba Haven?

“Mostly monks. I noticed a few women drifting around the courtyard.”

“Women?” His expression turned serious. “Are any of them young and beautiful?” He held her gaze. At first she thought he was teasing, but the way he stared at her told her he wasn’t putting her on, almost as if he needed to know. “One with golden brown hair and piercing green eyes?”

“No.” His body visibly relaxed. She smiled and tried to lighten the heavy mood. “They are mostly matronly and fat. I could introduce you if you’d like.”

“You have enough problems with the living, Luc. Best you stay away from the dead,” Nattie said.

He smiled but Ravyn noticed the haunted look that passed across his face. “So,” he said. “Fire, telling, and ghosts; are you a full-blood?”

“We don’t know,” Rhys said. “She knows nothing of her parentage.”

“Too bad, more Bringers like her would help our cause,” Luc said.

Rhys stared at him. “You may get your wish.” 

Luc raised his eyebrows but didn’t reply.

“I’ve received new information alluding to the possibility of more full-bloods in Inness.” Rhys held up his hand to stop Nattie and Luc’s questions. “All I know is that they may be here. Nothing else.”

“Who told you this?” Luc said.

“If you’re asking if it’s reliable, then yes, as reliable as information like this can be,” Rhys said.

Ravyn wondered why Rhys didn’t tell them about their con-versation with Willa, or about the books. Perhaps he still struggled with the idea of reading his father’s words.

“What do you plan to do?” Luc asked.

“Train her mentally and physically. She must learn to defend herself and gain control over her powers,” Rhys said.

Luc picked at the fig’s skin. “And then what?”

Ravyn’s gaze cast between the two men. Though Luc smiled, the mood between him and Rhys had shifted and now crackled with tension.

“We keep her alive,” Rhys said. The two men stared at each other. “If you’ve got something to say, say it.”

Luc poked at the fruit with his knife. “You’re not going to like it.”

Rhys leaned forward and rested against his folded arms. “That’s never stopped you.”

“You need to take her to the Council.”

“What?”

Not backing down, Luc said, “I think it’s in our best interest.” 



Rhys gripped the edge of the table and stood. “How could exposing Ravyn to that group of squabbling bureaucratic buffoons be in our best interest?”

Luc reclined against his chair. “Two reasons.” His eyes followed Rhys as he paced the stretch of floor behind the chairs. “First, you know how it is for us here. We’re the outcasts, acknowledged but not accepted, included but not wanted. The Council is barely civil and rarely forthcoming with information. If you don’t register Ravyn with them, you will appear not only uncooperative, but openly hostile. We can’t afford to alienate them.”

The fact that Luc’s words rang true angered Rhys. “So I should parade Ravyn into Illuma Grand and present her as what? A sign of peace?”

“In a manner.”

Rhys stopped beside Ravyn. “What manner?”

“Point number two.” Luc glanced at Nattie, who gave him an encouraging nod. “New reports from Illuma Grand say several Bringers are missing.”

Rhys slid into his chair and leaned forward. “The Bane?”

“That’s what our informant suspects, but there were no signs of struggle.” Luc mirrored Rhys’s posture. 

“Then you go and investigate. I won’t risk Ravyn,” Rhys said.

The fig lay forgotten. “We need her,” Luc said. “If what you say about her powers is true she can help us instead of being a burden.”

She scowled. “I’m flattered.” 

“You should be,” he said with a wink.

Indecision gripped Rhys. He wouldn’t do it. He wouldn’t risk losing Ravyn to the Bane. The muscles at the back of his neck tightened. Wasn’t this why he never got involved or grew close to anybody? “She’d be open to attack from the Bane.”

“Only until we were on the grounds of Illuma Grand,” Luc countered. “Then she’d be safe. I’ll go with you and act as her bodyguard as well.”

Rhys scoffed. “Safe? With the Council’s politics and a crazed monk after her? You’ve got to be joking.” If this was about him or any other rebel, he wouldn’t hesitate. He slammed his hand down on the table. “No, I won’t put Ravyn at risk.”

“Excuse me,” she said, holding up her hand. “May I ask a question?”

Nattie’s expression melted to a warm smile. “Of course, dear.”

“Who are the Council?”

Rhys crossed his arms. “They’re a group of mixed-blooded fools who believe the Bane don’t exist.”

“Don’t believe the Bane are a threat, more like it,” Nattie added.

“They’re Bringers?” Ravyn asked.

“If you can call them that.” Rhys fought down years of frustration from trying to deal with the useless group. “They do nothing but argue amongst themselves, never once lifting a finger in the fight against the Bane.”

Ravyn shook her head. “Surely they can’t deny that the demons are dangerous.” She pressed her hand to the front of her shoulder. “I’ve felt the sting of their talons.”

“You’d be amazed what their leader, Fromme Bagita, can deny when power is involved,” Rhys said.

“Hates the fact that Rhys doesn’t pander to him,” Luc said with a smile. “I’ve seen Bagita so angry at Rhys he nearly swallowed his own tongue in a fit of rage.”

“Which is why I won’t expose Ravyn to him.” The thought of Bagita anywhere near her made his stomach knot. “What purpose would it serve?”

Ravyn’s hand covered his. “Shouldn’t I have a say in this?” 

No was his first reaction. She didn’t understand what she’d be subjected to. He looked at her and the no died on his tongue. Censure sparkled in her eyes, stopping his argument. She was right. She’d made the decision at the inn to join him and deserved the right to be heard. Heard, not necessarily make the final choice. She was still too naïve for that.

“Yes, you should have a say,” he said. 

Her hand slipped from his and he immediately missed her touch.

She looked at Luc. “What did you mean I could help?”

“We could use your Tell powers.” Luc glanced toward the door as if checking to see who listened. “Jaspar is too old and Siban refuses to leave Alba Haven.”

Rhys gritted his teeth against his protest. Ravyn’s hand covered his again, but she didn’t look at him.

“What else?” she said.

“Maybe you could ferret out clues, something we can’t see. Feel if the missing Bringers struggled.” A sheepish grin crossed his face. “Can you talk to ghosts?”

“Oh for Saint’s sake,” Rhys barked. “You expect her to run around Illuma Grand, searching for ghosts? The Council will think she’s daft.”

“Good,” Nattie said. “Better that than trying to use her as a pawn.”

“It’s all right, Rhys. I’ve spent two decades hiding my powers.” She turned to Luc. “And yes, I can hear the spirits.”

“This is madness,” Rhys grumbled.

“Didn’t you warn me about that at the inn?” She gave him a warm smile. “Please, Rhys, I want to help. I’ve spent so much of my life not being a part of the fight.”

“That wasn’t your fault.” He stood and paced again. “And I’m beginning to believe you were put there for a reason. To keep you safe.” He stopped and peered at her, wanting her to understand. “This isn’t some grand adventure, Ravyn. It’s dangerous.”

She glared up at him. “And I’m not some delicate flower that will wilt in a fight.”

Her look of determination told him she meant to go.

“You don’t understand.” He softened his tone. She didn’t understand the intrigue and scheming that went on at Illuma Grand. “This isn’t a game.”

“The Council doesn’t scare me.” She leaned back in her chair. “I lived for over two decades with some of the most unpleasant women you will ever meet. I think I can handle a few arrogant Bringers.”

“That very attitude is why I worry. These aren’t Sisters of the Order. The Council is ruthless and unforgiving, blinded by greed. If they can use you, they will.”

“Then we use them first,” Luc chimed in. “They’ll never suspect we have ulterior motives. The world revolves around the Council. Use that to gain access to Illuma Grand.”

“Please, Rhys,” Ravyn said before he could answer. “If not us, who will look for the missing Bringers? We’re Bringers. We don’t run from a fight.”

She slung his words back at him. Damn her.

“I’m the lord of Alba Haven and I have final say. You’re not ready.”

Ravyn glared at him. He knew he was being a hypocrite but he couldn’t put her life at risk.

“We could get her ready,” Luc offered.

Rhys pinned him with a stare meant to dispel further ar-guments. Unfortunately, Luc was not so easily intimidated.

“You could train her—we could train her,” Luc said. “Teach Ravyn what to expect and how to handle herself?”

Rhys paced beside the table. “I never intended to dangle her in front of the Bane.”

“I can handle the Bane, and I’m not afraid of the Council.” She stood and blocked his path. “Don’t keep me locked up, Rhys. I’ve lost too many years hidden away behind stone walls.”

Damn her. How could he demand she stay within the walls of Alba Haven when she’d nearly chosen not to come at all? He saw the determination in her eyes and knew she had no intention of staying cloistered. Damn her for making him care.

He kicked the chair, swearing under his breath. “I don’t like this plan.” He paced across the room and spun, pointing a finger at Ravyn. “We’ll train first.”

She nodded vigorously.

“Until I’m satisfied you’ve gained control over your fire.”

“Understood,” she said.

“I say when we leave,” he continued.

“Fine,” she gritted out.

Rhys turned and looked at Nattie and Luc. “Understood? I make the rules. I won’t risk her life.”

“Understood,” Luc said.

Rhys glared at them. “You’re all a bunch of fools.”




  

















Chapter Fifteen





Rhys waited for her in the kitchen the next morning and they began their day with another wonderful meal from Nattie. Excitement coursed through her. Today she would start her training, the first step to becoming a Bringer. After breaking their fast, they left the main building and walked down a wide walkway she hadn’t seen yesterday.

Life at the abbey was calm compared to that of Alba Haven. People bustled about Alba, readying supplies for the voyage to the Council and putting up winter stores. Every person seemed to have a job.

They passed through a large outbuilding that opened at both ends. Large copper vats of dye bubbled over low flames, and different shades of dripping spun yarn draped over long racks that spanned the entire length of the building. A large circle around the vat had been worn deep by a donkey harnessed to each spindle over every vat. As the animal walked, large paddles stirred the dye to keep the color mixed and consistent.

“Each year the women weave new blankets and repair all the old ones in preparation for the wet, cold winter,” Rhys explained. “Alba Haven, for the most part, is self-sustaining.”

Their tour ended at the training field. Luc and several other men sparred with a variety of weapons, and three men practiced on an archery range that stretched along the outer wall. 

Ravyn look around. “Don’t women practice?”

“Some.” Rhys guided her onto the field. “Mainly they do the support work for Alba.”

His statement grated on her. Why were women expected to help but not fight? “Can they spar if they choose?”

“The women here are not like you, Ravyn. They don’t have extraordinary power to make up for their lack of strength and skill.”

“Well, maybe they wouldn’t lack skill if you and your boys trained them.”

He stopped. “Many have families to care for. We can’t risk losing the mothers as well as the fathers.”

A valid point, but his condescending tone set her teeth on edge. “Did you ask the women their opinions?”

He pushed her toward the men, effectively silencing her comments. “The subject has never come up.”

Ideas churned in her mind. The importance of people to support the army was obvious, but not every female had children. She tucked the information away. Maybe Nattie would have a better perspective on the situation.

Ravyn spent the rest of the day familiarizing herself with Alba Haven’s armory. Rhys and Luc reenacted several battle situations to demonstrate the proper stance and hand position of each weapon. She also received pointers on deadly circumstances, how to avoid them, and how to escape if she did find herself at a disadvantage. Never once did they approach the subject of her powers. By the end of the day, she was dirty, tired, and starving.

Nattie took pity on her, feeding and healing her. All the bruises and most of the aches dissolved under her touch. 

From that point on, their lives fell into a pattern, and over the next two weeks, every day passed with the same routine. In the morning, she practiced rudimentary riding, fighting skills, and target practice. With each session, her strength and control grew. In the afternoon she, Rhys, and Luc honed her powers. People gathered to watch and cheer with each task she mastered. As her confidence grew the years of scorn for being different faded. Here, among people who accepted her, she’d found her home.

But today, things were not perfect. For the tenth time since training had begun that morning, she kicked her horse forward. Like the nine times before, Ravyn reached for the short spear and pulled it from her side holster. And like all the other times, the spiked tip tangled in the folds of her skirt, disrupting the flow of her movements, her timing, and her aim. She released the spear.

She cursed before the weapon even reached the target. “Damn.” 

The spear rocketed past the mark and bounced off the back wall. She cantered her horse around the training grounds. “Damn!”

“Concentrate,” Rhys barked.

“I am concentrating. My gown keeps getting in the way.”

“Learn to compensate for your dress,” Luc chimed in.

She rolled her eyes. “‘Learn to compensate for your dress.’ ‘Concentrate.’ I’d like to see you put on a skirt and do this.” 

The gathered crowd remained silent. Most of residents had quickly learned the safest place on the training ground was behind Ravyn. More than one unsuspecting spectator had received an up-close look at the tip of her short spears. As she rounded the bend, Ravyn saw Nattie step out on the field.

“That’s enough for now,” Nattie yelled. She waved Ravyn to her. “Ravyn is coming to town with me.”

Ravyn pulled her horse to a stop. She still had hours of instruction, and Nattie knew it.

“We’re in the middle of training,” Rhys said, not bothering to hide his annoyance.

“Then you continue to train.” The healer glared, challenging Rhys to argue. “I’m taking Ravyn with me.” 

“How can we train her if she’s not here?” Luc asked.

The gold bangles at Nattie’s wrists jangled as she shrugged and held up her hands. “How should I know? I’m just a humble Redeemer. You two are the great Bringer warriors. Figure it out. Why don’t the two of you beat on each other for a while? You used to spend hours doing it when you were younger.”

Ravyn caught snatches of the men’s complaints, something about being a serious warrior and hard work, but they didn’t openly argue. Ravyn couldn’t blame them. When Nattie decided she wanted something, there was no use in disagreeing. The memory of the woman’s ruthless healing was still burned into Ravyn’s mind.

She slipped from her horse and handed the reins to one of the grooms. “What are we doing?”

“Shhhh,” Nattie hissed and smiled.

Ravyn didn’t care what the old woman had up her sleeve. The men’s unreasonable demands to concentrate or try harder chafed at her. If this errand gave her a break from their company, then she was game.

“Don’t be long. We still have a lot of work to do,” Rhys yelled.

“We’ll be back when we’re back,” Nattie countered. 

She took Ravyn by the arm and, with a firm grip, led her through the crowd and to the front gates of Alba Haven.

“Open the gate, Siban,” Nattie said, barely slowing her pace.

A hint of surprise flashed across his face. “Where are you going?”

“None of your business,” she snapped, stopping to glare at him. “Now open the gate.”

Ravyn watched the exchange, certain Nattie was the only person on Inness who would dare speak to Siban in such a manner. He didn’t move.

“It’s dangerous out there.” He drawled. “Where’s your escort?”

She smirked. “You offering?” 

Siban looked between her and Nattie before turning to pull the bolt free. The towering gate creaked open and Nattie propelled her forward.

“If you’re not back before midafternoon, I’m sending Rhys.” 

Nattie huffed and pushed Ravyn through the gate, not giving him a response.

“Where are we going?” Ravyn said.

“Shopping.” Nattie looked at her and smiled. The door groaned closed behind them. “It’s about time you have some proper clothes.”

“You gave me plenty of gowns from the wardrobe room last week. I don’t need anything new.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.” She picked up her pace, causing Ravyn to skip a few steps to keep up with her. “You’ll thank me when you see what I have in mind.”

Their trek to the market was all downhill, which meant going home would be uphill. Ravyn decided not to dwell on that part of the trip. Nattie marched her down dozens of narrow alleys. It was one thing to ride through Alba on Sampson and quite another to walk amongst the throng of people. She reinforced her mental shields, blocking out their uncomfortable presence.

They picked their way along muddy streets, where the smell of urine and decay emanated from doorways and puddles. People stared, following them as they maneuvered through the crush of the homeless, prostitutes, and drunks. Ravyn scooted and squeezed, trying not to touch the unwashed masses. There were slight tugs at her pockets, as if small hands deftly checked them for treasure. She had no money for them to steal. 

Uncertainty plagued her the farther they traveled from Alba Haven. Rhys would be furious if he knew she was beyond the gates and unprotected. Though she’d gained confidence in her abilities over the last two weeks, she was still untried in the real world. 

Her stare tracked along the buildings, searching for the tiniest hint of Powell’s presence. Twice, the soft prickle of needles irritated her arms. Her heart raced as she scanned the street for lurking Bane, but saw nothing. The warning could have been anything from a demon watching from a rooftop to a drunk Bane minion. It didn’t seem like her senses differentiated between caution and danger. Only grave peril managed to engage her fire. Though she tried, she couldn’t locate the exact cause of her alarm. As they moved down the street, the irritation faded but Ravyn didn’t relax her vigilance. 

A cacophony of sounds echoed off the buildings as they exited the dark street and entered what looked like the town center. Notes from an oboe squeaked in time with the low thump of a drum. A woman in blue veils danced for the milling crowd, the tiny bells at her waist jangling as she spun and gyrated. Coins clanked against a metal cup placed beside the oboe player.

The quick flicks and slow rotations of the dancer’s hips mesmerized Ravyn. Her body swayed like a charmed viper, drawing her toward the woman. A firm hand grasped Ravyn’s wrist, breaking the hypnotic spell.

“Don’t watch,” Nattie said. “She’s a Splinter.”

Ravyn dragged her gaze from the dancer. “Splinter?”

“Gets under your skin and you become obsessed. Usually men, but everyone is susceptible to their allure. I’ve seen men spend every cent in hope of winning the Splinter’s affection.” She pushed her way through the crowd. “That’s what they want—to drain every last coin from a person and then move on to new, rich prey. It’s old, dark magic.”

Even now, the image of the swaying woman swirled through Ravyn’s head. She slammed her mental shields, surprised that the music’s haunting whine was able to penetrate her now formidable blocking. “I’ve never heard of Splinters.”

“Because you don’t associate with such scum. Respectable people usually aren’t privy to the unsavory side of society.” She released Ravyn’s wrist. “Trust me, Alba’s market is one of the seediest places I know.”

They passed merchants calling out and waving their wares, attempting to lure patrons into their shops. Open carts with vegetables lined the street. Butchers hung strips of meat from racks in front of their stores in hopes of enticing customers. Ravyn thought the only thing the dark, crusty meat would attract was flies. Her stomach clenched.

She slowed as they passed a covered stall. Birds chirped and sang from cages, and a toothless old man sat amongst the choir, weaving a tiny cage from twigs. Bright green birds the size of plums hopped from perch to perch, ruffling their feathers. 

However, it was the silent beauty in the brass cage that drew Ravyn. Orange and gold feathers swathed the body, and long, brilliant red plumage draped below the bird’s perch like fiery lace.

“It don’t sing.”

Ravyn glanced at the old man. “What is it?”

“Firebrand.” He stopped weaving. “You want to buy it?”

She shook her head. “I don’t have any money.”

He gave her a gummy grin. “I’ll give you a good price.”

She looked around for Nattie, but she was too far ahead. “I still don’t have any money.”

He harrumphed and went back to his weaving. “Nobody’s ever got money for that bird. Stupid thing don’t sing.”

Ravyn certainly understood the need for freedom. “Maybe she’s unhappy. Maybe she doesn’t like being caged.” 

“Birds aren’t happy or sad. They’re just dinner.”

Ravyn scowled at him. “That’s awful.”

“If you think it’s so awful you should buy the bird and save its life.”

The Firebrand watched her, its golden eyes steady, not darting like the spastic green birds. Ravyn ran her hand along the horizontal bar that circled the cage. Flashes of light sparked at her fingertips and tingled into her hand. “Maybe I will.”

She jumped as the bird spread its wings and trilled. The old man dropped his basket and stood to stare into the cage as the bird continued to sing.

“What did you do?” he asked.

She stepped away from the cage and instantly the bird settled, growing silent again. “Nothing.” 

The old man looked at her. “I think you should buy it, yes?”

“Yes.” She glanced around and saw Nattie waiting for her near the corner of a building. “I have to go now, but promise me you won’t sell her.” The man gave a noncommittal shrug. “I’ll pay you double the amount if you keep her until I get back.” 

“Double?” the old man said. Ravyn nodded, praying Nattie would lend her the money. “You come back tonight?”

“Yes.”

“All right. I wait.”

“Thank you.” She gave the doleful bird one last glance.

“She only sings for you,” he called after her.

Ravyn gave a quick wave and jogged toward Nattie. Something about the bird spoke to her. She looked over her shoulder. Both man and bird had resumed their quiet poses.

They turned onto a cobbled street and began the arduous climb up a steep hill. Ravyn followed the older woman, her mind filtering through everything she’d seen within the last few minutes. The more she contemplated the bird, the more she wanted it. 

After a short distance Ravyn’s calves burned with effort and her breath tightened in her chest. She jogged to catch up, but dropped back after a few feet, her thighs now adding their complaint. Nattie seemed unaffected by the sharp incline. Slightly embarrassed, Ravyn hiked up the hem of her skirt and picked up her pace, refusing to be outdistanced by the older woman.

Tiny wooden signs hung above the doors lining the street. Inns and bakeries gave way to stores like fortune-telling shops, seedy pubs, and apothecaries.

“Here we are,” Nattie said.

Ravyn looked to the right. A worn and faded sign nailed to the door listed the goods and services provided inside. She squinted. “Removal of evil spirits: three locks of hair. Removal of toad warts: five teardrops.” 

Her eyebrows raised in question.

Nattie pointed to the left side of the road. “Not there. Here.” 

“Madam Turner’s Intimate Apparel,” Ravyn read aloud. “What does it mean, intimate apparel?”

A devilish smile tugged at the corners of the old woman’s mouth. “You’ll see.”

Bells jingled and the smell of powders and perfumes assaulted Ravyn’s nose when she stepped into Madam Turner’s. Prisms of color cast by dozens of crystal candleholders danced on the walls and ceiling, enveloping the shop in a warm glow. Nattie slipped out of her cloak and laid it over the back of a garish pink velvet settee.

“Bella?” she called. 

No answer.

Ravyn squinted and walked toward the wall. She ran a hand across the flimsy material hanging from a large brass hook. “It’s a gown.” She held out the edge of the garment. Well, the dress was shaped like a gown, but in no way would cover any vital bits. “What is all this?”

Nattie crossed her arms over her chest. “What does it look like?”

Gossamer creations in every color glimmered with seed pearls and jewels, satins and ribbons. She turned to Nattie, confused. “I thought we were purchasing everyday clothing, not my…not for…well, not this.”

Nattie laughed. “Be patient. Madam Turner has exactly what we need.” She waved a hand toward the gauzy gowns. “And it’s not these.” Moving farther into the shop, she called, “Bella, are you here?”

A singsong voice echoed from somewhere in the back. “Be there in a second.”

Ravyn assessed the diaphanous creations, her hand drifting along a deep violet, one-shouldered gown. The hem angled from the floor to the hip, and she couldn’t help but wonder how Rhys would react if he saw her in this.

“It’s very beautiful,” Nattie said from behind her.

Ravyn blushed and lowered her hand. “But impractical.”

“Depends on who you wear it for.” 

Before Ravyn could reply, a large concoction of pink velvet and feathers swirled into the room. “Nattie, it’s been too long.” 

Ravyn blinked several times, trying to take in the full scale of Bella Turner. The woman looked like a plump, pink swan.

“Far too long,” Nattie said, wrapping Bella in a hug. “It’s my fault. This time of the year is always busy for us at the Haven.”

Ravyn could see Madam Turner had been beautiful once but had perhaps overindulged in sweet cakes through the years. Her head full of auburn ringlets clashed with her pink ensemble. Gold and jewels glistened from her chubby neck, both wrists, and every finger.

Bella turned to Ravyn and gave her a wide, dimpled smile. “And who is this?”

“Lady Ravyn Mayfield,” Nattie said.

“Please, I prefer Ravyn.”

“Oh, so modest and so polite.” Bella clapped her hands. “I haven’t had a true lady in here for years. No offense, Nattie.”

“None taken.”

Ravyn could only imagine the kind of women who frequented Madam Turner’s Intimate Apparel. She smiled at the plump woman, not wanting to risk a comment.

“I’m sorry to disappoint you, Bella, but Ravyn isn’t here for one of these creations.” She gave the shop owner a pointed stare. “She’s here for some of your other creations.”

Bella’s elation plummeted. “I’m sorry to hear that.” She sighed and stroked Ravyn’s hair. “Such a beautiful girl should be making love, not war.”

“Yes, well, maybe one day soon, I hope,” Nattie said bluntly.

Ravyn gasped. “Nattie!”

The fragment of information reignited Bella’s excitement. She clapped her hands and bounced, sending her curls gesticulating around her head. “And who is the lucky man?”

Nattie butted in before Ravyn could speak. “Lord Blackwell.” 

Her mouth fell open. “There is nothing like that between Rhys and me.”

Nattie gave an unladylike snort. “And the fact that you believe what you just said is the reason you’re still a virgin.”

“Nattie!” Ravyn’s face burned with embarrassment. 

Bella fell back a few steps and crushed her hand dramatically against her large bosom. “Lord Blackwell? Oh my. Oh my, my, my.” She fanned herself with her gold-laden hand. “That is a very fine piece of man-flesh. Oh my.” 

Bella walked with wobbly but very determined steps and pulled out the dark purple dress Ravyn had been admiring. She shuffled back to them and shoved the gown at her.

“Take this,” she said. When Ravyn protested, she held up her hand. “You will take this and wear it. You will wear this gown when you make love to that beautiful man, and you will do it for all womankind.” 

“Thank you, Madam Turner, but I’m not…having relations with Rhys or any other man.”

“You must take it and when the time comes, wear it—for me—for women.”

Nattie rolled her eyes and shook her head. “She’s always had a thing for Rhys. You’d better take the gown or we’ll never get out of here.”

Ravyn removed the gift from Bella’s trembling fingers and draped the thin material over the pink settee. “Uh, thank you.”

“No, thank you, my dear. Thank you for not letting such a fine man go to waste.” Madam Turner released another heavy sigh and straightened. Her dreamy doe-eyed expression vanished. “Now, back to business. So, what’s the problem?”

Ravyn looked at Nattie for help. “I’m not sure I understand.” 

“Her weapons get caught on her dress when she’s fighting from horseback.”

“Ah.” Bella pointed a finger at Ravyn. “I have just the answer to your problem.” She spun and flounced through the store. “Follow me.”

Ravyn rubbed her palms on her skirt, nervous about what Madam Turner would show her next, and followed her to the back of the store.

A tattered gray curtain hung across an opening, and Bella yanked on the makeshift door to reveal more racks of clothing. Ravyn stepped inside the small enclosure. The smell of leather and wool filled the space. No gossamer gowns hung here.

“What is this?” Ravyn lifted a black garment from the pile and shook it open. “A tunic?” 

Bella squeezed in beside her and rummaged through a large shelf in the corner. “Yes. I have everything a warrior needs.” She turned with an armload of clothes. “This is something new I created.”

Ravyn took the top item from the pile and unfolded it. “They’re pants.”

Bella nodded, her ringlets bouncing with excitement. “Pants for women.”

“What?” Ravyn’s mouth fell open as she examined the garment.

The shopkeeper ran her hand up the length of the pants. “Notice how the legs are narrow at the calf, but the rear and hips are wider? I designed them for a woman.”

Reaching for the next piece, Ravyn shook out another long-sleeved tunic. Leather patches protected the elbows, wrists, and shoulders—a perfect reinforcement for those abused areas. The last item of clothing was a mystery. Ravyn held up what appeared to be a very short, sleeveless shirt with long strings attached to the front. “What is this?”

“This is the best part,” Madam Turner said. “It’s the chest harness. You wear it under the tunic. It holds you in.”

Ravyn crinkled her face as she examined the shirt from every direction. “Holds me in?”

Bella cupped her breasts firmly. “Holds you in.”

“Oh.” Ravyn eyed the piece. “How do you wear it?” 

“Try it on,” Nattie said. “Bella can show you.”

“Yes, yes, I’ve been dying to see it on someone,” Bella said. “I have my own set, but it’s not the same as seeing a real warrior in one of my creations.”

Ravyn’s eyes rounded. “Are you a Bringer?”

“Oh no.” Bella took the harness from Ravyn. “But I’m ready to fight the Bane when the Bringers need me. Everybody has to do their part.”

“Bella’s the leader of the Human Rebel Force,” Nattie added.

“Human rebels?” Ravyn looked at the pink puff of a woman. Madam Turner was the last person Ravyn would suspect to be a rebel. Willa’s words about how she and others were familiar with the Bane floated back to Ravyn. “Are there many?”

Bella scrunched up her face. “Ten so far, but we’re growing. Can’t allow just anybody into the group. Most humans will turn tail and run at the first sign of demon trouble. I’m selective. Nobody joins until they’re tested.”

Nattie glared over Bella’s head at her with what looked like a silent plea to not to ask any more questions.

“That’s very noble of you, Madam Turner. The Bringers thank you,” Ravyn said.

Bella blinked several times and sniffed. “It’s my honor.” Determination clouded her face. “Now, let’s get you outfitted.”

Ravyn handed herself over to the ministrations of the women, who efficiently stripped and redressed her in minutes. The harness turned out to be surprisingly effective. Two long strings pulled the material around her chest and tied beneath her breasts. The tunic and pants fit as if they were made for her. When Madam Turner handed her a tall pair of black leather boots, Ravyn nearly melted. The soft leather flexed and hugged her calves. She stared at a reflection that looked nothing like the old Ravyn.

“Rhys will never let me wear this.” She ran her hand over her backside. The pants hugged her curves and tapered into the knee-high boots. Though dressed as a warrior, in this outfit, she flaunted every womanly aspect of her body. “It’s fabulous.”

“Why does he have any say?” Nattie asked. “He’s not your husband.”

Her statement stung a bit more than Ravyn wanted to admit. “It doesn’t matter. He won’t let me leave my room in these clothes. Remember, his rules—no arguing.”

“I’ve found the element of surprise always works best,” Bella piped up.

Ravyn glanced back at the mirror. These clothes were the solution to her problem and Nattie had a point. Rhys wasn’t her husband. She ran her hand over the leather patch at her wrist. He wouldn’t be pleased.

“You’re right. This is a matter of safety, and I should have the final say in what I wear.” 

“Make sure you perform better than ever,” Nattie said. “Show Rhys these clothes are for your safety.”

The three women smiled conspiratorially. Ravyn pivoted in front of the mirror. “This just might work.”

Nattie paid for the clothes and they exited the shop amongst pink-feathered hugs and perfumed waves. Loaded down with four sets of leathers in black and green, a supple pair of black leather boots, four undershirts, and the gauzy purple gown, they made their way back to Alba Haven.

Merely holding her new wardrobe gave Ravyn a sense of control. 

“Nattie? Can we make a stop on the way home?”

“Of course, dear.”

“And—may I borrow some money?”






  

















Chapter Sixteen





Sunshine spilled across the bed, blanketing Ravyn with warmth. She lay cocooned in a nest of pillows and lush comforters, softness conforming to every bend and curve of her body. She smiled sleepily and snuggled deeper into the bedding. This was paradise. 

Pounding thumped against her door. “Get up, sleepyhead. Time to train,” Rhys yelled through the door.

“No,” she whined, curling onto her side. “It’s still early. 

“If you’re not on the field in thirty minutes, I’m sending Luc up to get you.”

“Tyrant!” 

He was still angry with her and Nattie for leaving the grounds. She snuggled deeper into the bedding, not wanting to face him again. Soft whistles cooed from the corner of her room and she smiled. At least somebody knew the proper way to awaken a lady. She slid out of bed and walked to the brass cage in the corner of the room.

“Good morning, my little beauty.”

The Firebrand ruffled her feathers in response.

Since Rhys hadn’t been speaking to her last night, she’d spent the evening situating her new pet. An unworldly connection existed between her and the bird. Ravyn had never experienced anything like it with other animals.

She unlatched the cage door and opened it. “You’re going to need a name.”

The bird squawked and shimmied across the bar to the end. Using its beak and talons, it made its way along the bars and out the opening to sit on the top of the cage. Ravyn wondered if the bird could fly. She should have asked the man.

“So what shall we call you? Something special.” She stared at the Firebrand. It stared back with big golden eyes, cooing softly. “How about Beacon, because you are a bright spot in my day?” The bird made a clicking sound and Ravyn reached a tentative hand and stroked its satiny orange head. “Beacon it is.” The bird nuzzled against her fingers. “I’d love to stay and pet you but I’ve been summoned.”

Ravyn washed and braided her hair into two long tails, securing the ends with black, leather cords. She contemplated the sets of leathers, knowing she was about to make Rhys’s bad mood even worse. Which set to wear, green or black? Since he was in a black mood this morning, why not embrace his frame of mind? The harness gave her fits, but after several minutes of twisting and swearing, she secured the strings. Her heart skittered as she gazed at a warrior in the mirror. 

“Be confident. Be bold.” She released her breath. “Don’t back down.” Walking to the door, she called over her shoulder, “Wish me luck, Beacon.”

A loud squawk was her reply. With her head held high and a confident step, she strode from the room and pulled the door shut to keep Beacon inside in case he decided to go for a flight. Ravyn marveled at the freedom the pants allowed her as she descended the staircase. No material tangled around her ankles or underfoot. Her irritation grew. How many times had she fallen over a heavy gown or watched other women wrestle yards of fabric out from under them as they struggled to stand? 

Her righteous indignation for all womankind billowed around her. “Just let him tell me to go change.” 

Shocked expressions and whispers from the other residents followed her. Good. Let them look their fill. From today on, she’d be dressed in pants, so they’d better get used to the notion.

She entered the training field. Rhys stood with his back to her, arms crossed and his legs spread wide. He was listening intently to Luc, probably discussing her future. Nattie stood in the front row of the crowd and gave her an encouraging nod. Ravyn squared her shoulders and marched forward with more self-assurance than she felt.

Luc’s gaze slid from Rhys to her. Like butter melting in a pan, his wicked smile spread across his face. He refocused on Rhys, mirroring his crossed-arm stance. “This morning keeps getting better and better.”

Murmurs of laughter from the other men eroded some of her poise. With each step, she felt more foolish and awkward. Why had she gone along with Nattie’s plan? 

Rhys slowly turned, his eyes widening and then narrowing. Butterflies beat against her chest but she didn’t slow her stride as her wool- and leather-clad legs ate up the distance between them.

Luc stroked his chin. “Have her legs always been that long?”

Rhys growled, and her step faltered.

“I knew she had curves.” Luc’s hand glided down his stomach and cupped his crotch. “But those legs, they make a man fantasize.”

“Shut up, Luc.”

His friend held his hand up in surrender but made no attempt to suppress his smile. 

Rhys pointed at her. “Stop.” 

Ravyn stopped. 

“Turn around and go change your clothes.” 

She took two steps. This was about her safety as a warrior, not her modesty.

“Stop!” His voice rose above the crowd.

She refused to obey, and faltering now would show weakness. This was a battle of wills. She stopped inches from Rhys and fisted her hands on her hips. “What’s your problem?” 

He shook his finger in the direction she’d come. “Turn around and change those…those…” He paused and raked her with his gaze. “What are those?”

“They’re my training clothes.” She performed a slow rotation with her arms held out to the side. “And they’re much safer than those bulky dresses I’ve been wearing.” To prove her point, she spun and tried to kick Rhys in the chest, but he easily blocked her foot. “I can move in all directions with ease.”

“They’re indecent. Every man here can see your…” His hands cut an hourglass figure in the air. “Body.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “Not my body, just my shape.” 

“Shape, body, it’s all the same.” He took his defensive pose—legs in a wide stance, arms crossed. “I will not have them gawking at you.”

Ravyn mirrored his body language. “You will not have? What makes you think you have any say?”

“I’m the leader of this group.” His gaze rebounded between her and Luc. “I make the rules.”

Her temper flared. “I make my own decisions, Lord Blackwell, and if you weren’t so pigheaded you’d understand my safety is worth more than my modesty.”

“You will change,” Rhys growled.

“Your arrogance has no place in this decision or in battle.” She marveled at the strength in her voice and the wisdom of her words. Rhys’s expression darkened. Her confidence fled. Taking the coward’s way out, she trolled for reinforcements. “Aren’t I right, Luc?”

Luc cleared his throat. “She has a point. Her safety is the most important thing, and these clothes seem logical.” He ran his hand over his chin. “Actually, I’m surprised we haven’t thought of this before.”

“These clothes are indecent.” Rhys hands frantically waved toward her chest. “They’ll be more disruptive than helpful.” 

Ravyn gasped. “It’s not my fault you men can’t see beyond a pair of breasts.”

“You’re playing with fire, Ravyn. Before we know it, all the women will want to wear these costumes.”

“Good,” she snapped. “And now that you mention it, I want to talk about why more women aren’t training.”

Luc’s tone dripped with warning. “Ravyn.”

“What? Can you honestly say the best use for the strong women living in Alba Haven is cooking and cleaning? Give them swords. Train them. Even if they don’t go into battle, they’ll be able to defend their homes.”

A loud buzz of approval mixed with low grumbles hummed from the crowd. Rhys’s glower narrowed. He remained unmoved by her logic.

She huffed. “At least let me show you what I’m capable of. If these clothes don’t make a difference, then I’ll get rid of them.”

“Immediately,” Rhys said.

“Immediately. I’ll even let you burn them.”

She wouldn’t, of course. At least not the three sets she had hidden away in her room. The two stared at each other, neither willing to back down from the fight.

“Well, then…” Luc said. He stepped around Rhys and grabbed Ravyn by the hand. “Let’s get you saddled.”

She released the breath she’d been holding. Now came the easy part. She scooped up a quiver of arrows and secured it across her back, settling the bow into the loop on the side of her saddle. Unhindered by her clothing, she mounted and straddled the horse.

“Show him what you’re capable of,” Luc said. 

He smacked the horse’s flank. Ravyn galloped around the field, learning the rhythm and new position of her body. Awareness of the watching crowd melted away as she kicked the horse into a high-speed gallop. Her body hummed, and power pulsed around her. She blocked out all distractions and focused on the target. Her vision shifted to a world of color and light. She reached out with her right hand, ran her fingers through the lines of energy zigzagging across the field, connecting every living thing in the arena. Flickers of light and heat raced up her arm, and sparks flared from her fingertips. 

The energy existed for her. Vibrations pulsed and ran along her skin, sending tiny shocks through her body. She rounded the bend for the final time, plucked the short spear from the holster, and elevated the stick to her shoulder. She leveled the spear, aiming. Her fingers tingled and her movements slowed.

She closed her eyes and sent power through her arm and into the spear. Her heart beat eight times with each full breath she took, measuring the cadence of her pace. Images of the weapon lodging in the center of the dummy swam through her mind. With a steady hand, she drew back the spear. 

The horse came level with the target, and she opened her eyes. The dummy swung from side to side like the slow, steady pendulum of a large clock. She exhaled and thrust her arm forward, releasing the weapon.

The javelin soared toward the moving mark and pierced the center of the painted circle. Flames erupted as the tip passed through the dense straw stuffing and buried in the stone wall behind the target.

She kicked her horse into a gallop and circled the field again. Tongues of fire licked the edges of the hole made by her spear and spread across the chest of the wildly swinging dummy. On the second pass, she yanked the bow from its holder and in one smooth motion notched an arrow. Leaning forward, she goaded the horse faster. She gripped the bow with her left hand and sighted down the arrow. With steady fingers, she pulled the bowstring back to her cheek. Breath flowed in and out. The horse’s gait rocked steadily under her. She lifted from the saddle to level the arrow into the line of energy radiating toward a second dummy. She twisted her body, pointing her shoulder toward the target. She relaxed her fingers and loosed the arrow, the fletching grazing her knuckles.

The projectile whistled toward the target, embedding its razor point between the painted eyes of the dummy. Hay erupted in all directions, the head exploding from the impact of the arrow. Ravyn circled the field once more and pulled her horse to a stop.

 The lines of energy and color disappeared and her vision shifted back to normal. Men raced toward the blaze to douse the target with buckets of water.

Luc stopped next to Ravyn. “Maybe I should get a pair of those pants.”

She shook her head, unable to speak or to pull her eyes from the target. 

The crowd swarmed onto the field, firing questions too quickly for her to answer. She dismounted and handed the reins to a groom. Blood pounded in her ears, and a throbbing pulsed at the base of her neck. Where was Rhys? She craned her neck to locate him but the crowd pressed around her.

He found her. His firm hand wrapped around her upper arm and pulled her through the mob. Rhys didn’t look at her, didn’t slow when she stumbled, didn’t indicate he’d been swayed by her performance.

Luc, her loyal protector, marched a few steps behind them, probably determined to temper Rhys’s anger if needed. She took a deep breath and tried to relax as she trailed behind him. Off the field, through the halls, and up the winding staircase he dragged her without a word. He opened the door to his room and pushed her inside, turning to block Luc’s path.

“You’re not needed,” Rhys growled and slammed the door. He spun to face her, his expression difficult to discern. “You are an awful lot of trouble.” He stepped away from the door and raked her body with his eyes. “I don’t like these clothes.”

She retreated a step. “You saw the freedom they give me.”

He prowled toward her. “I saw all the men looking at your body.”

She edged around the bed. “You have to admit, my performance was amazing.”

“Do you know what else is amazing?” He rounded the corner of the bed, pacing her. “It’s amazing how you’ve wrapped Luc around your little finger.” He backed her against the wall. “It’s amazing how you and Nattie plot and scheme to get your way.” He placed both hands on either side of her head. “And it’s amazing that I’ve been a gentleman this long.” 

The heat from his stare burned into her. “Um, thank you?”

He leaned in, his mouth hovering inches from hers. “Not good enough.”

Her body was pressed so tightly against the wall, she had nowhere else to move. “Are you still angry with me?”

He wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her to him. “Yes.”

She pushed against his chest. “You don’t seem angry?”

“Trust me, I’m not pleased with you.”

She frowned. “Then why are you holding me?”

He captured her mouth, plunging his tongue inside. She stiffened against his hold, but he didn’t relax his attack. Was this the price for letting her keep the clothes? Her body betrayed her and molded against him. Bless the Sainted Ones, but she could feel every inch of him. Her heart raced and her body ignited with what even the purest virgin would recognize—desire.

She pushed against him, not wanting her first time to be like this, with Rhys angry. She broke their kiss and panted, trying to gain control of her faculties. “Can I keep the clothes?”

Rhys growled.

“Please?”

He stared and her, his jaw clenching and unclenching. He exhaled heavily and dropped his forehead to her shoulder. “You may keep the clothes.”















Chapter Seventeen





Ravyn punched her pillow for the fifth time and flopped back down. She stared at the ceiling. Rhys had treated her with respectful deference all through dinner. Respect—the very word galled her. How dare he respect her after the way he had touched her?

She kicked at the covers, searching for relief from her agitation. Silk skimmed along her limbs and teased her sensitive skin. Sleep had finally claimed her after tossing and turning for an hour, but she awoke a short time later, wide-eyed, restless, and thinking about Rhys.

She swung her legs over the side of the massive bed and stared into the darkness. The man was truly frustrating. How could he appear so indifferent after what they’d shared? Maybe she was too naïve to understand the way men thought.

She padded across the room and hauled back the silk drapes. Night greeted her. Sunrise was still hours away. Her chemise felt too confining. She grabbed at its neck, quickly pumping the material in and out, trying to cool her body. Nothing seemed to help.

A small decorative pillow perched on the window seat. She picked it up and waved the cushion in front of her face, but the breeze did little to temper the flush of her skin. With a frustrated huff, she threw the pillow across the room and paced.

Had she imagined Rhys’s interest? Her steps slowed as she neared her bedroom door. Tonight, she’d prayed Rhys would come to her, but he hadn’t. Maybe she’d misread the situation. To her disappointment, all he’d given her was a chaste kiss goodnight at her door before retiring to his room, leaving her confused and more than a little frustrated.

She leaned an ear against the wood. Silence. Butterflies tumbled in her stomach as she gripped the knob. Her hand wouldn’t move. Maybe she should go back to bed. Maybe she should leave her relationship with Rhys where it was, Bringers fighting for the same cause. What if she destroyed all they’d achieved by going through with her plan? I don’t run from fights.

With a quick yank, she pulled the door open. No noise echoed up the staircase. Everyone is probably asleep by now. Ravyn pressed her eye to the crack, but saw nothing. Blue moonlight shimmered through the arched windows and illuminated the landing at the top of the stairs. She inched the door open and slipped out of her room.

The wide hall across from the alcove stretched empty and dark. Ravyn tiptoed along the wall to Rhys’s door and pressed her ear against the wood. Was he awake? Silence greeted her. She stepped back and fanned herself with her hand. What was she doing? Her heart thudded against her chest. 

She stared at the door. The barrier might as well have been a fortress wall for all the courage it would take her to breach it. Ravyn’s cowardice prevailed, and she slumped toward her room. Be a good little girl and leave him alone.

She stopped.

“But I’m not a good little girl,” she muttered. “As a matter-of-fact, I’m quite the opposite.” She made her decision and turned back to Rhys’s door. Squaring her shoulders, she twisted the knob.

…
 

Rhys’s head lay cradled in the crook of his elbow, staring out at the night sky. He’d been awake for hours, unable to find sleep as images of Ravyn darted through his mind. It had been two weeks since they’d arrived from the inn. Two weeks that he’d gone to bed alone. He missed being close to her. Even though she slumbered in the next room, he couldn’t touch her skin, couldn’t hear her soft breathing, couldn’t smell the lavender in her hair. He shifted and adjusted his erection. Sainted Ones, how he wanted to touch her. The memory of her body pressed against him made him ache. 

Today, he’d kissed Ravyn out of frustrated desire. The sight of her in those clothes, performing with such grace and skill, had been too much. Where he’d found the strength to let her walk out of his room unravished, he didn’t know. Now he racked his brain, trying to remember why. Oh, yes, out of courtesy. How gallant of him. Alone and in need, all he wanted was to spread her legs and bury himself deep inside her, kiss every inch of her body, and hear her stubborn mouth cry his name when he pleasured her. His erection thickened. It seemed his deeds were far more gallant than his imagination.

The snick of the door handle whispered across the room. Rhys lowered his hand to the side of his bed and felt for the knife stowed between the down ticks. The chance of an attack in his chamber was slim but not impossible. He tensed and waited. His fingers skimmed across metal and wrapped around the hilt of the dagger as the door eased open. 

A slight figure slipped inside his room and closed the door with a quiet click. His grip relaxed. What was she up to? If not for her white shift, Ravyn would have blended with the shadows. He closed his eyes and watched through slitted lids, half praying she had come to ease his need and half praying she’d turn around and leave him to wallow in his moral dilemma.

She crept toward his bed, her silent steps landing on the thick rug. Rhys held back a grin. If he had been asleep, he might have never heard her enter. Stealth was a good trait to have as a Bringer. Every few feet Ravyn stopped, fanned herself, and then tiptoed a few feet closer. He steadied his breathing and remained motionless, waiting, hoping she was there for him. 

Ravyn edged around the bed and stopped. Moonlight spilled through the large windows, casting a blue glow over her skin and along her black strands of hair. She looked like some mythical goddess from the sea, a siren sent to tempt and lure him. 

He suppressed a groan when Ravyn stopped by his bed. The moonlight kissed her profile, outlining the curve of her breasts and their erect tips. His body tightened painfully as he devoured the sight. How long could he resist the urge to touch her?

She made no move, only stared at him. After several torturous seconds, she reached for the hem of her shift, and pulled the garment over her head in one quick motion. His eyes opened and he sat up, no longer interested in pretending.

Ravyn gasped and crushed the shift against her breasts. He pushed back the covers and stood, his naked body lit by the moon’s glow. The whites of her eyes rounded but she didn’t retreat.

He refused to accept her embarrassment—not with him—not ever. With only inches separating them, Ravyn’s desire and apprehension rippled along his skin. The beast stirred.

He’d give her one chance to leave. “You shouldn’t be here.”

She nodded. “I know.”

He took a step toward her. “I can’t give you what you seek, Ravyn. I can’t be who you need me to be.”

She stepped toward him. “I understand. Please don’t send me away. I want this.”

His honor faded with her words. He pulled the crumpled material from her hand and exposed her naked form. Heat radiated from her. He stepped closer, but she wouldn’t meet his eyes.

“Don’t hide yourself. Not from me.” He tipped her chin so she would look at him. “Do you understand?”

She nodded, but her posture remained stiff. He trailed a finger across her shoulder, down her breast, and over her nipple. The tips pebbled under his caress. Ravyn sucked in a breath and grabbed his hip for support. He loved the way she responded to him, the way her body nearly sizzled under his touch.

He palmed one full breast and rolled the extended nub between his thumb and index finger. She answered by arching into his hand. With tentative strokes, Ravyn smoothed her fingers across his torso. Her light touches delivered spikes of pleasure through his body as her nails scraped across his flat nipple. He wrapped his free arm around her back and pulled her close, needing to feel her body. His erection pressed fully against the soft skin of her stomach.

Ravyn tilted her head to look at him, her lips parting in an invitation—one he instantly accepted. Mouths met and tongues danced. This part, she’d learned well. No inhibitions muddied the execution of her kiss. She matched him stroke for stroke and moan for moan. The beast pushed against him, wanting more, needing to take control. Rhys held the urge to dominate at bay and sank into their kiss.

She tasted of wine and her new favorite fruit, figs. The light scent of lavender teased his nose. His hand journeyed down and around her body. He cupped her bottom to lift and rub the length of his shaft between her thighs. Ravyn whimpered and twined her arms around his neck when his erection grazed her womanly folds. She clung to him, grinding her softness against his shaft. Small pulses beat at the base of his cock in response to her touch.

“So hot,” he whispered into her mouth. “So sweet.”

He inched forward and backed Ravyn against a carved bedpost. Breaking their kiss, he pressed his nose against her neck. Her scent surrounded him and he drank her in. Not the wine or lavender, but the essence of her desire. 

The beast within him came fully awake. The creature stretched against Rhys’s will. Control and mate, that’s what the animal demanded. Rhys sent a mental command to the beast, ordering the creature to cease its fight. Control slowly returned to him as the animal settled down to wait for another chance to dominate.

Rhys broke Ravyn’s hold around his neck. She opened her mouth to protest, but he cut her off. “Hold onto the post.”

“But I want to touch you.”

He smiled. “Me first.”

He crowded her body with his. The allure of Ravyn’s passion purled around him and heightened his senses. Silky black strands brushed his cheek as he buried his face in her hair and inhaled. Her head tilted to the side, giving him better access. Sweet surrender. He ran his tongue along the pulse of her neck and gently blew. A shiver ran through her body and she shuddered against him. The way she responded, her scent, and the soft curves of her body strained Rhys’s control. He nipped her neck and started his trek downward, laying a trail of kisses over her shoulders, chest, and breasts.

Her question came out in gasps as she stared down at him. “What are you doing?

“Trust me,” he breathed against her breast.

She looked at him for a moment. With a quick exhale, she leaned her head against the post again. “All right.”

Her nipples tightened with the caress of his warm breath, but he didn’t touch them. Ravyn arched her back in a silent plea for his mouth. With a long, languid stroke, he ran his tongue up her right breast and over the firm tip. She gasped and leaned into him. He loved her response. Switching sides, he tongued her left breast. The firm mound against his mouth made his nipples harden, his body responding in kind with hers. Ravyn’s nails dug into the carved wood and her head lolled to the side as she watched him. With parted lips and lids heavy with desire, she gave herself over to his exploration.

Her moans broke the silence of the room as he took her nipple tenderly between his teeth, laving the firm bud, and gently sucking. Pulses raced along his shaft when Ravyn wrapped her leg around his back and pulled him closer. Tingles of pleasure skittered along the base of his cock. He glided his hand up the inside of her thigh and stroked her slick folds. With cautious caresses, he sought entrance. Ravyn arched away from his prying fingers. He’d need to go slower. Give her time to adjust.

His tongue swirled a path under the full mound of her breast and across her ribs. Her breathing turned to moans, and those moans to gasps. Rhys’s erection tightened as he knelt and positioned his mouth close to the junction between her legs. Her sensual aroma eddied around him. He ran both hands up the back of her calves and thighs, caressing and massaging her smooth skin, encouraging her to relax. 

With each touch of his lips and each stroke of his fingers, he branded Ravyn as his. The barriers around his solitary world crumbled, and though he didn’t fully embrace the possibility of Ravyn loving him, neither did he run from the chance. The beast cried for control.

Rhys’s kisses traveled lower and he settled on his knees in front of her. With a gentle nudge, he parted her thighs and tongued her hipbone.

Ravyn gasped and eased her legs open. “Rhys.”

His hand smoothed the inside of her thigh. “Let me in, sweet.”

She spread her thighs, giving him access to what he wanted. His trail of kisses traveled across her flat belly and along the edges of her black curls. His fingertips skimmed across the folds of her sex, pulling a moan from her. He liked her reaction and stroked again, this time spreading her lips with his finger.

Ravyn pushed against his hand. “Oh, Rhys. I need…you need to…” Her voice trailed off as she thrust against his hand.

“Do I need to do this?” He slid his finger into her tight sheath and slowly pumped. Ravyn exhaled with several quick pants. He drew his finger free and swirled the tip around her engorged nub.

She jerked. “Yes, you need to do that.”

His gaze skimmed her body, so achingly beautiful in her innocence and desire. “Like this?”

Again, his finger delved deep and pumped, enjoying her wet grip. Her eyes closed and her hips flexed toward his hand. When he circled her clit, she cried out. His cock stretched painfully, his patience warring with his need to be inside her.

Hot and tight, Ravyn drew and inflamed his desire. She pushed toward him in an unspoken invitation and moaned when his two fingers slid inside. Rhys lowered his tongue to her moist heat. 

She stared, not speaking, not moving. He flicked her bud. She gasped and jerked against his mouth. With a long, languid stroke, he licked her folds while driving his finger inside her. Breath exploded from Ravyn’s body.

He pulled his finger free and rubbed her sensitive button again. Ravyn whimpered, her hands repeatedly searching for a hold on the bedpost as she shifted under his touch. She was addictive, a craving that couldn’t be satisfied. “You taste so good. Like fire and honey.” 

His hand slid around her right thigh. He lifted her leg and gently placed her foot on the ledge of the bed frame. The action spread her wide. She didn’t resist, only watched his sensual maneuvers. Callused hands skimmed over the soft skin of her inner thighs. Rhys lowered his head and moved his tongue into her moist cleft, the creamy taste of her nectar coating and teasing his senses. 

Ravyn’s fingers slid from the bedpost and threaded through his hair. She stroked and encouraged, cooed and whimpered. His tongue swept long and slow, her knees softened, but her grip urged him on. He wrapped his arms around her thighs to support and draw her sweet treasure closer to his mouth.

He buried his face in her slick sex and drove his tongue deep. His lips caught her swollen bud and he gently sucked. Bites of pain darted through his scalp as Ravyn fisted a handful of hair and pulled him closer, moving her hips against his mouth. His cock strained and pulsed. He needed relief. Needed to be in her.

He released one of Ravyn’s thighs to reach down and cup his balls. His finger massaged the tight sac, but the action only inflamed his need. Ravyn gyrated against his mouth and he moaned, his hand running up his shaft to palm the head and massaged. This was insane ecstasy. He pulled away from her.

“Look what you do to me, Ravyn.” He stroked himself again. “I’m so hard I could burst.”

Her eyes widened. “I’m sorry?” 

A slow smile crept across his mouth. “Never be sorry for making me want you.”

She glanced at his erection and the smooth action of his hand. “You’re so beautiful,” she whispered.

Rhys stopped his sensual assault and slowly rose. His fingertips caressed her delicate cheekbone as the tightening in his chest intensified. How had she become so important to his happiness? How had she breached the wall he’d built around his heart? 

“I will make you happy.” His words sounded too much like a declaration for the future. He smiled and added, “And I’ll make you cry my name.”

He captured her mouth in a searing kiss before she could respond. He didn’t want to hear her rejection or excuses. All he wanted was to touch her, feel flesh upon flesh, and lose himself in his desire. All he wanted was for Ravyn to want him.

He slid down her body and once again settled on his knees. Determination to pleasure her swelled. His fingers spread her lips and Ravyn opened to him. Encouraging. Trusting.

He tongued and teased her back to her euphoric state. The beast roared for its mate, and Rhys struggled not to give into the demands he so desperately wanted to surrender to.

Ravyn pushed against his tongue, wanting more of what he gave her. He felt her body tighten. His hands caressed the inside of her thighs and his tongue lapped and drank her in. She burrowed her fingers into his hair and bucked against his mouth. Sweet Sainted Ones, he’d never wanted to pleasure a woman as he did now. Her hips gyrated and she rode his mouth, rode each stroke of her sex, and each wave of fulfillment. He gripped her bottom. His cock pulsed as he licked and suckled.

She cried out and her knees buckled, but he held her upright, taking the brunt of her weight as she jerked against his mouth. Tremors rocked her body and she whimpered with each flick of his tongue over her sensitive nub.

In one graceful motion, he lowered her foot back to the floor and stood. He scooped Ravyn up and laid her gently on the bed. She sagged like a ragdoll against his chest, her rapid breathing coming in short puffs. Heavy lids lifted to look at him.

“That was amazing,” she rasped.

He stretched out beside her. “And we’ve just started.”

His erection pressed against her hip. Ravyn rolled to her side and looked down at his arousal. With a timid reach, she glided her fingertips up his shaft to circle the head.

His breath hitched. “That’s right.” He covered her hand with his, showing her how he liked to be touched. “Don’t be afraid. It all feels good.”

Emboldened by his words, she massaged the swelling crown of his cock and gave it a gentle but firm squeeze. Bolts of pleasure shot through him. He closed his eyes and rolled to his back to allow Ravyn better access. Slow and firm, tentative but not afraid. 

“Ravyn,” he growled, “you’re killing me.”

She smiled. “I think that’s a good thing, yes?”

He rolled over and covered her body with his, nipping her ear. “A very good thing.”

Her thighs parted and allowed him to settle against her sweet sex. She leaned up and kissed him. “Show me more.”

He stared, unsure if he should take what she offered. His conscience warred with desire. She was a virgin, and he cared about her. He’d never do anything to shame or hurt her.

As if sensing his turmoil she pressed against him. “Please, Rhys, I want this. Tomorrow we leave for Illuma Grand. Give me this one night. Don’t let me die without knowing…” She hesitated. “Without knowing love.”

A lump expanded in his throat at the mention of Ravyn’s life. “I won’t let the Bane have you.” He plundered her mouth and she returned his passion. He broke the kiss and buried his face in her hair. “I’ll keep you safe.”

Ravyn said nothing, only spread her legs farther, and ran her hands across his back. With hesitant movements, he guided the thick head to her wet opening. Her fingers lingered on his shoulders, their grip tightening with each gentle push. He stretched and eased into her tight velvet heat. A moan escaped Ravyn, the sound nearly pushing him over the edge. Never had making love to a woman felt so complete, so right.

Spirals of ecstasy pulsed and swirled through his cock. He stilled, afraid the next shift of her body would pitch him past the point of control. “Don’t move.”

“It feels so amazing. Like I can’t…” She pushed against him. “Like I can’t get close enough.”

As he slid deeper, his fingers gripped the duvet, a minimal effort against the onslaught of escalating pleasure driving through him. He froze at the first touch of Ravyn’s maiden barrier, the thin wall the only obstacle between chivalry and ecstasy. He struggled for control, but her tight grip taunted him to surge forward and claim her virginity. He needed to go slow, to be gentle. But Ravyn had other plans. 

She wrapped her legs around his hips and locked her ankles under his rear end. With a hard push, she shoved him forward to bury his cock deep inside her. Her nails dug deep into his shoulders, but he barely felt the pain as her muscles contracted and relaxed to accommodate him.

His words tore from his throat, his hips flexing against her. “Ravyn, I’m sorry.”

She stroked his hair with one hand while the other still gripped his shoulders as if prepared for more pain. “I want this.”

Words failed him as she shifted, tested, and began to move. His body responded in kind. Feral passion coursed through him, and he captured her mouth. Each long thrust into Ravyn was matched with an equally slow glide as he began his sensual attack. His hand traveled under her left thigh and lifted her leg to sink deeper. Feminine gasps of pleasure issued in time with her lifting hips. A fine sheen of sweat coated his body as he cradled Ravyn and worked her tight sheath.

Pressure grew and spiked along the length of his shaft. He’d never seen anyone so sensual, so purely sexual as Ravyn. He thrust again, loving the way her breasts bounced and her lips parted in a soft mewl. She gripped him, her muscles milking his shaft. The orgasm stirred and began spiraling from the base of his cock. He pulled out, not wanting to finish until he’d pleasured Ravyn again. 

Before she could protest and lock her ankles around his back again, he rolled her to her stomach and drew her up onto her hands and knees, drawing her against him. Her blue-black hair spilled across her back, the sight purely erotic. He slid into her and buried his cock to the hilt. A groan ripped from his throat. Ravyn cried out and pushed against him.

He gathered her hair and leaned over her back to thrust. “Look up.” 

Ravyn lifted her head. Their image stared back at them from the large mirror on the front of his wardrobe. He’d never seen anything so beautiful. Their skin glistened blue in the moonlight. He hunched over his lover and grasped her hips, plunging in and out. With each withdrawal, he pulled out to the tip and slowly eased back into her. Ecstasy, torture, slick heat. Ravyn’s body tightened around him and pulsed. She stared into the mirror, her gaze locked on him as he thrust into her. He couldn’t look away and couldn’t stop driving into her taut sheath. 

One hand wound under her body and cupped her breast to tug and roll her nipple. Her eyes closed and she gyrated against him, spreading her legs wider. The sight of her lost in the pleasure of his touch pushed Rhys past the point of control. He needed to find his release and needed Ravyn to find hers.

Slick folds spread to his touch as he glided his fingers across her sex and circled her wet nub. He worked her passion higher, dragging moans and gasps from her with each flick and caress.

“Look,” he whispered, “look at the mirror.” His breath rasped from his throat. “Watch as we both find our pleasure. Watch as my cock fills you.” 

Ravyn’s moans quickened as his fingers and shaft worked their magic. Her muscles tightened around him. For a second time, she cried out, her sex pulsating against him. Spikes of pleasure flared and vibrated up his length. He thrust into her velvet grip and stiffened. His orgasm erupted, filling her, and holding him captive until finally quieting.

Rhys draped his body over Ravyn and buried his face in her hair. Shudders continued to tear through his body. Without releasing her, he lowered her to the bed and covered her body with his. He held her tight, their gasps and pants slowing to deep breaths. With a measured turn he rolled them to their sides and eased out. They lay quietly, settling back to earth.

“Did I hurt you?” He brushed the hair off Ravyn’s cheek. From the smile on her face, he was sure he hadn’t. Much.

“No.” Ravyn sighed.

“Any regrets?” Though he didn’t want to hear her answer if she did, he had to be sure.

Her voice took on a serious edge. “I’ll never regret tonight, no matter what happens from here.” 

Rhys reached for a cashmere blanket and pulled it over them. His arms circled her waist and he snuggled against her, relishing the feel of her naked body next to him. Even at the inn, there had always been clothing or a blanket between them. Now it was flesh against flesh.Ravyn’s breathing slowed and deepened. Rhys inched his mouth close to her ear. “Ravyn?”

Barely audible, she answered, “Hmm?”

He paused. What had it cost her to come to him tonight? Everything. What would it cost him now? “I love you.” 

He waited, but only her soft breathing answered him.






  

















Chapter Eighteen





The smell of coffee and hot bread guided Ravyn from her blissful sleep. She cracked open her lids and smiled. Nattie bustled about the room, setting up the breakfast tray between the two large chairs by the fireplace. The bedding cradled Ravyn in a nest of soft warmth and she snuggled deeper, savoring Rhys’s strong arm draped across her waist. 

Rhys’s strong arm? Nattie? 

Ravyn gasped and threw the covers over her head, burrowing into the lush linens.

“There’s no use hiding,” chastised Nattie. “I know you’re in there and probably as naked as the day you were born.”

Ravyn groaned. Didn’t anybody knock in this place? Her face flushed and a deep rumble of laughter echoed next to her. Rhys tugged her close and threw his leg over her thighs, the coarse hair rubbing her sensitive skin. Sainted Ones, the things he had done to her last night. With each movement, her muscles rebelled.

He tugged the covers lower but she fought the exposure and wrestled the edge up again. The shushing of curtains whispered near the windows seconds before a million needles of sunlight attacked her eyes. She pulled her hair over her face to fend off the onslaught of sunshine.

Every inch of her skin hummed and all she wanted right now was sleep, but it appeared Nattie had other plans. So much for being a guest.

“Nattie,” Rhys said. “You seem very efficient this morning.”

She walked to the edge of the bed and glared at them. Ravyn peeked over the covers, cowering from the older woman’s censure. 

“I’m always efficient,” she snapped. “The same can’t be said about you two layabouts. The final cargo is being loaded. I suggest you haul your lazy bodies out of bed or you’re going to miss the tide.”

“We’ve plenty of time.” Rhys caressed her back. “Nattie, get out of here. I need to wake Ravyn up properly.”

Heat infused Ravyn’s body, mainly from embarrassment, but a little from his suggestion.

Nattie scowled. “Get up or I’ll toss a bucket of cold water on you two. Luc and the others are finishing up breakfast.”

“Harpy,” Rhys mumbled.

“So I’ve been told.” She walked to the breakfast tray and stopped. “You have half an hour. If you’re not downstairs I’m sending Luc up.” She smiled wickedly. “We had quite a tussle over who would bring the tray. I’m sure he’d be more than happy to retrieve it for me.”

The threat of Luc worked. “We’ll be down,” Ravyn said.

Nattie nodded. “Thank you, Ravyn. See, now that wasn’t so difficult. Perhaps some of your cooperative nature will rub off on the men around Alba Haven.”

Rhys snorted. “Don’t count on it.”

Nattie stuck her nose in the air and marched to the door. “Half an hour.” 

The room shuddered from the slamming door. He yawned and threw back the covers, walking gloriously nude to the tray Nattie had left.

Ravyn gasped. It was the first time she’d seen him naked in the light of day. He faced her and smiled. “Are you turning shy again or am I more spectacular by daylight?”

“No,” she said. “I mean…” 

His eyebrows rose in question. 

Ravyn pointed at him. “What is that?”

He leered at her and ran his hand down his semi-awake penis. “After last night I thought you’d know exactly what that is.”

“Not that.” She jabbed a finger at his privates. “What’s on your back?”

All traces of amusement vanished as he helped himself to the tray. “It’s a tattoo.”

Ravyn slipped out of bed, dragging the top sheet with her, and stopped several inches from Rhys. Delicate lines ran from his left hip to his right shoulder and twisted to form a dragon in flight.

“It’s beautiful.” She placed her finger on the tip of the creature’s spiny wing. A tremor of fire raced up her arm as she traced the webbed arc across his shoulder. He shivered under her delicate caress, which sent an almost lifelike ripple along the scales of the dragon’s back. “It’s amazing.”

He set down his plate. “It doesn’t repulse you?”

“Repulse?” She knitted her brow and shook her head. “No, I think it’s stunning. Where did you get it?”

“Let’s just call it a gift.”

He skirted her query, so Ravyn redirected her question. “How long have you had it?”

“Since I was very young.” 

He said no more and she didn’t press, even though a dozen questions danced on her tongue. She changed tactics. “It’s rather…” She hugged the sheet around her and bit her lower lip. “Sexy.”

The tension in his shoulders eased. “Is it?”

She gave him a shy smile. “Yes.”

With tiny steps, he corralled her toward the bed.

“Nattie will send Luc up,” she protested weakly. He ran his hands over her shoulders and pulled the sheet from her grip. “We should… uh… he’ll be…” Rhys cupped her breast, strumming his thumb across her nipple. “Oh, that’s nice.”

He smiled at her an instant before his mouth covered hers. What had she been saying? 

…
 

The line of horses and loaded carts rumbled to a stop. Ravyn’s mouth hung open, her eyes tracking upward to the towering masts.

She pointed. “Is that yours?”

“Yes.” Rhys dismounted and scratched Sampson’s ear. “Be good while I’m gone.” 

The horse whinnied and pushed his nose against Rhys.

“I’ll take good care of him, my lord,” said a young groom.

Rhys handed him the reins. “Thank you, Jimmy. Don’t let him bully you.” 

The young man smiled. “No, my lord.”

Rhys helped Ravyn from her horse. She smoothed her hand down Sampson’s mane. “Good-bye, boy, maybe you can keep Beacon company.”

The horse answered with a flick of his head. She’d miss Sampson and Beacon, both already members of her little family. 

“Shall we?” Rhys asked.

He guided her up the ramp and onto the polished deck. Men scurried about, unfurling the sails and readying the vessel for sea. The smell of tar and seawater seemed to permeate everything. Creaking leather straps and timber droned in the background of the activity.

 “It’s beautiful. I’ve never even been on a boat before, let alone a ship.”

He led her up wide stairs and into an enclosed room made mostly of windows. It provided a clear view for anyone steering. A large wheel as broad as her arm span stood front and center, and a rectangular table positioned in the middle of the room held a colorful map. Arrows and curly lines spread across the large expanse of blue, commanding most of the chart’s surface. 

“The Sea of Alba.” Ravyn ran her hand across the glass covering the map. “It’s so large.”

Rhys joined her at table. “Not really. Only a day’s journey if the winds favor us. Come, let me show you the ship.”

He explained the large brass compass and how the wheel guided their direction, but her favorite item was the tall copper and wooden spotting scope perched on the bow of the ship. Through it the world looked so different. With one of these, she might actually see the danger coming.

When departure time came, they headed back to the glass room, where, from high above the ground, she watched the launch process. Men on the dock shouted and waved, signaling to the crewmen they were untied and cleared. A thrill of excitement raced through her as the ship creaked, the sails billowing like gigantic kites pulling them into deep waters. 

Leather and wood groaned. Ropes strained. Ravyn grinned at Rhys. They were on their way. A new adventure. A new experience.

Once at sea, duty called and Rhys placed Ravyn in the enthusiastic hands of Luc. With his usual flair, Luc introduced her to each crew member, making sure he stated names, ranks, and any unsavory information he had on them. 

The crew was courteous and respectful. Since none of the sailors had given her a second glance when she boarded decked out in her black leathers, she figured the men must have been warned about her. They included her in conversations, spoke and joked with her, and after the first hour, Ravyn relaxed.

She and Luc approached a young lad, who sat coiling rope into a neat pile. His beautiful green eyes and delicate features made him almost pretty. Prickles skittered along Ravyn’s skin. Her pace slowed. She rubbed her arms and glanced at Luc, but he seemed oblivious to any discomfort. The boy glared, his eyes fixed on Luc, but when he noticed Ravyn staring at him, he cast his gaze back on his task.

“And this fine lad is…actually, I don’t know who this fine lad is,” Luc said. 

He reached to grab the boy’s shoulder but the young man moved with lightning speed and ducked away from Luc’s touch. 

“Jaden, sir.” Though the boy spoke quietly, Ravyn swore she heard a hint of malice in his answer. “I would appreciate it if you wouldn’t touch me. My pa used to touch me.”

Luc pulled back his hand, red coloring his cheeks. “I understand. You’re safe here, Jaden. There’s no need to be afraid.”

“That’s what my pa used to say,” the boy spit out.

Ravyn stared at Jaden. Her vision wavered and senses shifted. Pain and anger swamped her. The boy’s solid form changed and brightened to brilliant blue, except for the heavy black border surrounding his aura. The biting sensation increased. She knew this blackness. Remembered its crushing heaviness from when she’d embraced Angela’s dead body. Remembered the way the evil serpent snaked through Powell’s aura.

Anger and disgust swept through her. Was nothing sacred to the Bane, even a young boy? No, they were monsters, every one of them. She pulled back and reinforced her mental shields. This boy held darkness, and she couldn’t take a chance on her powers flaring to life as they had the night Icarus had attacked. A large, wooden ship and uncontrollable firepower was not a good combination.

She forced a smile. “Nice to meet you.”

“My lady.” Jaden tipped his hat, the warmth in his voice taking her by surprise. “It’s an honor.”

She let her smile stretch into something more genuine. “Thank you. Perhaps later you can teach me how to coil a rope.”

He peeked out from under his wide-brimmed hat. “If you wish.”

“Carry on,” Luc said.

He grasped Ravyn’s elbow and led her away. She glanced back at Jaden—the boy’s gaze bored into Luc’s back.

“You have an ardent admirer,” he teased. 

She looked away from the boy. “Watch him.” She lowered her voice. “I see darkness around him. The kind I’ve come to associate with the Bane.”

He gave a quick nod but didn’t glance back. “I’ll see to it personally. We can’t afford to have a Bane minion on board.”

“I pray he isn’t tainted. I pray I’m wrong,” she said.

She spent the rest of the day being lectured on the basic tasks of running a large ship. Rhys explained how to maneuver the craft, and for a short time let her steer. She learned to not fight the wheel, and to give the ship enough freedom to use the wind and waves for maximum speed. The large vessel and the fresh air invigorated her. What independence this ship could provide. A means to travel the world. See things she’d only read about. The endless expanse of blue stretched before them. Clear skies and smooth sailing—what could go wrong?

The ship skimmed across the water as the sun sank beneath the horizon and the stars speckled the darkening sky. The bustle of activity quieted, and the men settled into relaxed conversation. She stood at the helm, guiding the ship, Rhys’s hands covering hers. With his persistent reassurance, she’d found her sea legs and could now confidently walk around, but stayed cautiously away from the sides. 

She scanned the lower deck and found Jaden sitting alone on a barrel away from the circle of crewmembers. “I’ll be back.”

As she approached, Jaden glanced up and smiled. “Evening, my lady.”

“Good evening.” She watched his fingers deftly work a long piece of rope into a knot. “Why don’t you join the other men?”

He kept his attention on the rope. “I try not to mingle. I just do my job and get my pay.”

She leaned against a large barrel and crossed her arms. The slight pinching of needles tingled along her forearms, but she resisted the urge to scratch. “They seem like a friendly lot. I know Lord Blackwell is a fair man, and there’s no one friendlier than Luc.” 

His brow crinkled, and he sneered. “Him? I wouldn’t trust him as far as I could throw him.” His gaze slid from Luc back to her. “You’d do well to remember that…for your own good.”

Ravyn flinched from his vehemence. “What has he ever done to you?”

The boy jumped off the barrel, his eyes burning bright green in the lantern’s light. He tossed the rope. “Ruined my life.” 

A chill ran across her shoulders as she watched him stomp into the darkness. She contemplated going after him, but before she could follow him, warm hands slipped around her waist. Rhys’s solid chest pressed against her back and chased away the chill. The way he touched her body put everything right with the world.

His breath brushed her ear. “Anything wrong?”

“Not now,” she said. 

She turned and smiled at him. Maybe she could talk to Jaden in the morning. Though the boy hated Luc, that wasn’t a crime—luckily. She twined her arms around Rhys’s neck.

“I’m going to kiss you,” he said.

They’d made love the last two nights but she still wasn’t used to open displays of affection “Won’t the crew riot?”

“I’ll chance it.” He lowered his head, his lips brushing hers. All thoughts of Jaden and Luc disappeared. His tongue swirled against hers and she moaned. This was where she belonged. He slowed the kiss, nipping at her bottom lip. 

His hand crept over her ribs and rested just beneath her breasts. With great strength of will, she broke their kiss. “We need to stop before we make a spectacle of ourselves.”

He groaned. “I don’t think I care.” After another quick kiss, he stepped away from her. “Come. I need a mug of wine.”

The dull ache that she’d become accustomed to over the past two weeks stirred within her. The man need only touch her and she melted. She brushed her braid over her shoulder and sighed. “Lead on.”

Rhys led her to the congregation of sailors lounging on the deck and took a seat on a bench. Gem, a short, round man with a large gold hoop in his ear, produced a flute and began to play. The hauntingly beautiful notes drifted through the night and lulled Ravyn. Curled next to Rhys, she snuggled closer and drifted into a light doze.

In her dream, she floated in an expansive black sea. The warm water welcomed and caressed her, enticing her to stay forever. The sea’s beguiling song grew louder and wrapped around Ravyn. The gentle brush of a tail or the tickling of a fin swept along her leg. She reached to touch the long, blue strands of hair, but missed. The mermaid glided by. Their songs beckoned her into the dark depths, promising she’d be happy in their silent, watery home.

She stroked a passing siren. The creature’s skin glittered like sapphire dust in the moonlight. If only she could hold onto the mermaid, grab her long enough to travel into the hushed world beneath the waves. The tune expanded and the mermaids joined voices, creating one mesmerizing song. Soon, they would escort her to the murky depths, where men and Bane couldn’t go. Her fingertips hovered inches from the mermaid’s webbed hand. So peaceful. So beautiful.

Rhys stood and Ravyn tumbled forward off the bench. Pain shot through her head as she smacked her skull on the deck. A dense throb pulsed at her right temple. She groaned. A shiver rippled through her, the memory of the eerily beautiful dream fading.

Black dots danced in front of her eyes and she slowly sat up, rubbing her head. The song from her dream hovered on the breeze. Her hand stilled. The music ebbed and flowed with the movement of the ship. Where the melody had been beautiful in her dream, now the unnatural tune made her hair stand on end. 

She looked around the deck. As if waiting for something, every sailor, including Rhys, stood staring toward the horizon. 

“Rhys?” He didn’t respond. She stood. “Rhys?” Still no response. She circled him but he stared, unblinking, unseeing. 

Gnawing fire raced up her arms. She gasped, doubling over to clutch herself. “Bane.” 

Crouching, she scanned the starless sky. The impenetrable night hid her assailants, but she knew they were there, hovering and waiting to attack. Instinct pushed her into action. She cast her awareness outward. Cold dread doused her. The demons were everywhere. They swarmed below the hull and circled overhead.

“Holy Sainted Ones, help me.”

She crept to the side of the ship and leaned over the railing. The siren’s song swelled. Green luminescent shapes glided below the inky surface. Sleek and graceful, one rose from the water on foaming waves and reached for Ravyn. Gleaming lengths of emerald hair blended with the wave and diamond-like scales of her tail winked beneath the frothy crest. The impulse to take the creature’s hand pushed at Ravyn like a strong wind propelling her forward. The siren smiled, welcoming her with open arms.

Fire seared at the base of Ravyn’s spine and blistered its way up her back. She cried out and fell to her knees, clutching the rail for support.

Wave after wave of heat cascaded over her, shaking her body. Ravyn reinforced her mental shields and struggled to her feet. The ship lurched. She stumbled, careening into a pile of rope. Some of the men toppled and rolled across the deck like limp dolls. Bile rose in her throat as she struggled to keep her fear under control, but the song’s screeching pierced her skull. She clapped her hands over her ears and scanned the skies for an attack.

Zeek, the first mate, rose and took a step, instantly drawing Ravyn’s attention. His foot slid forward in a labored dead-man’s walk.

“Stop!”

He ignored her, taking another shuffling step toward the ship’s edge and the waiting siren. Panic tore through Ravyn. She clawed at the pile of rope, scattering the coils until finally locating the end. She grabbed the line and raced toward him, wrapping the rope around his skinny waist. Despite her effort to form a tether, all she managed was a bulky mass.

Another sailor, one whose name she couldn’t remember, step-ped forward.

“Hey you, stop!” The ship rocked at exaggerated angles, forcing Ravyn to shuffle toward him. “Don’t move.” 

Only a few feet away, she leaned forward, her fingers almost close enough to touch the sleeve of his shirt. The grating pitch of the song escalated and the man smiled, raising his hands to the sky. 

Too late, she saw the creature spiraling out of the darkness. Ravyn dove for the man, but the demon wrapped her talons around his wrists and yanked him off his feet, lifting him into the sky. Ravyn hit the deck hard, taking Zeek down with her. Laughter from the nameless sailor faded as the blackness swallowed him. Ravyn lay on the deck, tears burning her eyes, but she didn’t have long to mourn.

Crewmembers inched toward the rail with heavy-legged scuffs. Ravyn jumped to her feet, pulling Zeek behind her, and rushed to Gem. She circled the portly sailor with the line and gave a hard jerk. The cord tightened, sending the men crashing into each other. She stumbled from man to man, binding and yanking. Sirens surrounded the railing, calling to the sailors. Ravyn circled a pole twice and lashed the end of the rope around a heavy water barrel. They fought their binding, trying to answer the demons’ call.

The ship lurched, sending the bundle of men toppling toward her like a human wheel. Seconds before the tangle rolled past her, she jumped out of the way. Waves washed across the deck and drenched the men. Unable to gain their footing, they flailed about, reminding Ravyn of a giant beetle on its back.

Notes from the sirens’ song ground like an ax against a sharpening stone. She wanted to scream, wanted to cover her ears, wanted to block out the once-beautiful melody that now sounded like cats fighting.

Ravyn searched the deck for Rhys but located Luc first. Her breath caught. He walked, not shuffling, toward a singing siren. Fire raged through Ravyn, pushing her to react. With nothing but her body to stop him, she raced across the deck. Luc placed a foot on the ledge of the ship’s railing. In a move motivated by sheer desperation, she launched herself at him. The force of her blow carried them sideways, away from the reach of a shiny blue demon.

As they went down, Ravyn twisted and blasted the siren with a spinning ball of fire. The creature dove into the waves. The energy sizzled past, narrowly missing the demon. Ravyn lay on top of Luc, panting and nursing her bruised ribs. Now, if he would just stay down. Before she could react, the siren rose again, undulating on the wave. She beckoned Luc toward her with open arms. He shoved against Ravyn, rolling her off of him, and stood. The screeching melody rose, knifing through her head. Warmth trickled beneath her nose. She touched her finger to her upper lip—blood. 

A fortress. Ravyn formed the image in her mind but still the song cleaved through the barrier. A blanket of ice. The song lessened. The smooth, black stone walls of Alba Haven. The song fell silent. She sent up a prayer and looked around. 

Entranced, Luc once again moved toward the creature as it hovered, singing to him. He extended his hand, ready to receive his siren lover. Ravyn jumped to her feet and released a spinning ball of light, missing the creature by mere inches. The demon hissed, wrapped her fingers around Luc’s wrist, and jerked. Ravyn blasted her again, this time making contact. Bolts of lightning blanketed the demon. She seized and convulsed, but didn’t release Luc’s wrist. 

Ravyn crammed her body between him and the side of the ship. With her legs braced against the railing and her back against Luc, she pushed. He fought her. 

Suspended between Luc and the demon, Ravyn was close enough to touch the creature. Fire raged inside her, pulling her into its heartless control. She slammed her hands against the demon’s chest and pushed her energy into it. The creature exploded.

Millions of glowing bits swirled and gathered into a spiraling vortex. She continued to fight against Luc, her legs trembling from the effort. The funnel rotated faster, sucking the breath from her before plunging into the water and disappearing into the dark depths. Waves hammered the ship, rolling over the deck.

Even though the demon was gone, Luc still struggled to climb overboard. Her legs burned with the effort to restrain him.

“Luc, wake up.” Sweat drenched her tunic and fire raced through her body. Tears welled and spilled from her eyes, turning to steam from her heat. She needed help. “Wake up, you stupid oaf!”

A loud clang echoed behind Ravyn. Luc twitched and went limp, barreling toward the ground. Ravyn went down, too. Her rear end hit the deck hard, and pain ricocheted through her hips and lower back. Unable to stop her backward tumble, she landed half-on, half-off Luc. When she opened her eyes, Jaden and a very large shovel stood above her. 

“Jaden?” His name grated from her throat. The joy of seeing anybody who was not entranced warred with the fear of being bashed in the head. “What did you do?”

“Knocked him out.” He gave the shovel a quick spin. “I’ve been waiting to do that for a long time.” 

Ravyn pressed her ear to Luc’s heart. Strong thuds pulse against her temple.

“He’s fine. Hopefully he’ll be out for a while.” He stuck out his hand. “Come on, you better get up.”

Ravyn stared at his offering. Good or bad, she needed help. Whether she died at the hand of a demon or Jaden clubbing her, the result was the same.

He pointed in the air. “Bane. Succubus, to be exact. They’re trained to lure men, and they shift to become anything carnal. They may sound like sirens, but they’re just Bane.”

“Just Bane? There’s no such thing as just Bane. And why aren’t you affected?” 

“Talk later. Kill demons now.” He scooped Ravyn’s crossbow up off the deck and shoved it into her hands. “Shoot as many as you can.” He pointed behind her. “Starting with that one.” 

Ravyn spun and released an arrow. The tip buried deep inside a demon’s chest but Ravyn didn’t have time to congratulate herself. The creature grabbed the bolt and yanked, but the barbed end wouldn’t dislodge. She shouldered her crossbow, gathered her fire, and released her power. The ball of light struck the arrow’s metal shaft and pushed her energy into the creature’s body. The demon convulsed, its eyes bulging from its head before exploding. Sparkling pieces seared her face. Nausea rolled through Ravyn. The embers rotated, the glowing bits spiraling into a flaming vortex.

Waves tossed the ship, and Ravyn grabbed the railing before she skittered over the edge. The ship lurched and the sea boiled, hammering the vessel. Her fingers slipped free of the wet wood, pitching her forward against the handrail. As the spinning cloud drove into the water, it separated the sea, sending a massive wave against the side of the ship. Ravyn toppled away from the edge and onto the safety of the deck.

She struggled to her feet on the slippery wood but her feet skidded, unable to find her footing. After a few seconds, she found her balance and wiped the stinging seawater from her eyes. The waves continued to batter the ship, causing her stomach to revolt.

Her hands flailed for something secure to hang onto, but nothing was within reach. A loud clang rang out and she glanced to her right in time to see Big Al drop like a chunk of rock to the deck. Ravyn flinched. 

Jaden scooted around the ship, knocking his fellow crewmem-bers on their heads. Rhys climbed to his feet and stepped forward.

“Stop him,” Ravyn shouted. A strong gust of wind buffeted the ship and she stumbled sideways. “Jaden, stop him.”

Jaden lurched toward Rhys and swung. The thunk rang above the wind’s howl and Rhys fell forward, leading with his face. Ravyn grimaced but was relieved as Jaden snapped a metal leg iron around his ankle. Rhys might not thank her, but at least he’d be alive. 

Jaden turned and smiled. “This is fun.”

Maybe a little too fun. Ravyn nodded and looked around the ship. She noticed Jaden hadn’t shackled Luc. As she took a step toward him, a demon swooped from out of the darkness. Ravyn bellyflopped onto the deck, barely avoiding its talons. 

As it turned and dove for her again, she rolled to her back and blasted the succubus. The night lit up with a shower of sparks. The particles collected and, with a blazing spiral, plunged into the water. The demons circling overhead called to her fire, causing her energy to demand its freedom. Heat seared her skin and she cried out, convinced her body would erupt into flames. She struggled to restrain the internal blaze as it pulsed and pushed against her shields. If released, her fiery devastation would ignite the ship and send them all to their deaths.

Ravyn picked up the crossbow and zigzagged her way toward the scattered arrows, retrieving one lodged in a coil of rope. After notching the arrow, she spanned the bowstring and locked the trigger in place. Her breathing slowed and she relaxed, sending her awareness into the heavy darkness. Fire rolled through her. As she gave it more freedom the power surged forward and melted into liquid energy. Heat slithered through her body, igniting every cell. Her cavernous well of energy yawned, its power flowing into instead of around her. As on the training field, her vision shifted. Night turned to day, and the lines of energy sparked and crisscrossed over the deck.

She saw the demons circling above. Two broke formation and swooped toward her. The grating bites on her skin intensified into painful jabs. She gave the fire permission to flow. The succubi dove, one behind the other, wings tucked, fangs bared. These were no beautiful sirens. Ravyn leveled the crossbow and touched the tip into a thread of energy. Her barriers fell, and she took aim. 

“Two birds with one stone.”

Her finger snapped the trigger. Fire engulfed the projectile and struck the first demon, only to pass through and lodge in the second. Both Bane exploded before they had time to register what hit them. 

“Two birds with one stone, indeed,” Jaden said behind her.

Ravyn spun to face him. His body radiated brilliant blue light, but the black edges still remained. He pointed and launched his body at her as another demon swooped toward them. Ravyn’s head hit the deck and her vision shifted, returning to her normal sight. Darkness once again blanketed everything, and she grappled for another arrow, but they slid out of her grasp as the funnel clouds from the two demons swirled, tossing the ship from side to side. 

Jaden snatched up an arrow as it slid across the deck and grabbed Ravyn’s arm, hauling her to her feet. He shoved the arrow into her hand. “We have company.”

A circling demon descended. To her horror, the creature flared its wings and landed on the deck with a heavy thud. Energy surged through Ravyn, consuming her with the need to obliterate. She notched the arrow and pulled back the bowstring. Sweat beaded on her forehead as she locked it into place. The situation was bad—if she blasted the demon, the spinning vortex would drive through the hull and sink them.

The succubus folded her large blue wings behind her back and crossed her arms. She flicked a nod toward Ravyn’s crossbow. “Planning on using that?”

“Yes,” Ravyn said.

She leveled the arrow at the demon’s heart, or at least where her heart should be, terrified of what she would have to do next. She’d rather burn or drown than be taken by the Bane and suffer their torture. Siban’s face swam into view. The haunted set of his eyes and his brokenness shook her to the core. Whatever it took, she’d defend herself or die trying.

The succubus sauntered a few steps closer, her hips undulating with each footfall. Ravyn glanced over her shoulder to ensure the ploy wasn’t an ambush. The creature seemed neither hurried nor the least bit concerned about the arrow aimed at her. 

Clawed feet scraped against the deck as the succubus inched forward. Ravyn and Jaden stepped back, matching the creature’s pace and stepping over unconscious sailors. Everything on the demon glimmered blue except for her eyes. Her piercing yellow gaze slid from Ravyn to Jaden and she smirked. 

“Jade, nice to see you again,” the demon drawled.

Ravyn jumped as the hiss of a blade being pulled from a sheath whispered beside her. 

Jaden pointed his sword at the demon. “Can’t say the same, Sha-hera.”

“Jaden?” Ravyn said slowly.

“Jaden, is it?” The Bane tilted her head back and laughed. “What’s the matter? Couldn’t you snare a man? I’d offer to teach you some tricks, but I doubt you’d agree to my price. Although, you do make a very pretty boy.”

Jaden sneered. “I don’t want anything from you.” 

“Well, never say I didn’t offer.” Her reptilian eyes fixated on Ravyn. “I guess I’ll just take my Bringer and be on my way.”

Ravyn’s finger brushed the trigger of her crossbow. “I don’t think so.”

“I must insist.” Sha-hera prowled forward. “My king desires a chat with you, among other things.”

“I don’t fancy a chat with him.” Her heart pounded, pushing the blood into her ears. She tried to swallow but her body rebelled against every effort she made to manage her fear. “Besides, I have a previous engagement.”

“What previous engagement would that be?” Sha-hera asked.

Ravyn depressed the trigger and loosed the bolt. “Killing demons.”

The arrow whistled toward the demon’s heart, but the creature spun and snatched it from the air. Ravyn clenched her teeth, trying not to gape. 

“For the life of me, I can’t understand why Vile wants you.” Sha-hera snapped the metal shaft in two and tossed the fragments to the side. “You’re not very powerful. Or very smart.”

Ravyn curled her hands and released the barriers. Power pooled in her palms, building and pulsing. She centered her focus, exhaled, and gave herself over to the fire. Time slowed, and as with Brother Powell, Ravyn knew the demon’s move before she made it.

Sha-hera launched herself at Ravyn, talons extended. With a thrust of her arms, Ravyn released a bolt of lightning that penetrated the center of the demon’s chest. Sha-hera’s hatred melted to shock as the strike lifted the succubus off the ground and held her several feet above the deck, writhing.

The demon’s yellow eyes protruded and her stunned expression turned fearful, seconds before she exploded. The blast catapulted Ravyn and Jaden backward. Ravyn slammed her head against the deck Lights burst behind her eyes as she slid across the deck and rammed into a post. She groaned and rolled to her side. 

“Ravyn.” Jaden’s voice penetrated the haze. “Ravyn. Get up. Get up. She’s spinning.”

Ravyn cried out as Jaden propelled her upright, nearly pulling her shoulder from its socket. “What?”

Jaden pointed. “She’s spinning.”

Ravyn blinked and swayed, her gaze following the direction of his finger.

“Sha-hera,” he shouted. “She’s spinning. Do something.”

Her mouth went dry and her mind raced. The embers had gathered and were spiraling into a tall funnel cloud directly over the deck, much larger than the ones the previous demons had created. 

“Blast her,” Jaden yelled.

Ropes, barrels, and men inched toward the pull of the funnel cloud. Panic clawed at Ravyn, but she beat it back and released her shields, freeing her fire. She thrust her hands forward and blasted the swirling embers with two spinning balls of light. The vortex barely moved.

“Hit it again,” Jaden cried over the swelling noise.

Ravyn dodged a flying cask and launched another assault. The funnel cloud moved a few feet toward the rail. Inhaling, she mentally sought her well of untapped power and drank deep. Her body vibrated as renewed energy filled her, giving her strength and direction.

“Move it beyond the ship.”

Ravyn bombarded the funnel with wild, rapid energy. The cloud drifted toward the ship’s side, but continued to pick up speed. She couldn’t let the men die. She wouldn’t let the Bane take Rhys from her. Death—for any of them—was not an option.

She reached deep and gathered as much force as she could bear. With a cry to rival the sirens’, Ravyn ran at the spinning vortex and released her power. Energy spread like a glittering net as she hit the fiery cloud. Locked with the funnel, her body shook violently as she pushed against its resistance and finally shoved it over the edge of the ship. She pulled in her powers, and released the towering vortex.

The spinning cloud stirred the sea and Ravyn grappled for the railing. Violent waves tossed the ship, pouring across the deck and drenching Ravyn. Slammed by the wave, Jaden lost his balance, hitting his head against a post as he went down. He didn’t move. She crawled across the deck and latched onto the neck of his shirt. With her other hand, she clung to a rope. Men and barrels skidded along the side of the ship like toys. The mast creaked and groaned. Shrieks rang through the dark as the black shapes of the demons disappeared into the vortex.

Another wave crested the side of the ship, dousing her with icy water. Ravyn sputtered and gasped but didn’t dare let go of the rope. She searched the deck for Rhys. His body pitched backed and forth, repeatedly hitting the bench he was shackled to. At least he was safe. How many men had died? Luc lay several feet away, untethered. Dragging Jaden behind her, she clawed her way to him and looped the rope around one ankle. Ravyn gasped, choking as the funnel sucked the air from her lungs.

The ship pitched, dragging the right side toward the surface of the water. With one hand on Jaden and one clinging to the rope, Ravyn flew forward and crashed face-first onto the deck. Waves pummeled her as she struggled to rise above the water. This was it. Surely they were all going to die.

With a thunderous roar, the funnel burrowed into the water, dragging the ship with it until suddenly releasing it as the vortex disappeared into the depths. The ship catapulted upright, sending anything not tied down sliding over the opposite edge or slamming against the side.

Ravyn lay on her back, choking as she expelled seawater. Her throat and nose burned. With each rasping inhalation, she struggled for breath. She rolled to her side and vomited. Tears spilled down her cheeks as everything from relief to shock washed over her. Had she won? Were the demons gone? She rolled to her back again and stared at the starry sky. Her lungs ached and her head pounded. How many had died?

She whimpered as the burning sensation fumed against her arms and legs again. “No, no, no.” 

Her plea whispered through her lips. She had no more fight, no more strength in her body. Whatever demon waited in the dark would have easy pickings. A movement near the top of the mast caught her attention. She squinted. Somebody was there—sitting, watching her. With a giant leap, the creature detached itself from its perch and glided down to settle on the deck with surprising grace.

She recognized him, would know the black demon anywhere—Icarus. Her heartbeat stuttered. He had come to take her. She’d fought and saved the men, but the demon had still won. The gnawing needles were nearly too much to bear in her weakened state. She struggled to stay upright, her every instinct screaming to flee.

Muscles rippled under his skin as he prowled toward her. Ravyn scooted backward, tumbling over Jaden’s unconscious form. In a blink of an eye, Icarus towered over her, no more than a foot away. He captured her gaze, and suddenly she wasn’t afraid. All fear drained from her as his yellow stare penetrated her very soul. She watched, unconcerned, as the demon crouched beside her. She should be afraid. Why wasn’t she afraid? His eyes skimmed her body as if searching for something. 

“Are you injured?” His voice poured over her. 

She blinked. Something about his eyes drew her. 

“Are you hurt?” he asked again. 

She shook her head. “No.”

Ravyn couldn’t turn away. Icarus’s eyes changed, swirling from gold to silver. She grabbed his wrist. He flinched, his eyes widening in shock

“What…” The words froze in her throat as images of Icarus stealing Angela’s soul assaulted her. “No!”

He pried her fingers loose and stumbled away. 

“Murderer!”

She jumped to her feet and sent a lightning bolt careening toward him. Icarus launched himself into the sky, narrowly avoiding her strike. She raced across the deck, hurling every bit of energy she could milk from her body at him until the night sky swallowed the demon.

Ravyn dropped to her knees and sobbed. It was one thing to know Angela had been killed by the Bane…but to relive it? No punishment for the demon was too great. If it was the last thing she ever did, she would destroy Icarus.




  

















Chapter Nineteen





Smoke invaded Rhys’s nostrils, along with something putrid he couldn’t identify. The sour odor wafted across his face in short, measured bursts. He cracked open his eyelids, but images danced and spun before him. A moan slipped through his lips as he shut his eyes again and rolled to his side. He listened to the creaking of the ship. Another blast of foul air sprayed his face and his eyes snapped open. 

Gem lay curled in a ball only inches from him. The sailor’s resonating snore battered the wooden deck, and a substantial puddle of drool pooled under the man’s cheek. Before Rhys could turn away, another cloud of fetid breath hit him in the face.

Rhys coughed and moved onto his back, flinching as his head made contact with the deck. The ache in his skull suggested he’d drunk too much. He pressed the heels of his hands to his eyes and tried to remember. Nothing. He drew a blank on everything after Big Al’s story of the seven dancing girls. He lowered his hands and sniffed. Smoke. Why did he smell smoke?

With great effort, he willed his body into a sitting position and looked around. His entire crew lay scattered across the deck in varying states of undress. Some slept curled up in a fetal position like Gem, while others snoozed across barrels, benches, or entangled in lengths of rope.

Coherent thought and panic pushed the haze from his mind. Where was Ravyn? Giggles floated to him at his right, and he turned to see two figures slouched against a wine cask.

He cleared his throat and swallowed. “Ravyn?” 

“Rhys?” Ravyn said.

His voiced cracked, the dryness making it difficult to speak. “Are you all right?”

“I’ve been better.” She held a cup in the air. “But this is helping.”

He rubbed the back of his head and flinched. “What happ-ened?”

She snorted and took another drink. “Funny story, that. We had a bit of a run-in with the Bane.”

“Succubi disguised as sirens,” Jaden clarified over his cup.

“Right. Succubi,” Ravyn said.

Rhys’s voice boomed, causing the sleeping sailors to stir. “WHAT?” 

“My reaction exactly. It was not a pleasant experience.” Her words slurred slightly. “But,” she pointed between her and Jaden, “we took care of them.”

He tried to calm his voice, but the seriousness of the night’s events was quickly becoming clear. “What happened?”

“Well,” she said, “there I was, enjoying a perfectly wonderful evening when the Bane decided to visit.”

Rhys’s insides twisted but he didn’t respond.

“And in order to save you men from a watery grave,” she continued, “Jaden and I had to battle the demons.” She took another long drink. “And let me tell you, there were a lot of them.”

He squeezed his eyes shut, rallying all three hundred years of his discipline to calm the beast raging inside him. “Explain.”

“They started singing this horrible song, and you and your crew turned into a bunch of mindless puppets, ready to follow them to your death. I restrained some of the men, but I couldn’t save everybody.” Her voice shook and she took another drink. “At least I saved you.” 

He stared at her, sure she’d done everything she could to save the crew, but that wouldn’t be enough for her. He was certain she’d lament the loss of the few she didn’t save. “What happened to the Bane?” 

“I blasted the leader and they either flew away or were sucked into the cloud—just like at the inn.” She sighed. “But I can’t say for certain.” She looked at him and smiled. “I couldn’t have done it without Jade.” 

Jealousy gnawed at Rhys as he watched the obvious camaraderie between Ravyn and Jaden. She held her cup up in a toast to the young man, the look of hero worship mocking Rhys’s ability to shield. The Bane had attacked and he’d been helpless to defend anything. Guilt and failure burned through him. All his life he’d protected humans, but when it mattered the most, he hadn’t been strong enough to protect her. Anger pushed at him to lash out, but against whom? The woman and boy who had saved them?

He moved to stand, but his leg yanked against the iron band clamped around his ankle. “Why am I shackled?” 

“For your own protection,” Ravyn said. “So the Bane couldn’t carry you away.” 

He ran his hands through his hair and glanced helplessly around at the carnage. A charred hole the size of Sampson smoldered in the center of the ship’s deck. He growled and pointed at the devastation, not trusting himself to speak.

Ravyn held up her hand. “That was my fault.” she admitted. “Well, mostly my fault. Icarus moved before I could blast him.”

“Icarus?” Rhys kicked the forgotten flute across the deck with his unshackled leg. The instrument whistled in protest. “Icarus was here?” 

His mind reeled at the possible outcomes this evening could have had. The damage to his ship seemed inconsequential compared to the potential loss of Ravyn. His throat tightened, and a cold wave of desperation rushed through him as his body rebelled against the very idea of Icarus being close enough to abduct her, and him only feet away, unable to help. 

“Yes, but he got away.” Ravyn pulled herself to a standing position and clung to the edge of the wine cask. She plunged her cup into the ruby liquid and handed the dripping vessel back to Jaden. He accepted the cup and traded it for his empty mug. After successfully repeating the task, Ravyn turned and slid back to the deck.

Rhys watched her, his mind unwilling to grasp what had happened tonight. He grabbed onto the obvious. “Are you drunk?”

“That’s my fault,” Jaden said. “She was a little upset.” Ravyn sniggered. “Well, hysterical, really. I thought this would calm her down.”

“Jade, you’re a true gentleman,” Ravyn said. She looked at the boy and burst out laughing.

Jealousy fanned Rhys’s already simmering anger. “Jade? You two have become very friendly while I was unconscious.”

Ravyn wiped tears from her eyes and sighed. She looked at him and slowly pointed a finger. “Fooled you.” 

She leaned forward and knocked the hat off Jaden’s head. A wealth of silvery-blond hair spilled down his shoulders, instantly transforming Jaden from a young lad to a stunning young woman. Jaden giggled and pushed the silver strands out of her eyes.

“She fooled everybody,” Ravyn added.

Rhys stared in disbelief. “You’re a girl?”

“I told you he was smart.” Ravyn said.

“You told me.” Jade tipped her cup.

“A girl?” How had he not seen it? It was so obvious now. “You’re a girl?”

“Not very quick, though,” Jade added. “Maybe I bashed him too hard with the shovel.”

Rhys rubbed the back of his head. “Is that why I have a raging headache?” 

Jade smiled and patted the handle of the shovel lying beside her. “Crude but effective.”

“A little too effective,” he said. Rhys bit back the rest of his terse retort. How could he complain? Ravyn and Jade had saved nearly every man onboard. The revelation dug deep, and his anger grew—not at the women but at himself and his broken promise to protect Ravyn. 

“Do you have the keys?”

“Keys?” Ravyn asked.

He shook his leg. “To unlock them.” 

She gave him a wide-eyed look and shook her head. “Sorry, but if you tell me where they are I can get them.”

Now that they were relatively safe, the last thing he needed was her to fall down the hatch and break her neck. He scanned the deck. Luc lay by the edge of the ship, unshackled. 

“Luc,” Rhys shouted. 

His friend didn’t move. 

“Luc,” he shouted again.

Jade rose a little unsteadily to her feet and gave the shovel a little twirl. “I’ll wake him.”

“No.” Ravyn reached up and snatched the tool from her hand. “No more bashing Luc in the head.”

Jade pouted. “You’re no fun.” 

She wove her way across the deck and stopped beside him, staring for a few seconds. Without warning, she hauled her foot back and kicked him in the ribs. 

Rhys flinched. 

“Wake up,” Jade shouted. When he didn’t move, she tried again. “Hey, ignoramus, wake up.”

As she let her foot fly, Luc rolled and caught her ankle, upending her. Jade shrieked as she crashed to the deck. With lightning speed, he rolled on top and pinned her beneath him, his big body wedged tightly between her thighs.

“Get off of me you filthy piece of…”

He kissed her. The words died in her mouth and her body stiffened. Ravyn burst out laughing. Rhys blinked and shook his head. What madness had possessed this night?

Luc broke off the kiss and grinned arrogantly down at Jade. A dreamy smile drifted across her face as her hand slid up his torso and bunched a handful of material at the neck of his tunic. Her voice dripped with honey. “Luc?”

His superior smile grew. “Yes?”

“Don’t ever…” Her smile vanished a second before her fist slammed into his jaw. His head snapped back, and Jade heaved him off her and climbed to her feet. “…touch me again.”

He rolled to a sitting position while rubbing his jaw, and glanced around the ship. “What happened?”

“You kissed me, you big lunk-headed lamebrain. Who do you think you are?” She drew back her fist in a threat. “Don’t ever kiss me again. Why did you kiss me anyway?” She waved her hands in the air. “Never mind,” she sputtered. “I don’t care why you kissed me, just don’t ever do it again. Do you hear me? Next time you’ll draw back a bloody lip.”

Luc ignored her rant and pushed up from the deck. He gripped the ship’s railing to steady himself and slid his hand to the back of his head. He winced. Rhys sympathized with his friend. His skull throbbed, and he was fairly certain Jade had hit Luc with more enthusiasm than he’d been subjected to. 

Luc’s brow knit as he appraised Jade. “Weren’t you a man a few hours ago?”

“No, I wasn’t a man,” Jade snapped. Color rose in her cheeks. “I mean, I was dressed as a man, but I’ve always been a woman. You’re just too thickheaded to notice.”

“If you wanted me to notice, then why did you dress like a man?”

“Pompous ass. You think every woman is begging for your attention.” She thrust her thumb at her chest. “Well, I’m not.”

“I suggest you pick a gender and stick with it.” He straightened from the rail, once again ignoring her sputters of indignation, and walked to Rhys.

Rhys shook his foot and rattled the chain. “Do you know where the keys are to these leg irons?” 

Luc looked down. “Why are you shackled?”

“So the Bane wouldn’t carry him off,” Ravyn said, slowly standing. “Jade did it.”

Luc glared at Jade. “I wasn’t shackled.” 

She covered her mouth with her hand in mock innocence. “Oops.”

Luc’s mumbles faded as he disappeared belowdecks to retrieve the keys. Within minutes he’d set the crew free from the manacles but not from the effects of the sirens’ song. Or Jade’s shovel. 

Rhys clenched his jaw as Ravyn retold the events of the evening as best she could. The crew cursed and gasped at all the appropriate moments. With each detail, the weight of his failure pressed around him. What if he’d lost Ravyn? He stepped away from the crowd and moved to examine the smoldering hole in the deck.

As he reached for a blackened plank of wood, his hand quivered. He curled his fingers into a fist in an effort to stop the shaking, and squeezed until his nails dug deep into the palms of his hands. Loss. Grief. Failure. All the pain he’d shut away centuries ago boiled to the surface. A lump formed in his throat as the crushing weight of responsibility pressed down on him again. He could not run away from his duty, no matter how hard he tried. He was too close to Ravyn. She disarmed him and made him careless. He’d grown soft. And though he didn’t want to admit it, he cared too much for her to be a worthy protector.

The barriers around his heart galvanized as he wrapped himself in the duty and honor of being a Shield. Yes, he had been happy since he’d found her, more content than he could remember. But at what cost? He’d dropped his guard and become complacent. What right did he have to put others in peril just so he could be happy? None. He hadn’t earned the right. What’s more, he didn’t have anybody to share the burden of duty with. He was a full-blooded Bringer, a Shield, the protector of mankind…and nothing more.

He walked back to the circle of crew members. Ravyn leaned against a pole and yawned. Tomorrow would be soon enough to explain that he needed to distance himself. His chest tightened when she smiled at him, and try as he might, he couldn’t bring himself to smile back. How could he? There was nothing to be happy about. He’d have to harden his heart against his feelings for Ravyn and once again embrace his coldhearted mistress, responsibility. His gaze slid from Ravyn and focused on Luc.

“Why are you on the ship?” Luc said to Jade.

She smiled sweetly. “To kill you.”

The crew snickered.

Luc’s gaze narrowed. “Where’s your family?”

Jade glared at him. “Dead.” 

He opened his mouth but Rhys cut him off. “Enough. She saved our lives. We owe her our gratitude, not our suspicions.” He cocked an eyebrow at his friend. “Find her new quarters.”

Luc and Jade glared at each other. 

“She can have my cabin,” Luc said.

“I don’t want your cabin. I can sleep on deck.”

“It’s not proper for you to sleep on deck with the men.” Luc crossed his arms as if setting up for battle. “You’ll take my cabin.”

“No. I. Won’t.”

“Yes. You. Will.”

“Noooo IIIIII woooon’t!” The menace in Jade’s tone increased with every syllable.

Not to be outdone, Luc scooped her up and hoisted her over his shoulder. Her high-pitched shriek filled the silent night. 

“Hush up, you crazy wench,” Luc shouted. 

Jade pummeled his back, her fists tangling in his unbound hair. “Put me down, you stupid ape.”

With a loud whack, he smacked her on the butt and marched across the deck. The entire crew gawked as he manhandled Jade down the ladder and out of sight.

“Cute couple,” Ravyn said.

Rhys stared at the hatch, not trusting himself to look at her. “I think he likes her.”

She leaned into him. “I’m tired. Can we go to bed?”

One last time. Would he allow himself this last indulgence? No. He couldn’t put his resolve to the test, not when the wound of letting her go was so raw. He wrapped his arm around her waist but didn’t pull her close. The comfort of her touch held too high a price.

He looked at the milling crew. “Weigh anchor and throw some water on that hole.”

A unanimous roar erupted from the crew members as they stumbled to their posts. 

Rhys guided Ravyn to the hatch. “Go to bed and get some sleep. By this time tomorrow, we should be safely on dry land.” 

She yawned and covered her mouth with her hand. “Aren’t you coming?” 

“Later.” He rubbed the back of his head again. “Besides, I just had a pretty good nap.”

Ravyn hugged him. Just one more touch. He enfolded her in his embrace and pressed his mouth to her curls. His lips lingered longer than he’d intended as he drank in the scent. How could he let her go? Closing his eyes, he burned the feel of her body against his into his memory and reminded himself whom he sacrificed for—Ravyn. 

When the sun broke the horizon, he’d be alone. Again.






  

















Chapter Twenty





“How is it that one itty-bitty girl has managed to elude my fiercest soldiers?” Vile drew out his question. He draped his body across his throne and casually flicked a bug crawling on the arm of the chair. “My son couldn’t bring me the woman.”

Icarus stood stiffly at the left of the throne. Settled with legs slightly parted and hands clasped behind his back, he ignored his father’s jab. Last night he’d been so close to finally getting the Bringer. His plan had been almost flawless. Sha-hera had failed and he had meant to snatch Ravyn Mayfield and hide her away until he could perform the Ritual of Taking. But then she’d grabbed him. He shifted slightly at the uncomfortable memory of her touch. Like fiery webs spinning through his veins, she had invaded him. How, he didn’t know. Then she’d attacked and he’d barely escaped Sha-hera’s fate. 

He stared out over the silent crowd, smelling the fear emanating from the mutts. The king’s penchant for ripping off heads or blasting the nearest Bane was well-known amongst the demons. 

Nobody moved. Nobody breathed. Nobody laughed now.

For once, the sting of Vile’s biting taunts would not be directed at him. Sha-hera held that distinction, and he planned to enjoy every second of her humiliation.

His gaze wandered to the center of the chamber where Sha-hera knelt. Her spiny wings lay limp behind her back, still not fully formed after last night’s attack. Her twisted horns pointed toward the ground as she bowed her head, playing submissive. To Icarus, she missed the mark by an almost-imperceptible degree. Vile wouldn’t notice. He loved dominance in any form, but Icarus recognized the trace of defiance in her clenched jaw and fisted hands. 

“I dispatched my impressive female army and the girl crushed you. Please tell me I’m wrong. Please tell me my commanders aren’t a bunch of idiots who can’t find their asses with both hands.” 

Vile’s tone was deceptively mild but Icarus knew his father too well. The king’s deadly calm usually led to bloodthirsty punishment. Icarus curled his lip in a triumphant smile, the only movement he dared to make. 

The she-bitch actually looked scared. Sha-hera prostrated herself on the ground before the throne. “You were not wrong to entrust the mission to me, my king.” 

Her false assurance set Icarus’s fangs on edge. Sha-hera feigned humility like a master actress. She groveled and yet never once admitted her failure.

“Yes?” Vile sat up and held his hands out in confusion. “And yet, where is my Bringer?”

Sha-hera pushed upright but folded her hands meekly in her lap. A hint of panic crossed her face as she scrambled for a plausible explanation. Her eyes cut briefly to Icarus and he smiled, openly baring his fangs in genuine pleasure. Sha-hera cleared her throat. “There were complications, my king.” 

Vile’s eyes widened. “Really?”

“There was another female on board. She helped the Bringer during the fight.”

Vile sat forward and rested his elbows on his muscular thighs. “Another female?” His eyes narrowed. “Was she a Bringer?”

Sha-hera glanced to Icarus. He raised his eyebrows in question. How would she explain this away? He loved watching her squirm.

She looked back at the king. “No.” 

“Did she use fierce weapons against your highly trained army of succubi?”

A titter of laughter rippled through the chamber. 

Sha-hera’s spine stiffened. “She dispatched several of us with a crossbow.”

“I heard it was the Bringer who wielded the crossbow while this mystery woman ran around the ship hitting the men over the head with a…” He paused. “Shovel.” He threw back his head and laughed. Icarus suppressed the urge to laugh as well. Vile’s amusement faded, the humor in his voice dying. “And still you couldn’t capture the Bringer?”

Sha-hera bowed her head. “No, my king.”

She made no further comment about the unknown woman on the ship. Why? She’d certainly known the human girl, so why hide their acquaintance? Icarus tucked this bit of information away for later scrutiny.

Vile leaned back and folded his hands over his rippled stomach. “Pathetic.” 

Not a single demon stirred within the throne room. Icarus remained silent, letting Sha-hera’s disgrace hang in the air. She had no idea who she was dealing with if she thought to best him at the game of intrigue.

“Icarus,” Vile said over his shoulder.

He stepped forward. “Yes, Father.”

“I’m giving you one last chance to bring the girl to me.” He tapped one long talon on the arm of the throne. “If you fail me again, I will not be as happy as I am now. Do you understand?”

Icarus’s stare bore into Sha-hera, silently warning her to stay out of his way. “I understand.”

Vile stood and flared his wings. “I grow weary of fools.” He turned and stomped from the hall.

Icarus jumped down from the dais and marched toward the exit. Demons scattered from his path. As he passed Sha-hera, her hand shot out and grabbed him. He stopped but didn’t look at her.

“This is not over,” she hissed.

He turned his head in the slowest of motions. She blamed him for her humiliation. He liked that. Her fury would unbalance her judgment. “Get your hand off of me or I’ll break it off and feed it to you.”

She hesitated, but let her hand drop. “Where were you hiding? I know you were there watching. You couldn’t wait to run back to the king and tell him, could you?”

“Your failure reached the king long before I did,” he lied. He leaned toward her, his nose an inch from hers. “Your exploits circled the Shadow World before you stopped spinning from the Bringer’s blast. I told you not to fuck with me.” 

Icarus marched from the chamber and down the corridor. His mind sifted through his options. Time was running out. Vile was growing impatient and suspicious and there would be no more chances to secure the girl after this. He slammed his fist into the rock wall. Chips flew in all directions, but he didn’t feel better. His father could not have Ravyn’s power. If he opened the Abyss of Souls there would be no hope of escaping Vile’s rule. There would be no throne. Cold settled over him and he shivered.

That couldn’t happen.

Icarus launched himself upward through the wide portal of the Shadow World. The orange sunrise kissed his face. He closed his eyes and spread his wings, basking in the dawning light. A new day. A new start. That’s what he wanted. Free from his father’s control. He opened his eyes and headed south. Hopefully, Brother Powell was in place.




  

















Chapter Twenty-one





The ship landed on the shores of Faela in late afternoon. Ravyn leaned over the rail. As The Saints were her witnesses, she would never drink again.

She craned her neck and looked up at the huge passenger vessels on either side. Their ship maneuvered between the two behemoths, slicing the space with expert timing and skill. Crew members dashed around the deck, tying off ropes and battening down the hatches. 

People swarmed the docks, their shouts and laughter rising above the constant drone of the lapping water and creaking ships. The harbor pulsed with life. Using the technique Rhys taught her, she blocked the mental din of the bustling mob. The noise in her mind quieted, but not the pounding in her head.

The smell of fish, wood, and oil permeated the air, and the light winds did nothing to dissipate the afternoon heat. Wedged between the larger ships, her hope for a breeze went unfulfilled. Thankfully, the tall, sloping sides of the neighboring vessels blocked most of the sun’s rays, giving her a measure of relief from what was sure to be a sweltering evening. Though she loved her wool pants, they were too much in this warmer climate.

Ravyn searched the ship for Rhys. He hadn’t come to bed last night, and she’d only seen him briefly at breakfast. He stood on the upper deck, arms crossed, legs spread in a wide stance, speaking with Luc. Tension radiated from him. Last night’s attack had put everybody on edge.

She stared at Rhys, willing him to look at her. Despite the compulsion she pushed at him, he continued to talk to Luc. She could’ve been wrong, but it seemed as if he was avoiding her. She struggled to squash the feeling that something had changed between them since last night.

A loud cackle drew Ravyn from her brooding and she turned back to the rail. She scanned the crowd below. A colorfully clad female threw her ample body into the arms of a disembarking sailor. The man caught her up and swung her around, planting a long, wet kiss on her mouth. Ravyn’s thoughts drifted back to Rhys. She touched her fingers to her lips as she remembered the feel of his kisses and his gentle caresses. 

Already, she missed Alba Haven and the easy routine they’d fallen into. How long would it be before she could share his bed again? She liked sleeping tucked next to Rhys, his arm wrapped around her as if he were afraid she’d leave him while he slept. She scowled at the thought of having to sleep alone at Illuma Grand. 

Their ship settled, and the crew moved around her as they secured the lines. Her throbbing head and roiling stomach prevented her from lending a hand. To let the men go about their tasks without her interference was more of a blessing than giving them her assistance. She continued to stare at the bevy of activity on the docks, riveted by so many sights and sounds.

Commands and greetings issued from all direction as the wharf’s habitants hastened about their business. Crates, sacks, and boxes were unloaded from every kind of ship by people of every color. Wagons parked along the road, awaiting their burdens. Young children flitted in and out of the crowd. Pickpockets. Ravyn remembered her outing with Nattie and the times she’d felt a gentle pressure at her hip, as if small hands searched her pockets. Vendors beckoned to newly arrived passengers and sailors in an attempt to part them from their money.

A man with large, gold hoops in his ears held his laden arms wide. Dozens of necklaces swung from his forearms in a sparkling display. 

“A trinket for a loved one or a bauble for a special lady,” the merchant enticed.

Ravyn wondered how many of his jewels had been stolen.

Rhys moved behind her, his warmth mingling with the afternoon heat but his voice holding a note of stiffness. “What do you think?”

She turned and smiled. Her stomach fluttered as his energy caressed her. Since being together intimately, it was as if her soul was tuned to him. Her smile slipped. She couldn’t put her finger on the reason for his mood change, but prayed it was simply preoccupation with getting them safely to Illuma Grand.

Ravyn glanced back at the crowd and squared her shoulders. “It’s very loud.”

She broadened her smile, trying to act normal. After all, they’d only been together for two nights, and she’d practically thrown herself at him. It wasn’t as if he owed her anything, including his love.

“Very.” An awkward silence stretched between them as they stared at the activity below. “We’ll be disembarking soon.”

 She turned away from the railing. “Wonderful.” 

Last night she’d loved the ship and the freedom she’d experienced on the open sea, skimming across the water. Now the vessel seemed empty, somehow barren of the joy she’d shared with him and the crew. They’d lost three crew members in the fight last night and she couldn’t help but wonder where they were now. Dead? Turned into Bane? Would these men be demons they would eventually have to vanquish?

Her limbs moved woodenly as she headed toward the gangway. Now, more than ever, she was happy she’d given herself to Rhys. Tomorrow was not guaranteed, especially now that they’d left the safety of Alba Haven.

He followed her to the exit, stopped beside her, and pointed toward two formal-looking men who stood at the end of the walkway. “It appears the Council sent us an escort.” 

“How would they know we were here?” she asked.

The men waited on either side of the gangplank, positioned like two sentries. Were they here to invite, or insist she and Rhys join them? 

“From me,” Luc said. He stopped beside Ravyn. “I sent a message ahead. You know how the Council is. They love to make us wait.”

Rhys arched an eyebrow. “Uh-huh.” 

Luc’s shoulders slumped. “All right. My father would have my head if we’d arrived unannounced.” 

This caught her by surprise. Not only that his father would be part of something they fought against, but also imagining Luc having a father at all. Somehow, she’d pictured his birth as something more impressive, like rising from the sea or being born of the sun. Ordinary parentage seemed to dim his glorious nature a bit.

“Is your father part of the Council?” Ravyn asked. 

“Yes,” Luc drawled. “For the most part, he believes as we do, but being immersed at Illuma Grand sometimes blurs the facts for him.”

“He’s a good man,” Rhys interjected.

“Yes, but he’ll have to pick a side. I’ve already chosen mine.”

Rhys held out his arm. “Shall we?”

The men sandwiched Ravyn between them in what she assumed was a defensive position. She mentally rolled her eyes. They were completely male. Even after last night, they didn’t believe she could protect herself. The thought grated on her. The men from Illuma Grand shifted as the three of them approached. She supposed they did make an impressive sight, especially with her dressed in her leathers.

“Afternoon, gentleman. Were you sent by my father?” Luc asked.

One of the men gave a quick bow. “He thought you might appreciate the convenience of his horses after your voyage.” 

“How thoughtful.” Luc gifted the men with his flawless smile. “And our baggage?”

“We will see to it.” The blond-haired man pointed to three black stallions on the small rise above the docks. “The horses are there.”

“He sent his best?” Luc said.

Rhys smirked. “He’s never one for subtlety.”

“It’s very thoughtful of him,” Ravyn said.

“My father is a bully. That’s why he sent his horses and an escort. To make sure we arrive in a timely manner.” He placed a hand on Ravyn’s shoulder. “You’re far too naïve.”

“I am not.” She was getting tired of Luc and Rhys thinking she was still the scared girl Rhys had saved from the abbey. 

Luc held up his hands in surrender. “All right, you’re cold and jaded.”

“Somebody mention my name?”

They turned to see Jade descending the walkway. Soft nips played along Ravyn’s arms, but she shook off the feeling. Even though she’d trained at Alba Haven, her demon senses obviously needed a bit more honing. Jade had proven herself last night. Nobody in league with the Bane would have risked her life as she had.

“How are you feeling?” Ravyn said.

Last night’s tumble into the wine barrel showed in the dark shadows puddled beneath her eyes and her ashen complexion. She smiled at Rhys and Ravyn but completely ignored Luc.

“I’ll live. You?”

“The same. Where are you staying? You could come with us,” Ravyn offered. 

She liked the idea of having a female ally, and she was more than a little curious about Jade and her relationship with the demon. Too many mysteries surrounded the woman for Ravyn’s liking.

Jade’s gaze slanted toward Luc. “I’m staying with friends.”

“You should come with us.” Ravyn said.

“You’re always welcome,” Rhys added.

“Thank you, no. I have other obligations.” She paused. “But perhaps I’ll visit later. 

Relief washed through Ravyn. “Please try. It will be nice to see a friendly face.”

Jade’s glance shot to Luc and away again. She stepped past the three of them and set her bag on the ground. “I’ll call on you soon.”

“Do you know how to get to Illuma Grand?” Ravyn said.

“Yes.”

She stepped forward and hugged Jade. “Thank you for every-thing.” 

Jade gave her a quick squeeze and stepped back. “Well.” 

She leaned to pick up her bag but Luc beat her to it. He flung the pack over his shoulder. “I’ll carry your bag.” 

“You’re not carrying my bag.” Her tone was even, but it held a definite threat.

Luc turned to Rhys. “I’ll meet you at Illuma later. I’m going to see Jade safely to her friends.”

“No you’re not.” Jade yanked on the strap of her bag. “I don’t need an escort.” 

He glared at her. “You’re no longer dressed as a man. It’s not safe or proper to walk the streets like a common whore.”

”Luc,” Ravyn said, “I’m sure we’re all concerned about Jade, but I think our worries are…” She gave him a meaningful stare, willing him to understand. “Unfounded.”

His gaze slid to her. “I’m not so easily convinced.”

“Listen, you ass. If I want to walk the streets like a two-bit doxy, that’s my business. I don’t need an escort.”

People stared and whispered, slowing to watch the arguing couple as they passed. The two men from Illuma Grand shifted uncomfortably as the quarrel escalated.

Luc jerked the bag out of Jade’s grip. “Yes, you do.”

“Fine, then I don’t need you to escort me,” she yelled.

“Too damn bad. You’ve got me.” Without a backward glance, he marched down the dock, leaving Jade to stare after him. 

She stomped her foot and roared in frustration. With a stiff spine she stalked after Luc. “Overbearing ass.” 

Ravyn looked at Rhys. “Who do you think will win that battle?”

He smirked. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

She watched the warring couple weave along the wharf. Jade gave several furious yanks on the strap of her pack but to no avail. Luc held fast and appeared unfazed by her haranguing. 

Ravyn shook her head. “I can’t tell if they like or hate each other.”

“It’s a very fine line.”

She furrowed her brow. “Meaning?” 

“Meaning, both emotions evoke a powerful reaction. It’s sometimes hard to distinguish love from hate.” 

He placed his hand on the small of her back and guided her down the dock. Warmth flooded her body. Some of her self-doubt eased with his touch. He didn’t appear angry with her and now that they were on dry land he seemed a bit more relaxed. 

Her legs felt wobbly, as if the ground moved beneath her feet. Rhys had told her this might happen but she hadn’t completely understood. She smiled at the new experience.

They accepted the reins from the two boys who waited with the horses, and mounted. Rhys took the lead as they picked their way along the road, around carts, and through the throngs of pedestrians. Ravyn didn’t know if she’d ever become accustomed to being surrounded by so many people. Alba was crowded but Faela boasted three times the population. The city was second in size to only Itta, Inness’s largest city.

An inkling of a headache drummed at the base of her skull. She reinforced the shields around her mind, blocking out the din. Men watched her pass, their stares hungry. Unease seeped into her bones and she guided her horse as close to Rhys’s as possible. She almost wished she’d worn a gown instead of her leathers. 

The crowds thinned, and she kicked her horse forward to ride next to Rhys. “So, what should I expect?”

He stared straight ahead. “Formality.”

She smirked. Now that was ironic. She focused on the scenery around her, hoping to appear equally as practical. “Formality?” 

“That’s why they don’t like me.” 

“Because you’re not proper?”

It was his turn to smirk. “Some of the Council don’t like my methods.”

“Which are?”

He glanced at her. “Which don’t involve a thousand meetings and several hundred committees to get something done.”

“A man of action.”

“If you had to label me,” he conceded.

She mustered her courage to ask the question that had been pressing on her all morning. “Rhys?”

He didn’t look at her. “Yes.”

“Are you angry with me?”

She bit her lower lip, almost hating to hear the answer. He hadn’t come to bed last night and had been aloof all morning. She couldn’t stand the thought of being the cause. He exhaled as if resigning himself to an unpleasant task.

“No, I’m not angry with you.” He still didn’t look at her. “I’m angry with myself.”

“Why?” She willed him to look at her.

He turned his head and stared at her. She mentally flinched. Self-loathing, pain, acceptance, each emotion burned in his gaze.

“For forgetting my responsibilities.” He sighed and looked away. “For allowing myself to care.”

Ravyn wasn’t sure she should be happy or heartbroken. “What are you saying?”

His chin lifted slightly. “I was wrong to foster a relationship between us. I shouldn’t have let it go this far.”

Her reaction tumbled toward heartbroken. She swallowed against her tightening throat and blinked away the burn of tears. “Why?”

It was the only word she could form and it came out in a breathless waver.

“I was wrong to think I could protect and care for someone at the same time.” He looked at her and she saw the stubborn set of his jaw. “I can’t.”

“So we should pretend that we never—never?”

She couldn’t say the words. Up until that moment she’d known she would never regret being with Rhys, but his words somehow made her feel foolish and unclean. His expression softened a fraction but not enough to give her hope he might change his mind.

“I’m sorry,” was all he said and looked away.

She stared at his profile for several seconds, letting his words sink in. Maybe Luc was right. She was too naïve. She sniffed and straightened her spine. “Me too.”

They rode in silence most of the way. If only they’d stayed at Alba Haven, safe and away from outside interference. But they weren’t home and they had a mission to do and Bringers to help. She’d spent all her life pretending harsh words and taunts didn’t bother her. What was one more? Strange how Rhys’s rejection weighed so much heavier than all the barbs the Sisters had cast at her while in the abbey.

The silence grew awkward and she stilled herself from demanding more answers. She wouldn’t beg for his affection. But not being with Rhys left a big hole in her future. Where would she go? Being around him at Alba Haven might be too painful to endure day after day. Perhaps she should be like him and put duty before all else. 

Her thoughts turned to the impending battle with the Bane. She wanted to ask him if he’d read his father’s journal yet, but the question now felt too personal. He hadn’t said anything about it since they’d left the inn. Did he treat the diary the same way he was treating her, pushing it aside because to deal with the situation was too painful?

She struggled for a neutral subject. “Will the Council be hostile?”

He stared intently at the road ahead. “Some, but not all. Many of the Council use Bringers for their own gain. I have no doubt they’ll attempt the same with you.”

A shiver rippled through her and the hair on the back of her neck pricked at the thought of being manipulated. How could the Bringers of Illuma Grand be so different than those at Alba Haven?

Unaware of her increasing fear, he continued. “Be careful what you say and to whom.”

“You’ve made this mission sound completely unpleasant,” she said, trying to lighten the mood. 

Her attempt failed. His expression remained serious. “I’d hate for you to drop your guard and trust the wrong people.”

She bit the inside of her cheek to stop her retort. Did he believe her incapable of distinguishing friend from foe? “Well, I guess I’m lucky to have you here to protect me.”

Rhys didn’t respond, but she noticed the slight clench in his jaw. It appeared she’d hit a nerve. 

The sprawl of the bustling city shifted and spread to open fields and farms. Rolling hills and trees replaced the press of stacked and crowded buildings, and the street diminished to a one-lane, rutted road as they left the city limits of Faela. 

Ravyn inhaled, able to breathe again, and followed Rhys as he guided his horse off the main roadway and onto another narrow path. Beyond a grove of trees the road widened. He straightened in the saddle and scowled as the first buildings came into view. 

Illuma Grand was aptly named. They traveled through a massive stone and metal archway, and the natural tangle of the woods smoothed into organized orchards and gardens. Small, gray stone buildings dotted their course, and people bustled along rock paths. Each person wore the same drab gray clothing. 

Well, she certainly wouldn’t blend in. 

Ravyn stared at the workers. They reminded her of the ants she’d spent hours watching as a girl, all with single-minded focus as they scurried to do their tasks. “Are all these people Bringers?”

“Yes, mixed-bloods. Most possess some talent, but none have the powers we do.” 

She watched a woman with an armload of rolled-up parchments hurry down the path toward one of the small stone buildings. Ravyn wondered how different she was from the rest of these people. “They’re very…stiff?”

He smiled. “Formal.” 

She glanced at him, frowning. 

“They’re the epitome of procedures and rules. None know what it’s like to act on instinct.”

A man in a strange wagon moved across the path in front of them. He pedaled the contraption, moving the wagon forward as another man removed small shrubs from the bed of the vehicle and strategically placed them on the ground. Gardeners, perhaps? 

“What is the purpose of the Illuma Grand Bringers?”

Irritation laced his voice when he replied. “An excellent question. Please enlighten me if you ever discover the answer.” 

She frowned and scanned the open grounds they rode along. “Under what guise do they operate? This is a massive estate, and I thought the Bringers demanded anonymity to promote their legend. But these Bringers seem to mingle openly in Faela.” 

“As I’ve said, many Bringers have misguided ideas.” He held his arms wide. “They think it’s their mission to be businessmen or public stewards and to ignore the Bane.” He lowered his arms. “So much of our history has been lost. We’re no longer warriors, but social servants. Eventually, the Bane will overrun Inness and all the good intentions in the world won’t stop the demons or save the humans.”

“Or us,” she added.

He raised a brow. “Or us.” 

She contemplated the ramifications of what he said. How does somebody change an attitude that’s been set for centuries? “What are the chances of enlisting help from some of the Bringers at Illuma Grand?” 

He smirked. “Not everybody is happy with the Council. Our informer mentioned rumblings.” He paused. “Unfortunately, those discontented Bringers are now missing.”

Cold dread washed through her. “Bane?”

He shrugged. “The Bane, the Council…that’s what we’re here to find out.”

They stopped the horses in front of a set of wide, flat steps that spread along the front of the building. White marble pillars reached to the sky and kissed the soaring roofline of the palatial structure. Two men dressed in identical gray tunics jogged down the stairs and took the reins. They bowed but didn’t speak. 

Ravyn glanced at Rhys in question.

“Jacob Le Daun.” Rhys stated the name as if that should explain everything, and slid off the horse. He helped her from the mount and guided her up the steps. His touch held none of its normal warmth, but instead felt stiff, as if he preferred not to touch her at all. She had the sudden longing to be home, but squashed the thought, not sure where home was anymore.








  

















Chapter Twenty-two





Most everything about Illuma Grand was brisk and sharp, including the manicured lawn, the hedges, and the people. Immaculate walkways gleamed in the sunshine, and white marble statues of curvaceous women and straight-nosed men blended with their pristine surroundings. Not a single leaf littered the ground, and not a single blade of grass tilted at the wrong angle.

“Illuma Grand is very…” She struggled for the right word. “Crisp.” 

Rhys smiled but didn’t look at her. “An apt description.”

She yanked on the bottom of her tunic. “They’re going to love me.”

He ran his gaze down her body, his eyes holding not a hint of emotion. “Yes.”

They turned a corner and entered a crowded courtyard. Ravyn’s step faltered as the people stopped and openly gawked at her and Rhys. Of course, the residents of Illuma would stare at Rhys. His handsomeness and raw presence naturally drew everybody’s attention. A twinge of jealousy bit at her. Several seconds passed before she realized the stares didn’t stray to him, but scrutinized her with rude curiosity.

She hunched toward him and away from the crowd, watching for signs of hostility. “They’re staring.”

His posture was stiff. “Your outfit.”

Was he embarrassed by her? Ravyn glanced down and then back to the bystanders. Every woman wore a practical gray gown, none of which sported embellishments, jewels, or even a weapon.

Several whispered behind their hands, and all openly stared.

“Well, this is rather awkward,” she said under her breath.

He didn’t respond. She wondered if he was enjoying her discomfort. He’d made it clear he didn’t like her leathers. Well too bad, she wasn’t going to change, no matter how uncomfortable these Bringers made her feel. She’d survived three demon attacks, and there was nothing worse these people could do to her.

Feeling defensive, Ravyn’s mood darkened. She cast about, her gaze falling onto a few male onlookers. Their expressions seemed anything but hostile. Butterflies tumbled in her stomach as one of them winked at her. 

“Stop staring,” Rhys growled.

The pressure on her lower back increased and he quickened their pace.

“I wasn’t staring, they were.”

“Sainted Ones, give me strength,” he mumbled and propelled her forward.

A tall, golden-haired man strode toward them. Ravyn knew him before he spoke. Brilliant blue eyes framed an older version of Luc’s face. He stopped and waited for their approach.

“Lord Blackwell,” he said, loud enough for all the spectators to hear. “It is so good to see you.”

Rhys smiled and grasped the older man’s forearms. “Jacob, you’re looking well. Haven’t lost any of your flair.”

“I simply give them what they want. Gets boring here,” he said in a quiet voice. Jacob Le Daun was every bit as handsome as his son. He turned and gave Ravyn a low bow. “Lady Mayfield, you do us great honor with your presence.”

“Thank you, my lord. I’m pleased to be here.” 

He gave her a look that said he knew better. “Come. I’ll show you to your quarters.” He led them down the wide corridor and past the gawking spectators. “Where is my wayward son?” 

“Luc will join us shortly,” Rhys said.

“Off on some fool’s errand, I suspect.”

Rhys cleared his throat. “Time will tell.”

“A girl?”

“Something like that.”

 “He’ll never change.” Jacob sighed. “Should be glad he comes to visit at all.” He looked at Ravyn. “Even if it’s for reasons other than to see his father.”

She gave him a weak smile, unsure how to respond. There were obviously things between Luc and his father. Whether they were problems or merely a father’s concerns, she couldn’t tell.

Jacob’s gaze cut to Rhys. “Will you and the lady be…sharing a room?”

“No,” Rhys said. 

Embarrassment heated Ravyn’s cheeks.

Jacob’s eyebrows disappeared into his blond hair. “So it’s like that?”

Ravyn scowled, her mood darkening again. “It’s not like anything.”

He laughed and slapped Rhys on the back. “I see why you like her. She’s a feisty one.”

Rhys refused to look at her and didn’t respond.

A coy smile remained plastered to Jacob’s face. “I bet Luc likes you. Probably put him in his place, eh?” 

“He’s her lap dog,” Rhys snapped.

Ravyn blushed and Jacob laughed. Somebody should have warned her it wasn’t the Council she had to be wary of. 

She ignored the men as they traveled through Illuma Grand, staring into some of the rooms they passed. Each room held something different—children in classes, people gathered around a large table, waving their hands and debating, and rows of tables where several people sat hunched, scribbling on parchment paper. There was even a room filled with what looked like science experiments. Small, blue flames burned under bubbling pots and glass bowls. She craned her neck, trying to see more but only caught a final glimpse of what looked like the large skeletal structure of a…dragon?

“What’s happened since I was last here?” Rhys asked.

“Very little, I’m afraid. Mainly gossip and speculation.” Lowering his voice, he added, “Since there is nothing else to keep their minds occupied.”

“Aren’t the meetings and assemblies enough?” Rhys drawled.

Jacob gave a humorless bark of laughter. “Many of the Council members have started making more decisions and asking less from those who live here. I’ve heard grumblings. Many believe the Council is trying to gain control over Illuma Grand.”

Rhys lowered his voice to just above a whisper. “Do you believe the missing Bringers have been taken by the Bane?”

“Hard to tell.” Jacob gave a little shrug. “There are no signs of struggle. Some of us have been discreetly investigating, but we’ve found nothing yet.”

“Aren’t you a member of the Council?” Ravyn asked.

“Barely. A specific few make the majority of the decisions. They conspire to control the vote. Most decisions directly benefit them, but they assure us it’s for the greater good,” Jacob said.

“Not surprising,” Rhys said. “Their scheming is one of the reasons I didn’t want Ravyn to meet with them.”

“About that.” Jacob turned down another long corridor. “The Council would like to meet with you immediately, Rhys.”

“Now?”

“Yes, but only you. They’d like an update on your activities. They want to meet with Ravyn tomorrow morning.” He paused. “Alone.”

Rhys stopped. “No.”

“I’m sorry. I tried to convince them to let you attend, but they overrode me.” He turned to Ravyn. “Fromme Bagita was quite insistent.”

For the first time all day, Rhys really looked at her. Anxiety rolled off him and shivers skittered across her as his energy openly caressed and enfolded her. 

Surprisingly, Ravyn wasn’t afraid. She turned to Jacob. “Can Rhys wait outside? Be there if I need him?”

“Of course.” He clasped Rhys on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of her.”

She peered at him, wondering if he’d take a stand and demand to be with her, secretly hoping he would. Not that she could truly be sure of his reason, caring for her or doing his duty and protecting her. After several long seconds, Rhys gave a single nod of agreement. His acquiescence left the faint taste of betrayal in her mouth. Neither lover nor protector, he’d leave her to face the Council with barely a fight.

The three continued their trek until finally stopping at the end of the corridor.

“I secured these adjoining rooms for you. You must make sure you and Luc exit from this door and Ravyn exits from her door. I know it seems ridiculous, but we don’t need to make waves over something easily avoidable.”

Heat rushed to her cheeks, and she nodded. Sadness pinched her heart. There would be no reason for her to exit Rhys’s door.

Clean, simple, and very sparse were the first impressions that came to mind when she stepped inside the chamber. From the impressive entrance and elegant beauty of the main area, she’d expected something a little grander. This room reminded her of her cell at the abbey, but was not nearly as oppressive.

She turned to Lord Le Daun. “Thank you. It’s very…organized.”

“It is that, my lady. And so are the people.” Jacob moved farther into the room. “They are also predictable, punctual, and proper.”

“Sounds rather boring,” she muttered.

“Exactly. Perhaps you will add a little spice to their lives. I daresay your outfit has already inspired an array of tittle-tattle.”

A young man carrying their belongings knocked on the open door. “Your things, my lady.”

“Thank you,” Jacob said. He pointed to the bed. “Set them over there.”

The man unloaded her items and ducked out of the room before she had a chance to thank him. Very efficient and a little skittish. She untied her dirty, worn bag and surveyed the items inside, pulling out her tome and Bowen’s journal. Perhaps she’d look at them while Rhys was gone.

“Can you meet with the Council now, Rhys?” Jacob called.

Rhys stepped into her room. “Will you be all right? I’ll only be gone a short while.”

“I’ll be fine.” She laid the books onto the bed. “Besides, I’m a little tired. Maybe I’ll take a nap.”

“I’ll ask for them to serve us dinner in our rooms tonight.”

Jacob held up his hand. “Leave that to me.”

He walked to a tall, thin cabinet beside the door and opened it. A thick, silk rope hung inside with a bell positioned at the top. He reached in and yanked on the rope. Ravyn was surprised that the bell didn’t ring.

“When you hear this bell ring,” he said, pointing inside the cabinet, “You open this door.” He tugged open a small, square door she hadn’t noticed. “The food will be waiting inside. When you’ve finished, place the dishes back inside and pull the rope.” He closed the door. “Somebody will be by to collect them.”

She smiled. “Very clever.” Tonight, at least, she wouldn’t be subjected to any more stares or whispers. “Thank you.”

“You’re very welcome, my lady.”

Rhys followed Jacob out of the room. Before drawing the door shut, he said, “Lock it.”

Her hand hovered on the lock. She glanced over her shoulder to the two books lying on her bed. Would she have enough time to look at his father’s journal? With Rhys putting more and more distance between them, she might never get another chance to see inside the diary. As far as she knew, he still hadn’t read it.

She opened her door and peeked out. The hall was empty. Ducking inside, she locked her door and then Rhys’s. If he came back early, she’d have time to replace his journal. She rifled through his bag, pawing over his clothes until her fingers found the rectangular lump. Her hands shook and heart raced as she lifted the book from the sack. This felt wrong. He’d be furious if he found out she’d read it. Willa had been right. It felt like trespassing on somebody’s private thoughts.

This was no time for guilt, however, and there was no room for hesitation. Not when others depended on her, and not when the journal’s contents could save her life. Maybe the words of Rhys’s father would provide much-needed answers to their questions. The leather felt cool under her fingers as she hurried to the bed and sat. She reached into her boot and removed the dagger, its metal hilt warm from her body. After placing the knife on a low table, she kicked off her boots and climbed onto the bed. With infinite care, she pried open the covers of the diary.

Lines flowed in a beautiful script, the letters forming words that tugged at Ravyn’s heart and made tears pool in her eyes. He wrote of the life they’d left behind and how he missed it. They were words of love from a man to his wife, and from a father to his son, sentiments that confirmed what Ravyn believed but Rhys couldn’t accept—he had been his father’s pride and joy, and nothing Rhys did would ever change that. 

She turned the pages, reading as quickly as she could but not wanting to miss a single sentence. His father told of the Bane and his worry that Vile grew stronger. He penned his frustration at not knowing where the immortal weapons were hidden. The words on the parchment illustrated the happiness and hardships of Rhys’s early years, his parents’ love, and all he had lost the day they died. 

Her finger slid behind the paper and turned the page. She froze. A daggerhad been painstakingly reproduced in the journal. She picked up her weapon from the table and laid it next to the book. 

“It’s the same,” she whispered.

Small writing ran along the edges of the page. She held the book closer and squinted at the script.

In death there is life, in sacrifice, return. 

All barriers destroyed and evil be spurned. 

No hindrance remain, from our blood be renewed, 

that which was taken, settle in those who Bring true.

She shook her head. “What does it mean?” The text dipped along the crease of the pages. She turned the book and pressed it open. 

Speak the words before death. Those who Bring true will be served. 

A ruckus erupted outside the door. Panic shot through Ravyn. She jumped off the bed, raced to Rhys’s room, and shoved the journal into his bag. As quietly as possible, she slid the bolt on his door and jogged to her room. Loud thuds sounded near the base of her door.

“Who is it?”

“Luc,” he grunted.

Ravyn opened her door. 

A large trunk was perched precariously on one of his shoulders, and he held a smaller wooden box under his arm. He scowled. “A little help, please.”

“Sorry.” She pulled open the door and retrieved the smaller box. He pushed past her and tramped into the room, setting the crate at the foot of her bed. Ravyn stuck her head out the door before closing it. Three women watched from down the hall, their expressions stony. So much for discretion. 

“How many gowns did you bring?” he said. “This is heavy.” 

She shut the door and faced him. “I only brought one gown. These are my weapons—crossbow, arrows, and a few short spears.”

“You must have an entire arsenal in there.”

“Well, you know how we girls are, Luc. If I wear my black leather, then my crossbow looks nice. If I’m wearing green, then a nice thin saber or short spear is the weapon of choice.”

He shook his head. “You’re the only woman I know who accessorizes her artillery.”

“Functionality is no reason to disregard fashion,” she teased. “So, did you get Jade settled?” 

“Yes,” he snapped. He stood and paced across the room. “There’s something off about that woman.”

“She may be a bit of an eccentric, but she saved my life—all our lives.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “Still there’s something about her. She’s too secretive…and irritating.” He raised his voice to imitate Jade. “Give me back my bag. Don’t escort me. Stop following me. Put me down.”

Ravyn blinked. “Put me down?”

“She wouldn’t stay where I told her to so I picked her up and carried her.”

“Really?” 

“Yes, really. The woman needs a good lesson in humility.” 

“Luc.” Ravyn shook her head. “You’re dense.” 

“Me? I wasn’t the one screeching like a banshee.” He dropped onto the chair with a sigh.

“I think you like her.”

“Like her? I’d rather contract the plague than be around her. I was watching her because you told me to. Remember?” 

“I remember, but I also tried to tell you I’d changed my mind about her being involved with the Bane.” 

He grunted as if unconvinced.

She crossed her arms over her chest. “So what did you find out?” 

He rose from the chair and paced. “Nothing.”

“Did you kiss her?”

Luc stopped and looked at her. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

“A great deal.”

Rhys opened her door and stopped. His gaze rebounded between her and Luc as he hovered in the doorway. He pinned her with his icy stare tinged with—was that jealousy? 

“What’s going on?”

She ignored the flutter in her stomach. “Luc likes Jade.”

“I do not.” Luc pointed at her and said to Rhys, “How can you stand her? She’s so irritating.”

Rhys said nothing, only continued to stare. 

“How’d the meeting go?” Ravyn asked him.

Luc perked up. “You met with the Council already?”

“Yes. They don’t trust me.”

“From what I hear,” Luc said, “they don’t trust anyone, including one another.”

“What did you tell them?” Ravyn asked.

“Exactly what they asked for and nothing more. Fromme Bagita wasn’t very happy with me.” Rhys seemed extremely satisfied with himself. “He took an exceptional dislike to my answers.”

“You weren’t supposed to antagonize them,” Ravyn said.

“I simply answered their questions.”

“Don’t you mean answered their questions simply?” Luc asked.

“You’re splitting hairs,” Rhys said. “They already know I’m difficult. They would become suspicious if I was suddenly cooperative.”

“When do I meet with them?” She couldn’t keep her voice from wavering.

He sighed. “Tomorrow morning. I’ll escort you. I want them to know you’re protected.”

For once, she would happily let him play protector and savior. The bell chimed in the cabinet, breaking the tension in the room. Rhys opened the cubby door to reveal three platters heaping with hot, delicious-smelling food. They each gathered a dish and carried it to the round table in the middle of Ravyn’s chamber. Within minutes, a meal fit for royalty had been set. Her mouth watered as she bent and inhaled the savory aroma of duck, tiny potatoes, and some vegetable she couldn’t identify, with a platter of sugar cakes and tarts for dessert. If she kept eating like this, she’d have to revisit Madam Turner to purchase bigger leathers.

They spent the rest of the evening eating and speculating on what the Council would do during its interrogation. After the fifth time being told not to reveal her firepower, Ravyn yawned. She moved to her bed and lay down, her head sinking into the pillow. “I understand. No fire.” 

Luc stood and stretched. “I’m off to bed. I’ll be here in the morning to escort you as well.”

Ravyn’s heart swelled at his protective nature. “Thank you.”

Rhys rose, and gazed at her for several seconds.

She stared back, wondering what he was thinking, hoping he would stay. 

“Get a good night’s sleep,” he said.

He scooted back the chair and walked to the adjoining door. She mentally sighed. Nobody could accuse Rhys of being weak-willed. 

Luc’s brow knit, his look silently asking her what was wrong. 

Ravyn shrugged. 

He scowled. 

She shook her head, telling him not to push the issue. 

Then he shrugged. 

The entire silent conversation happened before Rhys reached his door.

“Coming, Luc?” he asked over his shoulder.

Luc picked up a small berry tart and popped it in his mouth. “Good night, Ravyn.”

“Good night.”

He was like a large child at times. She smiled as he left the room licking his fingers. Rhys glowered at him and pulled the door between their rooms shut.

She climbed out of bed and stacked the dishes inside the cubby. After giving the bell pull a yank, she stripped off her clothes. Cool night air brushed her skin and sent tiny goose bumps along her arms. She rummaged in her bag and her fingers grazed the purple gown Madam Turner had given her. The material shimmered as she slid it across her hand. She’d brought it on a whim, a decision that now made her feel foolish. She laid the dress over the back of the chair.

The quiet click of the lock echoed around her silent chamber. She scowled at the door. What did Rhys think? She was so madly in love with him she wouldn’t be able to restrain herself? Arrogant oaf.






  

















Chapter Twenty-three





Morning came too quickly. Ravyn rolled onto her back and jumped when her gaze fell on Rhys. He sat in the straight-backed chair, watching her. She blinked and rubbed her eyes. Was she dreaming? “What are you doing here?”

“I think you should wear a gown to see the Council,” he said.

“What?” She sat up and stretched. The sheet pooled around her waist, exposing her thin shift. She noticed his eyes linger on her breasts. Maybe he wasn’t as immune to her as he’d like to believe. “Why?” 

He rubbed his hand over the black stubble on his face. “You look too formidable in your leathers. Your gown will make you appear less threatening. The Council may even underestimate you.”

She answered with an unladylike snort. “I think I’ve forgotten how to act meek.”

“Just be yourself. This group is drunk on its own importance. They won’t want to believe you’re more powerful than they are.” He paused and lifted his arm. The flimsy purple gown dangled from his fingers. “What is this?”

Ravyn cleared her throat and swung her legs over the side of the bed. She walked across the room, plucked the garment from his hand, and stuffed the dress into her bag. She turned to face him. “A gift.”

He fired his next question. “From whom?” 

“A friend.” She let the innuendo hang in the air. If he was jealous, so much the better. “Now, please leave so I can get dressed.” 

He stood and stared at her, his unasked questions filling the room. She stared back, not willing to give him the satisfaction of an answer.

A knock on his chamber door pulled Rhys’s attention from her. He stomped into his room and closed the adjoining door. Not wasting any time, Ravyn dressed in her one conservative blue gown and leather boots. She dug a wooden brush from her bag and tried to tame her mass of hair. With deft fingers, she divided and plaited the strands into a single, thick braid, then surveyed herself in the mirror.

“That’s about as proper as I’m going to get.” 

She stored the rest of her things inside the trunk and dragged her dagger from under the pillow. The sensation of binding wrapped around her hand as she slipped the weapon into her boot. She stuffed the tome and Bowen’s journal between her mattresses. No sense in tempting curious Bringers.

The words from Rhys’s father’s diary floated back to her. “In death there is life, in sacrifice return. All barriers destroyed and evil be spurned.” She stopped and stared at her hand. A prickle ran along the white scar where she’d cut herself with the dagger while fighting the Bane at the cemetery. She clenched and unclenched her fingers.

Rhys knocked. “Ravyn, are you ready?”

“Yes.” She squeezed her hand again and rubbed it against her thigh. “Coming.”

As she entered the room, she noticed Siban standing just inside the door. He bowed. “Morning, my lady.”

“Siban, what a surprise.” She glanced at Rhys.

“He took the transport after ours.” Rhys hesitated. “He says he needs to be here.”

Unease settled over Ravyn as she looked at the Tell. “Some-thing bad?”

“I don’t know, my lady. Better safe than sorry.”

She nodded. Yes, she was quickly learning better safe than sorry. 

Somebody knocked and Siban leaned over and opened the door.

“Siban,” Luc said as he entered the room. “What a surprise.”

He grasped Luc’s forearm. “So I’ve been told.” 

“Well, it looks like I have a formidable escort.” The three men stared at her with a mixture of protective ferocity and helplessness. “Stop looking at me like I’m a lamb going to slaughter? They’re only people.” 

“Bringers. They are still Bringers,” Rhys growled. He turned to Luc. “I don’t like this. One of us should be in the chamber with her.”

Her anger flared. She was tired of Rhys expecting one thing, then disputing her every action. Expected to train but not allowed to fight. Expected to be a Bringer but only when it suited him. Willing to take her to his bed but not willing to take a chance on them. 

“I can take care of myself. I don’t need you holding my hand every step of the way.”

“You already underestimate the Council, even after I’ve told you not to.”

“I think I’ve done well taking care of myself so far, or have you forgotten the little incident two nights ago?” She regretted the words the second they spilled from her lips.

He bared his teeth at her. “I haven’t forgotten. There’s a huge hole in the deck of my ship to remind me.”

“Why you ungrateful son of—”

“Enough.”Luc stepped between them. The vehemence in his voice shocked Ravyn into silence. “This is neither the time nor the place for this argument.”

She crossed her arms and gave Luc a single nod, even though she wanted nothing more than to rail at Rhys. Was he actually angry about his ship, after she and Jade had saved the entire crew? Rage seethed just below the surface. What a fool to believe he could feel anything more than duty and obligation. What a fool to hope he’d been falling in love with her. Good thing she found out now that it took so little to fall out of his favor. With a stiff spine and her head held high, she marched out of the room.

Rhys fell in beside her while Luc and Siban posted themselves at her back. Some of her anger cooled as they passed through the halls of Illuma Grand. She could only imagine the spectacle they made. One small woman guarded by three imposing and strikingly beautiful men. People lined the walls, stopping to stare, openmouthed.

Rhys led her through what looked like a huge gathering room and down a wide marble staircase. As they descended deeper into the earth, the crowds of people thinned. Soon, all trace of the morning sun disappeared and only the flickering light from mounted braziers lit their way. By the time they reached the last step, nobody remained but the four of them.

“This is rather uninviting.” Her voice echoed in the polished marble hall. A chill ran up her arms.

“The Council loves drama,” Luc said.

Two arched doors loomed at the end of the passage. Rhys’s hand touched her waist and guided her forward. She didn’t pull away, needing any warmth and comfort she could get, even though she was still angry with him. Maybe she wasn’t as brave as she thought. Torches burned in the wall sconces, but the stark space lent a cold, unwelcoming feel to their golden light. 

The huge, black doors of the Council chamber remained closed and forbidding. Ravyn and the men stopped and waited without speaking. Words seemed too harsh in the chill of the silent chamber, as if speaking would shatter the bond between the four of them.

She studied the carved design on the door. Mythical creatures swirled across the polished wood. The same dragon as Rhys’s healing pendant stretched along the panel of one door, and on the opposite side, a phoenix twisted in an aerial dance. 

“Incredible,” Ravyn whispered. She ran her hand over the phoenix’s tail. Warmth seeped into her chilled fingers and across her hand. She rubbed her thumb over her fingertips and looked at Rhys. “What do the carvings mean?”

“Nobody knows. They’ve been here for as long as anyone can remember. Most believe they are nothing more than beautiful craftsmanship.” His hand glided across the dragon, and he smiled slightly. “But I think they have more significance.”

Ravyn noticed how his fingers caressed the ridge of the dragon’s back in an almost loving manner. 

He lowered his hand and looked at her. “Ready?”

She released a heavy breath and squared her body. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

Siban and Luc braced their hands against a door and waited. She took a deep breath and nodded. As Rhys’s hand slipped around her side, the other two shoved against the doors. Hinges creaked as the massive panels swung inward. Ravyn’s stomach roiled, and she silently counted to ten as the doors opened like the parting curtain of a play, slowly revealing the cast. Nine Council members faced her, each seated behind a long table that stretched across the back of the chamber—four women and five men.

Her instinct was to tighten her shields and protect herself. Instead, she lowered her barriers a little, opening herself to the vibrations of the room. She sent feelers of awareness outward, searching for information that would give her the edge. 

A mixture of animosity, curiosity, disbelief, and even hopeful anticipation greeted her. At first touch, she couldn’t tell who exuded which emotion, but by the looks on their faces and their body language, it wouldn’t be difficult to figure it out.

Rhys pressed her forward. Four soaring arches intersected at the center of the room’s ceiling, directly above a large circle laid into the stonework of the floor. A buzz ran up her legs and out the top of her head when they stopped in the middle of the sphere. She shivered and mentally shook herself. 

She glanced at Rhys and, by the look on his face, knew he also felt the power. The energy made her giddy, and she struggled to focus on the Council. 

In each chair sat a Council member, and behind each member hung a portrait with his or her likeness. Most were tastefully painted and simply hung, but a few of them had been so ostentatiously posed and ornately framed they surpassed the boundaries of good taste.

Rhys bowed and tugged at the back of Ravyn’s skirt. She curtsied but said nothing. 

His voice resonated through the chamber, deep and confident. “May I present Lady Ravyn Mayfield of Menda Abbey.”

A couple of the members smiled, some appeared bored, while the remaining few scowled. She didn’t need her Bringer intuition to know where the animosity emanated from. A large, bald man swathed in deep maroon brocade rose from the center seat at the table. Silver fox circled the collar of his robe, making him look like a lion. Ravyn bit back a laugh and cleared her throat, trying to subdue the room’s effect on her. She narrowed her lids and focused on him.

The man’s smile didn’t reach his eyes when he spoke, and he ignored Ravyn. “Welcome, Lord Blackwell.”

The urge to laugh bubbled up again and nearly spilled out. What was wrong with her? Ravyn pinched her thigh. Hard. The pain brought back her focus, and she realized she should be insulted by this man’s rebuff. 

He stared at Rhys in challenge.

Silence rang through the chamber. Three of the Council mem-bers shifted in their seats while the two closest to the man who’d just spoken smiled. 

Ravyn bit the inside of her cheek.

“We will be waiting outside if you need us.” Rhys’s statement echoed through the chamber and she had no doubt he’d said it as a warning to the Council. He glared at the standing man for several seconds before leaving the room.

Hinges squeaked, and the soft swish of the doors sounded behind her. She stood alone and silent. Let him insult her. What the Council thought of her didn’t matter. This introduction was a courtesy Rhys had extended to them. 

The large man leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers under his chin. “Lady Mayfield, how interesting to have you here.”

It was neither a compliment nor an insult. She could play this game. “Thank you, Lord…?” 

A few of the Council members cleared their throats and Jacob Le Daun chuckled, not bothering to hide his amusement. The two watchdogs next to the speaker scowled, their disdain pouring over her like a cold bucket of water.

“I am Fromme Bagita, but you may call me Lord Bagita.” 

She inclined her head but said nothing more. 

Lord Bagita folded his hands on the table in front of him, oozing superiority. “Do you know why you have been summoned?” 

“You did not summon me, Lord Bagita.” She would let him know from the start that he wasn’t in control. “I believe you were informed of our impending arrival and Lord Blackwell requested this meeting.”

Fromme puffed up and opened his mouth to argue, but Jacob Le Daun cleared his throat. “She is correct,” Jacob said. “My son notified us of his arrival and requested an assembly on Lord Blackwell’s behalf so that we might meet Lady Mayfield.”

Bagita’s jaw clenched and unclenched as he turned a strained smile to Ravyn. “Well then, Lady Mayfield, why have we assembled? It must be a matter of significance to take us away from our important duties.”

“To warn you of the Bane threat. To tell you of my encounters with the demons.” She sifted through Rhys’s endless lecture from last night. Not to show my abilities, she reminded herself. The energy inside the room was making her body hum like a huge tuning fork. “Rhys offers this as a show of his willingness to cooperate with the Council.”

Fromme opened his arms wide. “So, Lord Blackwell has condescended to grace us with his presence and share what I am sure will be fascinating new information.” 

Ravyn remained silent. 

“That is so very like Blackwell.” Bagita folded his hands on the table and leaned forward. “Running on the assumption that the Council waits with bated breath for any tidbit of information he sees fit to share.” 

“Lord Blackwell is concerned with the progression of the Bane.” She struggled to keep the accusation out of her voice. “And the lack of response from the Bringers of Illuma Grand.” 

“Yes, we’re well aware of Blackwell’s inflated views of the Bane.” Lord Bagita relaxed into his chair and splayed his hands over his broad stomach, his chins pooling against the wide fur collar. “Has he not shared the fact that our ancestors annihilated the demons over a thousand years ago? Since then we’ve lived in peace.”

“Annihilated?” It was her turn to scowl. The thick energy pulsed, elevating her sensitivity to the thoughts and expectations in the room, and heightening her emotions. Her anger expanded by an illogical amount. She rubbed the spot on her shoulder where Icarus had speared her. “I can assure you, Lord Bagita, the Bane are very much alive and growing in numbers. I have the scars and the memories to prove it.”

Mutters rippled through the Council. Perhaps they finally understood the growing peril.

Fromme gave Ravyn a patronizing smile. “I see Lord Blackwell has swayed you to his way of thinking.”

“No, my lord. Hanging twelve feet off the ground in the clutches of a demon did that.”

The smile tightened on his round face as murmurs from the other Council members swelled. Fromme held up a hand. “We will convene privately and take this new information under advisement.”

Like a pile of dirt conveniently swept under a rug—that’s how Lord Bagita treated her. 

“Are you putting me off?” 

Snickers tittered from the left side of the table. 

“Think well before you dismiss me, Lord Bagita. This may be your only chance to understand your peril.”

“Really?” Something in the way he looked at her made her wary. This was a man with secrets. “Well, Lady Ravyn, rest assured that the Council is not as ignorant as Blackwell would have you believe.”

A thin, rat-faced man sitting at the left side of the table glared at her. “What are you?”

She shook her head. “I don’t understand your question, sir.”

“What are you, girl?” He squinted as if to see her better. “A Redeemer, or perhaps a Tell?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted.

The man grunted. “Blackwell deems it necessary for us to meet you, yet you can’t answer the simplest question?”

The woman to the left of him laughed.

Pompous ass, as Jade would say. A line of fire burned down Ravyn’s arms, taking her by surprise. She fisted her hands. No, this was not the time or place for her powers to flare. Energy danced around her, calling her, answering her need to defend herself. The hum running through her body nearly overwhelmed her.

“I’m a Bringer,” she bit out.

“Yes, yes, girl, we are all Bringers, but where do your talents lie?” he pressed.

Little by little, she wrestled her fire under control. Why now? It wasn’t possible for a Bane to be inside Illuma Grand. Was it? Desperation pulled at her. Rhys had said the Council was blind to the demon threat, but she hadn’t actually believed him. She’d thought there would be some acknowledgement that the Bane still existed beyond the walls of Illuma Grand and were actively stealing souls. There wasn’t. They’d turned a blind eye for their own selfish agendas. These people needed to understand the severity of the situation. The Council had to listen to Rhys. His group wasn’t just a band of misguided rebels.

“Can you heal people,” asked the rat-faced man.

“Or tell the future?” the woman added.

“Are you at all gifted in the art of battle?”

They bombarded her with questions, not giving her time to answer. Her control slipped. The fire pushed her to prove herself.

She shuddered against what she was about to do. Rhys would kill her. Slowly lowering her mental shields, she allowed the rat-faced man’s essence to pour into her. He crowded her spirit, taking up space inside her body. She adjusted to the oily feel of his aura as he slid against hers. Her awareness shied away, repelled by his self-centered presence and the way he consumed everything he touched, even the very space occupied by her soul.

She probed his life force, her own personality shifting to enfold him. Greed, lust, and bloated self-righteousness eddied around her. She was Deputy Master Byrnes.

“Perhaps you can help me discover the answer.” She glided forward and stopped in front of him. He stared, not breaking eye contact. “Deputy Master Byrnes.” 

“Lord Blackwell has obviously instructed you on the members of the Council.” He looked at the pinched-faced woman, who sat to his left, and back to Ravyn. His body leaned, his shoulder nearly touching the woman’s. “You’ll have to do better than that.”

She could feel his obsession with the woman sitting next to him. Not his wife. He was a man of some importance and deemed himself more important than others did. He felt slighted in many areas of his life.

“You’re a leader but not followed. A lover but unloved.”

The woman gasped. The Deputy’s face purpled. “Blackwell’s lies.”

“Perhaps,” Ravyn said. She moved to stand in front of the woman beside him. As Lord Byrnes’ essence drained away, the female’s essence flowed in. Ravyn sifted through it. Desire for Byrnes swamped her. Desire but not love. It took all of Ravyn’s control not to vomit. She smiled at the woman. “Tsk, tsk, Lady Grimes, you’ve been a very bad girl.” 

She slid her glance toward Deputy Master Byrnes. Lady Grimes stiffened and pointed at Ravyn. “She’s a Tell.” The woman’s glare burned into her. “And a rude one at that.”

Ravyn raised her eyebrows. “Am I?”

An insidious elation crept through her. Knowing the sins of people gave her a sense of power. Each bit of information she gleaned was like a link in a chain that bound them to her. She was in control. Heat spread across her shoulders like a fiery hug. Ravyn shook herself, recognizing her descent into the forbidden territory of greed. What was it about this room that made her want to dominate every member of the Council?

She moved to stand in front of the man to the left of Lady Grimes. Lord Grimes. Gentleness flowed over Ravyn. He was a kind man and loved his wife, much to the detriment of his happiness. Ravyn’s feet and legs began to ache as Lord Grimes’ essence slipped further inside. Pain traveled up her calves. She sensed his daily discomfort and placed her palms on top of his hands. 

Lord Grimes convulsed at first touch but didn’t pull away. The desire to help him swept through her. She tapped her well of power and visualized the warmth traveling through her hands and into Lord Grimes’ body, mending tissue, strengthening bones, and burning away the sickness.

She sent light into him and silently recited the ancient words Rhys had used to heal her at the inn. The familiar breeze brushed against her as she asked the spirits to restore Lord Grimes to health. After several minutes, she drew back her energy and removed her hands.

Lord Grimes sighed. “She must be a Redeemer.” Whispers of amazement echoed around the chamber. “I have no more pain in my leg. None at all.” He smiled at her. “Even after healings they still usually pain me a bit.”

A heady superiority coursed through her as heat pulsed in the palms of her hands, wanting more, demanding to heal again. “Yes, maybe I’m a Redeemer.” 

She stopped in front of the last man at the table. He’d tucked his chin-length black hair neatly behind his ears and sported a trimmed goatee. Except for the gold hoop dangling in his ear, he was dressed all in black. He appeared much younger than the other Council members, and stared at her with eyes the color of silver coins. His gaze unnerved her, as if he saw and could read her easily.

She opened herself to him, nervous about receiving his essence. Nothing flowed in. She searched, but found only a solid wall. 

He watched her, a small smile tugging at his lips. This man was more than he pretended to be. A crack in his consciousness opened and a name drifted to her: Sir Gregory James. 

She realized he had fed the information to her. Her anger fumed. She controlled this meeting, not him. She pushed against his barrier but felt no give.

His expression turned wary.

“What do you think, Sir James? Am I a Tell or am I a Redeemer?”

“I have no idea, Lady Ravyn.” His gaze remained steady, his essence locked behind impenetrable barriers. “Perhaps you have extraordinary powers. You might even have had a run-in with the Bane.” 

A few of the members snickered. 

“Or maybe you are a girl who has no idea what she’s talking about,” he said.

Fire pooled in her hands. She squeezed her fingers together; knowing the urge to blast Sir Gregory James wasn’t rational. The indignation consuming her challenged her control. She returned a tight smile and stepped away from him. Her control slipped. They were all fools, weak and ignorant. The need to dominate the Council consumed her. 

She inhaled deeply, clinging to the few threads of rational thought left. These people were not her enemies. Energy coursed through her as if she were facing the Bane. Something was very wrong but she didn’t know how to stop the consuming anger.

“Perhaps you are right, Sir James.” She hissed the sentence at him. He moved to stand but she turned away and forced her body to walk to the center of the room. She needed Rhys. Where was he? Always there when she didn’t want him, never around when she needed him. Even though she knew it wasn’t true, the thought tore through her. 

“Are you all right, Lady Ravyn?” Sir Gregory said.

She opened her mouth but the words wouldn’t come. Her foot hovered above the circle on the floor, trying to resist the urge to step in the center. Her will weakened and each delicate thread to reality snapped. She stepped into the center.

Shocks of energy traveled up her legs and rippled through her torso. Her body quivered, and she was aware the Council members were on their feet, some shouting in alarm. Heat engulfed her, burning through every cell of her body. The power coiled and pushed against her skin with the need to expand and encompass. Her quivers gave way to shudders as she clung to her restraints, but the tethers of control slipped from her grasp.

Flames plumed around her like the blazing petals of a flower. She felt the heat but wasn’t burned. Screams erupted and people moved toward her. Imprisoned by her powers, she was helpless against their desire. She lifted her arm, trying to stop them from approaching, but two bolts of lightning shot from her hands, blasting Fromme Bagita’s portrait and catapulting everybody backward, including Ravyn.

She hit the floor and slid, stopping at the feet of Rhys, Luc, and Siban. 

They don’t look very happy, she thought, seconds before she passed out.

…
 

Rhys paced in front of Ravyn as she sat propped against the wall. He’d entered seconds before she’d been engulfed in flames The Council had departed the chamber in a hive of whispers and stares. He stopped and glared down at her. “What happened?”

“I already told you,” she said, rubbing her temples.

He stopped in front of her and placed a hand over her head against the wall. “Tell me again.”

“I couldn’t control my fire. There’s something about the room.”

“Why didn’t you call for help?”

“I tried but I couldn’t.”

“Even I’ve never erupted into flames.” He took a deep breath, trying to comprehend how things had gone so awry. “You must have done something.”

“No, nothing. It just happened. How many times do I have to say it?”

“Until I understand.” 

“I was angry.” She shifted away from the wall. Luc took her arm and helped her stand. “It was like I was standing in the center of my well of power.” She rubbed her hands over her face.“I couldn’t control it.”

“I knew I should have been in there with you,” Rhys growled.

“And you’re lucky Bagita didn’t have you arrested for fire-balling his lovely portrait,” Luc added.

“Not helping, Le Daun.” Rhys kicked the wall. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to handle this. Now the Council knows we hold more than just information.” 

“Good,” Ravyn snapped. “These people need a leader. Why not show them what we’re capable of. Let them decide who to follow?”

“Oh, so you’re suddenly the expert on what our people need? A month ago you were locked behind stone walls and iron bars. You know nothing about these people or what they need.”

He hardened his heart against the tears welling in her eyes. The sight of Ravyn erupting into flames had nearly brought him to his knees. He was angry and knew he was lashing out, but today’s meeting had given Bagita more than just the knowledge of Ravyn’s powers. He’d seen the way Fromme’s eyes had glittered with anticipation. He’d looked at Ravyn like a shiny new bauble, which equated to another pawn to position for his benefit. That’s why he hadn’t arrested all of them. Ravyn was too valuable. Rhys cursed himself for agreeing to this damn plan. 

“It’s not her fault,” Luc said, drawing him out of his brooding.

Rhys turned on him. “You’re right. If I hadn’t been taken in by yours and Nattie’s pleas, this never would have happened. I knew she wasn’t ready and yet I allowed it. I blame myself and you.”

“I’m done talking about this,” Ravyn said. “You can blame me, blame yourself, blame the Council, but that won’t solve our problems. We came here for a reason. I for one don’t plan to tuck tail and run because of a little incident.”

She pushed past Siban and stomped up the steps. 

He wanted to go after her and tell her how scared he’d been when the doors of the chamber door had blown open. But he didn’t. This was how it had to be. Maybe it was better if she hated him.

“She’s really angry,” Luc said. “Go after her.” 

Rhys shook his head and peeled his gaze away from the now-empty stairwell and looked at the two men. “No. It needs to be this way.”




  

















Chapter Twenty-four





After changing into her leathers, Ravyn found refuge on the second floor above the Great Hall. A dark alcove fashioned into the wall was a perfect spot to wallow in self-pity. She didn’t know how long she sat curled up on the stone bench, railing about Rhys and contemplating her future. But as the shadows of the pillars grew long and the walkway darkened, her anger began to fade. 

Irritated by her own weakness, she struggled to come to terms with her displeasure. She’d spent over two decades living in a place where she rarely received a kind word, and she’d been fine. Strong, as a matter-of-fact. But the second Rhys said an unkind word, she fell apart. Some soldier she turned out to be. 

Unrequited love hurt too much. He’d destroyed the walls she’d built around her heart and ruined her. Not because he’d taken her virginity. She’d given that freely. But because she now knew she wanted love and to be loved. And after a few hours of silent misery, she realized it wasn’t just love she wanted, but his love. 

Voices from the Great Hall rose above the walkway and pulled Ravyn from her depression. She stood. Her back and hips ached from sitting on the cold stone for so long. She stretched and shook the feeling back into her legs. With an uneven gait, she limped to the railing and peered down into the hall.

A sea of gray swirled around a group of white-robed people. Ravyn recognized them immediately as The Order’s superiors. She took a step back, her heart galloping, threatening to tear away from her chest. Why were they here? Surely not for her. Possibilities raced through her mind but nothing made sense. 

She scanned the crowd for Rhys or Luc but didn’t see them. They had to leave—tonight. A chill skittered through her and she rubbed her arms, trying to chase away the unease. She inched forward and leaned over the rail.

A black-robed figure amongst the sea of gray drew her attention. The hint of biting tapped against her arm. No, it couldn’t be. Before she could step back, the figure turned and stared up. 

Bile rose, and his name hissed from her lips, pushed from her body by shock. “Powell.”

The monk stripped away whatever sense of security she’d had. He was here. Powell placed a hand on the shoulder of one of The Order’s Superiors and whispered in his ear. The figure nodded but made no further move.

Ravyn backed away from the rail and flattened her body against the cold marble. She had to find Rhys. Her mind raged with questions, demanding to know why Powell had come. But Ravyn knew why. He’d come for her.

Movement across the walkway drew her attention. She ducked into the alcove, frightened. Had Powell brought other minions? Panic made it difficult to breathe.

A man appeared in the walkway directly across from her. Sir Gregory James. What was he doing up here? He ignored the crowd below, his attention focused on somebody she couldn’t see.

Ravyn ducked behind a pillar and waited. A woman glided out of the shadows and Ravyn leaned forward, trying to get a better view. Her gaze narrowed as the woman stopped in front of Sir James. Were these two in league with Powell? She’d been so close to Lord James this morning. Surely she would have felt some disturbance from him. Or maybe not. He’d fed her his name. Maybe he was able to keep things locked behind his impenetrable wall, including his association with the Bane.

The woman turned in her direction and Ravyn’s breath caught.

Long black hair plaited in a braid just like her own hung down the woman’s back. She was the same build and height as Ravyn, and she wore pants, not exactly like Ravyn’s leathers, but similar. Staring at her was like looking at a mirror. The woman’s gaze turned in her direction and Ravyn gasped. Pale eyes reflected in the dim afternoon light. Though Ravyn couldn’t distinguish their color, she’d bet her life they were pale blue—like hers.

Sir Gregory’s head snapped toward Ravyn and pinned her with his stare. She couldn’t move, overwhelmed but not quite knowing what she had seen. The woman melted into the shadows, and after a second, he followed and disappeared. 

She raced after them, needing to know who the woman was. A sense of the familiar drove her forward as she hurtled down the staircase. She stopped and scanned the crowd for Powell’s black robe, but only gray ebbed around her. Seeing Sir Gregory’s head towering above most of the throng, Ravyn barreled into the Bringers and pushed against the flow, trying to keep up. She made her way out of the crush and into the open courtyard. The echo of running footsteps spurred her on as she careened down the walkway and around the corner of the building. The tingle of biting subsided as she raced away from the Great Hall.

Hooves thundered as the mystery woman kicked her horse and raced away from Sir James, down the trail of Illuma Grand. Ravyn bent and braced her hands on her knees. She wanted to yell, wanted to shout for the woman to stop, but her heart pounded and her chest burned. 

“Damn.” She was too late. She straightened and walked over to Sir James. They both stared down the now-empty lane. “Who is she?”

The question hung in the air. Gregory peered at her for a few seconds, making Ravyn think he wouldn’t reply. “All in good time, Lady Mayfield.”

Without another word, he walked away, leaving her alone on the front steps of Illuma Grand. She contemplated finding a horse and chasing after the woman, but knew her effort would be wasted. She was gone.

Her powers flared, shaking her to the core. She stumbled and lurched forward, grabbing a stone balustrade. Fire raced up her spine and down her arms as she fought the urge to vomit. An arm wrapped around her neck and wrenched her backward. Her feet dangled a step below her attacker. She clawed at the arm around her neck, scrambling for a foothold. The sensation of falling unbalanced her as she struggled to breathe. Blackness crept in at the edges of her vision like dense smoke. Screams couldn’t push past the arm crushing her neck. 

She latched onto the arm choking her and released her heat. The fire raced along her arms and into her hands, willing her attacker to burn.

“Not this time, girl.” 

The words whispered in her ear as a damp cloth covered her mouth and nose, filling her lungs with a sickly sweet odor. A single name screamed through her mind an instant before she slid into unconsciousness. 

Powell.




  

















Chapter Twenty-five





Powell laid Ravyn’s limp form at the edge of the clearing and stepped away from her as if offering food to a deadly predator. He pushed his hair out of his eyes and searched the surrounding woods. “Icarus.”

“I’m here, Brother.” Icarus stepped from the shadows. He circled Powell and came to a stop in front of him. Only inches away, Icarus smelled his fear, tasted his desire to please. “You’ve done well. You’ll be greatly rewarded for your service.”

The words rushed out. “Thank you, Icarus.”

Euphoria and anticipation of what Icarus’s praise would bring shone in the monk’s eyes. He’d seen it a hundred times—the promise of power, the taste of glory. Powell postured at being stronger than other minions, but he was just a puppet, an addict to the Bane’s essence. The good Brother hadn’t disappointed tonight, and, for that, Icarus would give him his fix—but not with Ravyn. He wouldn’t share the Ritual of Taking with a greedy minion who watched and panted for his prize. 

Icarus glanced at her unconscious body. No, tonight he’d join with the Bringer in private. He moved toward her and crouched, then glided a talon over her cheek to brush a wayward curl from her face. Tonight would be for him. 

His talon lingered over her skin. Forbidden tenderness rolled over him as he laid his hand flat against her cheek. So much softness and power contained in such a beautiful package. His fingers slipped to her neck. Her pulse beat strong and steady.

A familiar and unwelcome voice wafted out of the darkness. “Isn’t this a touching scene?”

Slowly rising, Icarus turned and faced Sha-hera. She leaned against a tree, her arms crossed, lifting her ample breasts nearly out of their sheer covering.

“I thought I told you to stay out of my business, whore,” Icarus said.

“Yes, I remember you saying something like that.” She pushed away from the tree and sauntered into the clearing. “You didn’t really think I’d heed your warning—” She stopped in front of Powell and looked at Icarus. “Did you?”

“Actually, I did. Stupid of me to think you were smarter than that.”

Sha-hera replied with a throaty laugh. She looked back at the monk and cocked her head. “So this is one of your pets?”

Powell swallowed heavily and took a step backward. His gaze cut to Icarus and back to the female demon. 

“Icarus, haven’t you ever explained to your minions the dangers of leaving holy ground?”

Powell sent a pleading look to Icarus. She paced in front of him. He really should help the monk, if for no other reason than to best Sha-hera at her own game. But showing any type of favoritism would only provoke her. Though he hated to admit it, he’d been overzealous in acquiring the Bringer and hadn’t given his minion’s safety much thought. Not that he normally would, it’s just that Powell had become very useful and well-placed within The Order. He had bigger plans for the monk, and losing him would mean starting over. 

“Sha-hera,” Icarus said, lacing his words with boredom and menace. “What are you doing here?”

She dragged her talons none too gently across Powell’s neck as she circled him. He whimpered and flinched away from her touch.

“Your father sent me.” She stopped and wrapped an arm around the monk, drumming her talons on his upper arm. “He didn’t trust you to bring him the woman.”

Icarus sneered. “You lie.”

“Do I?” She sauntered toward him. Powell inched toward the trees. “Do you actually believe your father doesn’t know of your hunger for the throne?”

“Ironic coming from you. A viperous snake, waiting to strike,” he retorted. 

She laughed and walked toward Ravyn’s body. Icarus stepped in front of her and bared his fangs, warning her off. She stopped and her laughter died.

“He knows, but as he cannot destroy me without an immortal weapon, he chooses to keep me close.” She crouched and surveyed Ravyn. “He understands me because we are the same.” Standing, she pinned him with her yellow stare. “Unlike you.”

Icarus narrowed his gaze, wondering at her tactics. “He understands me. I am his son.”

She shook her head. “You’re wrong. Vile neither trusts nor understands you and do you know why?” A smile of genuine pleasure crept across her full lips. “I do.”

He held her gaze, wondering if she knew of Vile’s plans to open The Abyss of Souls. Uneasiness sifted through him. There was something more in her smile, some knowledge she held that he didn’t. “Enlighten me.”

Sha-hera’s head snapped to the right as Powell ran for the trees, obviously realizing his poor judgment of being in the presence of two demons off sanctified ground. Her shrill laughter filled the clearing as she pounced; taking the monk down before he’d reached the tree line.

“Going somewhere, Brother?”

“Please, I’ll do anything.” The words stuttered in rapid promises. “I can help. I know people.” His promises melted into sobbing. “Please don’t kill me.”

She clutched the front of his robe and lifted Powell to a stand, bringing his face an inch from hers. Despite his struggles, he was no match for Sha-hera’s strength. 

Icarus stepped toward her. He knew the look in her eye. A hunter on its prey. “Do not anger me further by killing my minion, Sha-hera.”

She ignored him and sniffed Powell. The monk cried out as she ran her tongue up the side of his cheek. “You taste like sin, Brother.”

Prayers tumbled from his lips and he squeezed his eyes shut.

Icarus growled, not wanting to lose his servant but unwilling to leave Ravyn. That would be the opening Sha-hera wanted. One wrong step to swoop in and steal his prize. “Release him.”

Her head twisted toward him with an unnatural bend. He stilled himself against her horrific stare. 

“Come and get him,” she hissed.

Icarus didn’t move.

“Icarus, please.” The man’s begging stirred a twinge of protectiveness inside him, but he didn’t allow himself to respond. She dropped the monk. He fell to his knees and folded his hands. Like a drowning man, he reached again for the only lifeboat he’d ever known, and began to pray.

Sha-hera laughed again. “It’s a little late to make amends, Brother.” 

The demon grabbed Powell’s hair and yanked his head forward to expose the back of his neck. With a lightning quick move, she rammed a talon into the base of the monk’s skull and severed his spinal cord. His eyes went wide, his mouth open in a soundless scream. She held Powell by the hair, keeping him upright as she glared at Icarus and slowly spun her talon inside the monk’s head. Her hook scraped from his skull as she pulled her talon free and smiled. A generous set of fangs glimmered in the moonlight seconds before she slid the brain-coated claw into her mouth and sucked.

“Mmmm, I must say, Icarus, you have good taste in friends.” She let Powell’s body drop to the ground.

Icarus seethed. The bitch didn’t know when to mind her own business. He stilled himself against his rage. She wanted him angry and unbalanced. “Are you quite finished?”

“Not quite.” She prowled toward him. “I’ll take the Bringer, if you don’t mind.”

“Oh, but I do mind.” He snarled and crouched. “If you want her, come and get her.”

Sha-hera mirrored his fighting stance and bared her fangs. “I’m going to enjoy this,” she purred.

“Not nearly as much as I am.”

She sprang as Icarus launched toward her. The two demons collided in midair, wings flaring and talons clashing. She slashed at his throat, but Icarus dodged her deadly attack. He twisted her arm behind her back and as he landed, Icarus spun and released her. Sha-hera soared across the clearing and slammed into a tree. The trunk exploded in a spray of splinters and split down the center. She slid to the ground and rolled, coming to her feet.

“You will never rule the Bane.” She crouched again. “You are Vile’s private joke.” She launched herself at him again. 

Icarus met her attack, keeping himself between Ravyn and the she-demon and ignoring the sting of uncertainty her words caused. Razor-sharp fangs sank into his shoulder as she speared him in the sides with her long talons. Pain tore through his torso as Sha-hera punctured flesh and bone, ripping and tearing at the muscle around his ribs. He grabbed her by the horns and dragged her head back to pull her fangs free. 

“You are a Bane whore and nothing more,” he said into her face. She snapped, trying to sink her incisors into him. “The only worth you have to the king is when you spread your legs.”

Rage rolled off her and she screamed, pushing her talons deeper, burrowing farther into his body.

“And you are nothing but a lost soul. An idiot dangling at the end of the Demon King’s strings.”

Fire burned as she stripped the flesh from his bones. Still gripping her horns, he pressed her to the ground. Sha-hera braced her legs against their descent, but Icarus used his weight to tip forward and knocked her offbalance. They went down, even though Sha-hera’s talons remained buried. She flared her wings and extended their tips in an effort to impale him, but Icarus levered his knee against her neck and crushed her to the ground.

The she-demon kicked and flopped under the weight of his body, choking as he applied pressure to her throat. Icarus pressed his other knee against her stomach and pinned Sha-hera under him. He seized her wrists and pulled away, extracting her talons from his body. The succubus bucked, trying to unseat him, but Icarus had the advantage of weight and position. 

“I am the son of a king,” he gritted out.

She stopped struggling and began to laugh. The sound rubbed against him like sand against his skin. He yanked Sha-hera off the ground and threw her into the air. Before she had time to recover, he pelted her with spinning balls of energy. Tiny bolts of lightning consumed her body as she hung frozen in midair, jerking. Icarus settled on his haunches, crouched for another attack. Her piercing cry made him smile. He catapulted into the air, digging his talons into her neck, and ripped out her throat.

A sickening, sucking noise gurgled from her mouth as she clutched at her neck. With another spin, Icarus blasted her with energy. For the second time in as many days, Sha-hera exploded into a million glowing bits. The embers swirled and twisted, picking up speed. Icarus hauled Ravyn into his arms and braced himself against a tree. Within seconds, the glowing vortex plunged into the earth and disappeared.

He’d defeated Sha-hera, but if what she said was true, his father would be expecting betrayal from him. Sha-hera’s words echoed through his mind. More than likely she’d been baiting him, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that she knew more.

As the sands of time ran out, his plan crumbled with it. He bit back a curse. It looked like he’d have to crawl into bed with the enemy. With Ravyn cradled in his arms, he launched himself into the sky.




  

















Chapter Twenty-six





Ravyn shivered and moaned. Why was she so cold? A crippling agony tore through her. Pain shot through her head and down her entire body as she rolled over. Her arms and chest were on fire, burning her from the inside out. Whispers chased around her, but she couldn’t understand what they said. She opened her eyes and stared up. Something moved above her. She squinted and then recoiled. Small hunchbacked creatures stared down at her from jutting rocks. They looked like misshapen monkeys but their brown skin was furless. Blue flames danced in their black, egg-shaped eyes. Demons.

“They’re imps,” said a voice to her left.

Shards of pain raced through her as she turned to see a large, blue-winged demon. His massive, blue-marbled body reclined against the back of a throne. Her eyes widened as the slow revelation of who held her captive sunk in—Vile, the Demon King.

Ravyn turned her head to the right and gasped. Hundreds of Bane demons stood mere yards away, their yellow eyes peering at her with a frightening hunger. She looked back at the ceiling, preferring the imps to the horrid creatures encircling her.

“It’s rather shocking, isn’t it? Waking to find yourself sur-rounded by the Bane, with no chance of escape?” Vile’s voice sounded almost bored. Almost. “There isn’t, you know. In case you were wondering. There is no possible chance of escape.”

Ravyn closed her eyes and reminded herself to breathe. Her heart beat so hard it made her nauseous. Tiny shivers, which had nothing to do with cold and everything to do with terror, rippled through her body. She sifted through everything she’d learned over the past few weeks, but no solution came to mind. A sigh escaped her as she struggled to find her calm but failed. She turned to her side and sat up. Her head pounded and her fire pushed against her. Now she understood the agony rushing through her body. How could her power not rage when she was practically drowning in demons? She strengthened her shields and focused on the king.

She feigned calm. “Vile, I presume?”

“Yes,” he purred. “King of the Demon Bane, ruler of the Shadow World, and slayer of Bringers.”

She eased to her feet and dusted off her pants, letting her gaze wander around the chamber. She coughed against the assortment of putrid smells, too numerous and foul to identify. Blue flames burned from pits in the ground but appeared to give off no heat. Rough walls soared to a jagged ceiling. Her perusal tracked downward and settled on the king. She squinted and stilled herself from recoiling as she realized he sat upon a throne made of bones. 

“Very”—she coughed again—“impressive.” 

“You’re not impressed?” Vile asked.

Scared, yes. Impressed, no. “Should I be?”

“Oh yes, my lady. You should be in awe of my very presence. I am the demon that decimated the entire Bringer population.” Titters of excitement rang through the dark cavern.

She crossed her arms and arched a brow. “Really? Then what am I?”

“Yes, indeed,” he drawled. “What are you?”

He rose and spread his wings as he descended the steps of his dais. She wanted to back up as far as possible, but she didn’t move. His heavy footfalls crushed the debris of bones and rock beneath his feet as he prowled toward her. Vile stopped and towered, peering at her for several seconds with his snakelike eyes.

The fire moved and churned under her skin, beating against her barriers. She shifted as the pressure nearly buckled her knees. Her neck ached from looking up at the demon, but she held his gaze. She might not get out of here alive, but she’d not die a coward.

“You look very much like your mother,” Vile said.

The breath froze in her body. Of all the things she had expected him to say, that was not one of them. Logic told her not to respond, not to fall for his ploy, but cursed curiosity won out. “What do you know of my mother?” 

The king smiled triumphantly and stepped away from her. He held his arms out wide in a grand gesture. “My lady, I know everything about your mother. And your father.”

Her chest tightened and dread washed through her. Fire hovered below the skin in the palms of her hand. She readied herself for his lies and his attack. 

“Would you like me to tell you about them?” he asked.

She didn’t respond. 

“I will,” he said, smiling. “I’ll tell you everything I know. It will be my gift to you before I take your powers and join with you.”

She glanced away, not wanting him to see the effect his words had on her. She scanned the great hall, panning across the demons’ faces. Her gaze stopped, riveted on Icarus across the chamber. His black, muscular body stood framed by the doorway. He watched her, unmoving. She held his gaze as something foreign passed between them. Could she call it comfort? Surely not.

“Icarus is my second-in-command, and my son.” Ravyn didn’t miss Vile’s mocking tone. “After many failed attempts, he has at last succeeded in bringing you to the belly of the Shadow World. I didn’t think he would.”

She noticed he said would, not could. What was Icarus playing at? He could have taken her the night on the ship, but he hadn’t. “Yes, he’s very efficient,” she said flatly.

“Icarus, take the rest of the day off.” Vile threw back his head and laughed at his own joke.

Bowing, Icarus backed out of the arched doorway, his eyes never leaving her until the shadows swallowed him. For whatever reason, his departure did not make her feel better. 

She dragged her gaze from the empty entrance and turned to Vile. “Yes, I would like to know about my parents.”

“Splendid,” he bellowed. He strode up the stairs and onto the dais. In true showmanship fashion, he stood in the center so all could see and hear him. “Before I tell you about your parents, let me tell you about yourself.”

Ravyn kept her expression passive, but inside confusion, mistrust, and even hope rioted. There was no sorting through the feelings, not this late in the story. Her posture was stiff and unyielding as she waited for the king of the demons to reveal another unknown chapter of her life. Sadly, the knowledge would come too late.

“You are a Bringer,” he said. “That is to say, my lady, you’re a full-blooded Bringer.”

She struggled to keep her voice even. “Not possible. The last full-bloods were killed over three hundred years ago.” 

“They have me to thank for their near-extinction. But you are not from those Bringers.” He stopped, as if she knew what he was talking about. “You are a product of the new Bringers.” 

“I don’t understand.”

He paced along the dais, his steps rumbling under the mass of his body. “They thought they were clever, but they weren’t clever enough. You see, I knew.” He paused and pinned her with a stare. “I knew they had come back, searching for their comrades, but I’d already killed them.”

Ravyn couldn’t move, couldn’t swallow, couldn’t look away from the fiery yellow eyes boring into her. What was he saying? Were her parents dead? Had she truly lost them before she got the chance to know them? Or were they still alive? Hope flared.

“You, Lady Ravyn,” he said. “You are the daughter of King Janus and his bitch queen.”

Ravyn stared at him and then burst into laughter. After a second, she wiped her eyes and sighed. “Nobody told me you had a sense of humor.” 

“You think I am joking?” he shouted.

She sobered. “I think you’re lying. Why would I believe anything you have to tell me?”

He jumped from the dais, his weight cracking the stone of the floor. He stopped inches from her. “I know, because I watched them come through the archway. I know because I’m the one who led the attack on your father’s retinue. I know because I’m the one who killed your mother and father.”

She fisted her hands, wanting nothing more than to silence his lying mouth but unable to control her need to know more. “If you killed my parents, then how am I alive? Why didn’t you kill me?”

Vile stroked his chin and took a step back. “Yes indeed, why didn’t I kill you?” 

Not a demon stirred as she stared him, struggling to temper the fire flaring in her chest.

He tilted his head and gazed at her, then turned and sauntered to his throne. With a flourish of his wings, he folded them behind his back and sat. “I didn’t kill you because I didn’t know you existed. But wasn’t I pleasantly surprised when the monk informed Icarus about the odd girl in the abbey, especially since I thought I’d killed all the full-blooded Bringers. But now I needed some for the Ritual of Taking. A little shortsighted on my part. But here you are, and here I am. It all worked out for the best.”

Growls of laughter sounded behind her. Tears burned at the back of her eyes. She wouldn’t cry. He could be lying. Probably was lying. Sainted Ones, she prayed he was lying. Not that it mattered. She was about to die. “Well, you’ve told me. Now what?”

The chamber fell deadly silent. 

“Well, Lady Ravyn, I thought we’d have a little fun.”

“Is this before, during, or after you kill me?” she asked warily.

“Kill you?” He looked genuinely surprised. “No, no, I need you alive for what I have planned.” His expression melted into a cunning gaze. “Besides, I’d need an immortal weapon if I were going to kill you.” He stared. “Wouldn’t I?”

She didn’t reply.

“No, Lady Ravyn, this is simply a little entertainment before more important matters.” He stood and clapped his hands. The loud scrape of a metal bolt sliding free sounded from the back of the cavern. “I have something very special planned for you. We’ve been told what a great warrior you are, and I thought I’d give you the chance to show off a bit. I’m dying to see what you’re made of.”

Heavy hinges protested, the high-pitched grind of metal-on-metal screeching through the cavern. Ravyn turned and followed the sound. Blood pounded in her ears and her heart raced. She would fight. She could do that, and had done it several times already. The hair on the back of her neck pricked with a sense of something familiar. Had Vile chosen his largest demon? She looked at the horde and knew she wouldn’t win in a physical fight.

The crowd of Bane in front of her fanned out to make a path for whatever headed her way. She rubbed her hands against her pants, her fire burning against her palms. Fear choked her as she tried to catch a breath. 

She could fight. She was a Bringer. 

Her thoughts flittered to Rhys. The last memory she’d have of him would be their argument. How she wished she’d told him that she loved him. Regrets weighed heavier than an anchor on a drowning man. She squared her shoulders and faced the crowd.

“I thought a little Bringer versus Bane challenge was in order,” Vile said. 

The last of the crowd parted to reveal a leather-clad demon. Her light green skin covered hard, toned muscle, sleek and honed. Ravyn looked into the face of the demon and gasped.

“Angela?”






  

















Chapter Twenty-seven





“Have you seen Ravyn?” Rhys asked Lady Tobin, one of the Council members.

“Is she missing?” 

He smiled. “She probably just stepped outside for some fresh air. I’ll look for her in the garden.” 

Luc met him at the terrace doors. “Did you find her?” 

Rhys shook his head, and they walked outside for privacy. “Nobody has seen her.” 

Where is she? The beast inside stirred. Rhys opened his mind to scan the area. The taint of Bane mingled with the night air. The beast lifted its head, coming fully awake. 

“Bane,” Rhys said.

“Are you sure?” 

“Yes. Get Siban and meet me at the entrance. Maybe he can tell us something.”

Luc left without question, his pace quick and purposeful. Rhys’s anxiety heightened as the animal’s agitation grew. He filtered through the crowd, the people parting like water around a rock. He would find her. He had to find her. Fear, pure and cold, ran through him. What if the demons had taken her? He punched a wooden door as he passed, sending people scattering. All his lectures on duty and responsibility faded into the ridiculous. He should have insisted on being with Ravyn in the Council chamber, supporting her. But mostly he should have never pushed her away. He jogged along the path to the entrance of Illuma Grand. The demon stain was stronger here. He scanned the area again but felt nothing. No demons, and no Ravyn.

Siban and Luc came around the corner and joined him on the top step. Siban closed his eyes and stood motionless for several seconds, reading the night. None of the men spoke. Rhys clenched and unclenched his jaw, waiting as precious seconds ticked by.

“She’s been taken.” Siban opened his eyes and patted the stone railing. “From here. It was quick.”

“Damn!” Rhys kicked the stone railing. 

Siban held his finger over his lips. “She didn’t have a chance to fight.” 

“Can you tell which way they took her?” Questions swirled through Rhys’s mind. His voice sounded deceptively calm but inside the beast roared for release. This time, instead of subduing the creature, Rhys promised it freedom.

Siban turned several times like a compass needle before stopping to point. “That way.” 

He took the lead and guided them along the path, stopping every hundred feet to get his bearings. They left the grounds of Illuma Grand and crossed a vast meadow before heading into a thick grove of trees. Siban picked his way through the dense foliage and finally broke free of the trees. They stepped into a small clearing.

“Uh-oh,” Siban said. 

Rhys and Luc stopped beside him. 

“Who’s that?” Luc asked.

Hope drained from Rhys. “Brother Powell. He’s one of Icarus’s minions and the monk who tried to kidnap Ravyn.” 

“Looks like he got more than he bargained for,” Luc said.

Rhys paced beside the dead monk, barely able to contain his rage and the helplessness tearing through him. Why had he let her run? Why hadn’t he gone after her? Desperation clawed at him. “Siban?” 

Siban pointed to the sky. “She went up.” 

“Damn,” Rhys bellowed. He turned and slammed his fist into the closest tree. The pain felt good. Agony was no more than he deserved. How many times had he promised to protect Ravyn? How many times had he failed? “Icarus.”

Luc voiced the despair of the situation. “How are we going to find her? We don’t know where the doorway to the Shadow World is.”

A voice drifted across the clearing. “I will take you.”

The three men turned and froze as Icarus stepped out of the shadows.

“You.” The beast roared and pushed against Rhys’s already-weakened restraints. He crouched, preparing to attack.

The demon held up a black hand, his talons curling toward them. “If you kill me, you’ll never see your woman again.”

Rhys’s body remained tense and ready to strike. “Explain.” 

The demon stared, unblinking, as he paced along the opposite edge of the clearing. “Vile has your woman. He plans to join with her and take her powers. Once he has them, he will open The Abyss of Souls and release every demon sent there by the Bringers. If he succeeds he will command an army so powerful none will be able to defeat them.”

Luc stepped forward. “Why would you help us? Isn’t this what the Bane want?”

Icarus’s gaze slid over him. “The Bane are sheep who follow the strongest leader. I am not. You wish to stop my father and get your woman back. I wish for you to stop my father.” 

“Why?” Rhys asked.

“Because he wants to rule,” Siban answered.

“Siban,” Icarus purred. “Nice to see you again.”

“Can’t say the same.” Siban held the demon’s gaze. “What he says is true.”

Icarus stopped pacing and faced the three men. “I will show you where Vile is keeping the Bringer woman. You will rescue her. It shouldn’t be that difficult.”

Luc crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes at the demon. “Then why don’t you do it? Why risk Rhys knowing the location of the Shadow World?”

“I cannot openly oppose my father in case you fail. Knowing the location is one concession I am willing to make.”

Rhys rose and turned to Siban. “Is it a trick?”

The Tell stared at Icarus, his green eyes glowing in the dark. “He speaks the truth.”

Rhys faced the demon. “I’ll accept your help, but know this, Bane—when Ravyn is safe I will hunt you down.”

“Well then, it seems we have two things in common, Bringer.” He gave Rhys a condescending grin. “Shall I carry you or can you manage on your own?” 

How did the demon know? Luc and Siban stared at him with slightly confused expressions, waiting for him to respond. It seemed the time for secrets was at an end. 

“I can manage, demon.” He turned to his friends. “Step back.”

Luc lifted his eyebrows in question, but took a big step back.

“Farther,” Rhys said.

Both men eased backed into the trees. Rhys swallowed his apprehension. It was too late to worry about his friends’ reactions. Ravyn’s life was in peril and he’d do anything, risk anything, to get her back, even if that meant alienating the people he cared for.

He walked to the center of the clearing and closed his eyes, releasing the barriers caging the beast. His creature roared and broke through the human bond that kept it restrained and compliant. His body shuddered violently as he fell to his knees and let the change take him, glorifying in the feel of freedom. Nothing ever felt so right as when he and the beast became one—except when he was with Ravyn.

Desperation to save Ravyn fueled his change, pushing his body to elongate and expand. Muscles rippled under his skin as scales pushed out and flattened along his flanks and back. Huge, black wings sprang from his sides. Red webbing arched and connected cartilage thick enough to create fans massive and lift the creature’s body. His vision shifted and the auras of all living things glowed around him. Clawed feet gouged deep holes in the earth as his body morphed into the massive form of a dragon. 

He swung his spiked head toward Luc and Siban. 

The men fell back several yards as Rhys’s tail thrashed and beat the ground.

Luc turned to Siban. “What in all saints’ creation is that?

“I believe that’s a dragon.”

They both stared at him for moment, Luc’s mouth hanging open. “Did you know?” he asked.

Siban shook his head. “I knew he was different, but”—he pointed in a helpless gesture—“not this different.”

Rhys finished his transformation and grinned, his lips pulling across his fangs. His forked tongue darted from his mouth, tasting his friends’ fear. He took a step toward them.

Luc held his hands in front of him. “Whoa, nice dragon.”

Rhys snorted and a spiral of smoke emitted from his nostrils.

“You’re my best friend, Rhys,” Luc said. “But I would appreciate you pointing that in another direction.”

Rhys turned to Siban. 

The Tell stepped forward and stared into his eyes. “We’re to wait here until he returns with Ravyn.”

Luc’s gaze rebounded between Siban and Rhys. “You speak dragon?”

“Not exactly, but I know what he wants,” Siban said.

Rhys gave an impatient snort.

“All right,” Luc said. He took a few steps forward and, although hesitant, placed his hand on Rhys’s massive, scaled shoulder. “Bring her home, Rhys. Whatever you have to do, whatever it takes, bring Ravyn home to us.” 

He gave Rhys a single pat and stepped out of the path of his unfolding wings. Rhys turned to Icarus and snarled. The demon cast him a wicked, satisfied grin and launched himself into the sky. The dragon watched for a few seconds before spreading his wings and propelling his huge black body into the air.






  

















Chapter Twenty-eight





Angela’s mouth pulled into a feral smile, displaying glistening white fangs. 

“Icarus made her especially for you,” Vile said. “What do you think?” 

Ravyn stared at the demon, willing any semblance of the old Angela to spring to life. The demon’s face was a mask of stone. No compassion or human emotion surfaced. No hint of recognition dawned in her reptilian eyes. 

“I think she’s an abomination,” she said as Angela’s smile twisted into a snarl. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you.”

The demon hissed, the sound piercing Ravyn’s heart. This wasn’t Angela. This wasn’t her friend. Vile’s laughter echoed off the cavern walls and stirred the gathered demons’ agitation. The crowd surrounded them to make a fighting circle.

“You will fight,” Vile shouted above the din.

A large gong sounded from somewhere near the dais, and Ravyn had no time to react. Angela lunged and Ravyn dove to the right, scarcely missing the deadly talons trained toward her neck. She rolled and came to her feet. Vile’s booming laugh mocked her as Ravyn struggled to find her focus amid the whooping cries and shrieks of the demon horde.

She took a deep breath and exhaled all traces of fragmented thought and emotion. This was a demon. Not her friend. Ravyn knew Vile hoped the image of Angela would weaken her resolve. She is not Angela. She is not Angela. A calming silence blanketed Ravyn, giving her mind the blessed peace she needed to focus. She was fighting for her life and for everything she and the Bringers believed in. 

Angela lunged, and again Ravyn dove out of the way and moved to her feet. She pivoted to face the demon. She knew the old Angela had no special powers, but the creature fought with single-minded determination. The demon spun and caught Ravyn in the chest with her foot, propelling her backward and into the crowd of Bane.

Her skin crawled as the demons’ groping hands hoisted her up and tossed her back into the circle. She landed on her feet, stumbled, and dropped into a roll, landing next to Angela. Ravyn crouched and swept the demon’s legs out from under her.

Angela lost her balance and tucked into a smooth tumble, spinning gracefully to her feet. She grabbed a long staff from an armor-clad demon and advanced on Ravyn, swinging the barb-tipped weapon in a wide arc.

Ravyn knew Vile wanted her to use her powers, but she wouldn’t. Even if it meant dying here in the Shadow World among the Bane, she wouldn’t bend to his demands. The barbs missed her head by inches as she ducked and leapt toward the weapon. Ravyn yanked, trying to pry the staff free. The demon’s arms tangled as Ravyn twisted the stick. Driven by survival, she let the momentum carry her, hauled the demon over her body, and slammed her to the ground.

Angela released the staff and grabbed Ravyn’s ankle, jerking her foot out from under her. She crashed to the dirt floor, her breath knocked from her lungs. As Ravyn went down, her head struck a stone. Pain speared her skull and she lay dazed, unable to move.

Vile’s laughter boomed. 

Ravyn’s body refused to obey her mental command to get up and fight. 

Pain. Fire. Anger. All three burned through Ravyn, goading her to attack.

Before Ravyn could recover, Angela closed her taloned fingers around Ravyn’s throat. Life slowly squeezed from her body as the demon’s grip tightened. Angela’s knees and legs pinned Ravyn’s shoulders and arms to the ground, making it impossible for her to strike back. Fire pulsed under her skin, demanding its freedom, but she couldn’t move. She gasped as the stranglehold compressed.

A tug pulled at her hand. She struggled to identify the sensation as blackness seeped around her vision. This was something she should know. Something she needed. Her fingers inched toward her boot and she realized what she was feeling. She unfolded her knee and straightened her leg, shaking her foot in the air directly over her hand. The dagger slid free from her boot and dropped. A wave of relief washed through her when the knife’s handle landed in the center of her palm.

Her lungs burned. With a surge of panic, she bent her wrist and sliced Angela’s ankle. The demon screeched and moved her leg, releasing Ravyn’s arm. Kill or be killed. She silenced her conscience as she swung the blade upward and plunged the dagger deep into Angela’s heart.

The demon stiffened, her hold loosening on Ravyn’s neck. Air rushed into her lungs and she gasped. The blood pounding through her head calmed as her vision cleared. Angela stared down at Ravyn, her yellow eyes swirling, giving way to shades of blue. A low sigh hissed from her body as she fell sideways, clutching the dagger’s hilt, her breaths coming in short, measured gasps.

A thick silence fell over the hall. 

Ravyn rolled to her knees and crouched over Angela. Tears slid down her cheeks as the eyes of her old friend stared back at her from the demon’s body. Peace brightened her face. 

“Ra-a-vyn,” she whispered. Angela’s face went slack as death crept through her body. She convulsed once and her muscles tightened, then settled against the packed earth. A low sigh rattled from her lungs as her body relaxed and her eyes stared, unseeing, to the sky. 

Ravyn moved to close Angela’s eyes but recoiled as a glistening white essence escaped from Angela’s mouth. The glimmering mist gathered and hesitated. With caution, Ravyn skimmed her finger along the gossamer tendrils, unsure of what she was seeing. The essence coiled around her hand. Confusion enveloped her, followed by happiness as the mist’s awareness shifted. The threads drifted up her arm, filling her with love and joy.

“You’re free,” Ravyn said. Tears of pain turned to tears of joy. “Go.” 

The vapor hovered. 

“Go!” Her shout echoed through the chamber as she urged Angela’s spirit on before another Bane captured and imprisoned it.

In a sudden explosion, Angela’s soul burst free from its demon shell and spiraled upward. Ravyn gripped the dagger and pulled it free. The body splintered and crumbled to ash. The breeze from Angela’s ascending soul scattered the gray flakes across the stone floor, erasing all reminders of her former friend. 

Ravyn gazed at the dagger, its weight binding itself to her hand. Understanding flooded her—the drawing in the journal, the passage that flowed like water through her mind, and the release of Angela’s soul. 

Ravyn now understood what she held. An immortal weapon.

The crescendo of Vile’s rage shocked her back to the present. 

“Impossible.” He slammed his fist against the arm of his throne. Bones shattered and sprayed the demons cowering nearby. Vile shot from the seat and stalked to the edge of the dais, but stopped as if unwilling to draw any closer to her. “What did you do?”

She said nothing. The pull from the dagger increased and she cradled the knife against her heart, suddenly comforted and no longer afraid. The weapon pulsed against her chest, warming the spot directly over her heart. She closed her eyes, accepting her fate as the sequence of events since she left the abbey crystallized. She stilled herself and opened her eyes to stare at the Demon King.

“Answer me,” Vile shouted. 

Ravyn took her time choosing her words. “She’s free. Angela is no longer your prisoner.”

His wings flared as he bared his fangs and looked to the ceiling. A thunderous roar erupted from him, shaking the cave and sending tremors through Ravyn. She cringed inwardly, but didn’t move when Vile leveled his blazing glare at her.

“You,” he said, pointing a black, curved talon at her, “will not follow your friend through the Veil. You will spend eternity locked inside me.” 

“No.” The word rushed from her as if he’d punched her in the stomach. Bile rose in her throat. Not die? Not pass through the Veil? She shook her head and clutched the knife to her chest. Never would she let herself be locked to Vile for an eternity of torture. 

“You will never have my power.” She flipped the knife around and pointed the blade at her chest. The blade dug into her flesh. “You will never have me.”






  

















Chapter Twenty-nine





Rhys soared close behind Icarus as the demon spiraled toward the earth. Icarus folded his wings when they approached a large hole in the mountain. On first glance, Rhys didn’t see the entrance on the plateau, but as the gap yawned before him he tucked his wings and followed Icarus into the bowels of the Shadow World.

They descended through the dank blackness. In dragon form, his vision distinguished living creatures from their life forces. Icarus’s aura glowed hot in the center of his body, fading to gray as it fanned out toward the edges. Most demons pulsed black or murky gray with no variation in color, but the center of Icarus’s body nearly blinded Rhys’s dragon vision. 

The demon flared his wings, slowing his dive. Rhys followed suit. The tips of his own wings scraped the sides of the walls, igniting sparks as his scales dragged against the stone. Icarus landed on a large ledge and pointed to another on the opposite side. Far below, Rhys made out the glow of torches spilling from a doorway.

“The ledges become progressively smaller as we descend,” Icarus said in a low voice. “You are too large in dragon form. I will have to carry you down from here.” 

Rhys sneered, a low grumble erupting from deep within his throat. Imps clinging to the wall cheeped and scurried away from him.

“If you do not change, you will land in front of the chamber, alerting everybody to our presence.” Icarus smirked. “Trust me, Bringer, I don’t like touching you any more than you like touching me.”

With a mere thought, Rhys transformed to his human body, his clothes reforming over his flesh as the scales melted. The beast roared in protest, but 300 years of experience gave him ultimate control. Leaping across the expanse, Icarus spread his wings and landed softly behind him. 

“No talons,” Rhys said.

Icarus locked his massive arms around Rhys’s chest. “But of course,” he said, and stepped off the rocky ledge. 

Powerful wings expanded, catching the rising currents that swirled up the tube. They descended with much more grace than Rhys thought possible and landed on a ledge about eight feet above the chamber’s doorway. Icarus released him and stepped away. He turned to face the demon, keeping his back to the rock wall.

“Thank you,” Rhys said. The words sounded wrong.

“I’d say that it was my pleasure,” Icarus said, “but it wasn’t.”

Rhys ignored the insult. “What now?”

“Do what you do best. Save the damsel. But I suggest you don’t dally, Bringer. Your lady is in trouble.” Icarus took a step back and jumped from the ledge before landing gracefully on the ground below. “And I will give you one more gift tonight. Vile doesn’t know you’re a full-blood. Use that to your advantage.” 

Before Rhys could say anything, the demon disappeared down a dark corridor, leaving him to fight this battle alone. He vaulted from the ledge and landed in the shadows, scanned the corridor, but sensed nothing more than the imps.

The entire Bane population must be inside the chamber. An abrading sting chewed at his body. He reinforced his shields, struggling to block out the sensation. Ravyn was close. And she was alive. His body thrummed from her vibrations. He sent up a prayer of thanks. 

Rhys crept to the edge of the doorway and peered into the hall. Demons filled the chamber, brown imps hanging from the walls and ceiling like fat, giant bats. And in the middle of the chaos stood Ravyn. 

“You will never have me!” she screamed.

He sagged in relief. There was still a chance of getting her out of the Shadow World alive. He inched closer, straining to hear what she was saying.

She appeared strong and unafraid. Her words drifted to him on the cold currents of air. “In death there is life, in sacrifice return.” 

Warmth spread through him.

“All barriers destroyed and evil be spurned.” 

Pain sizzled across the place where he’d been stabbed as a boy by Vile. Rhys pressed his hand to his chest, leaning against the stone doorway. He grabbed at the rock for balance as his world started to spin.

“No hindrance remain, from our blood be renewed.” 

As her words wrapped around him, his body seized and his knees buckled. Unable to stand, he slid down the stone wall. 

Pain. Fire. Rebirth. 

Heat raced up his spine, followed by ice. He fell on all fours and gritted his teeth against the searing blanket spreading across his back. Rhys lifted his head, trying to locate Ravyn, but his vision blurred. He pulled his body across the ground, his need to protect her driving him forward. He wouldn’t fail her, not this time. Balanced on his hands and knees, his vision finally cleared to see Ravyn standing in the middle of the chamber. What was she doing? 

She cradled his dagger against her chest, the tip poised over her heart. Someone screamed. A man? A demon? Rhys tried to call to her but his throat constricted, choking off his cry. Fire engulfed him.

“That which was taken, settle in those who Bring true.”

Ravyn plunged the blade into her heart. 

A howl ripped from Rhys’s throat, finally finding voice within his tempest of pain. Her body crumpled to the ground. He reached for her but couldn’t move.

The tightening eased and his shaking stopped, tears running unfettered down his cheeks. He dug his fingers into the rock and forced himself to move toward Ravyn’s lifeless body. 

“No.” The word repeated over and over in his mind. This wasn’t possible. She wasn’t dead. Rhys stepped into the silent hall. As the fire drained away, rage took its place, filling and consuming him. He snarled at the gawking demons, allowing the dragon to have its way. The Bane stumbled away from him, jostling and bumping each other.

Only yards away now, she lay with her hand gently curved around the delicate handle of his blade. Grief sliced through him. His dagger. The gift he’d given her, and the gift that had taken her from him.

A large demon launched from the dais and landed inches from Ravyn, crouching over her. His wings folded around her body and he roared. “She’s mine.”

Vile. Energy burned through Rhys. With barely a thought or intent, he shifted and changed to his dragon form. He and the beast were one, no longer at odds, no longer one without the other. His powers coalesced and filled every cell. Strength surged through his mind, body, and spirit.

Demons screamed, climbing over each other in an effort to flee the dragon’s path. He lifted his head and roared. The walls trembled and the ceiling quaked. Small stones and dirt cascaded over the frantic crowd. Vile moved as if to scoop up Ravyn, and Rhys spun. The tip of his spiked tail hammered the demon’s body, sending him crashing into the dense rock wall.

Vile plummeted to the floor, his wings crumpling under his massive frame as he rolled and came to his feet. Rhys swung his head toward the demon and released a jet of fire. Vile catapulted himself into the air, narrowly avoiding the flames. He landed on a ledge twenty feet above the throne room. The demon’s stare raked along Rhys’s scales as he glared down at him. 

“How?” the demon yelled.

Rhys spewed another stream of fire at the ledge, forcing Vile higher. The Demon King’s injured wings struggled to lift his mass. He clawed at the rock, digging his talons into the wall, and hoisted himself onto the next ledge. The outcropping was too high for Rhys to blast. The dragon roared and loosed a jet of fire anyway. The beast wanted its prey.

“Attack the dragon,” Vile yelled from his perch. 

Rhys coiled his body around Ravyn and snapped at the approaching horde. They would not touch or defile her. Hadn’t these abominations done enough? With a blast of fire, he sprayed the shrieking mob. 

Cries of agony swelled. The smell of burning flesh permeated the air and clogged his nostrils. The demons turned and scattered toward every doorway.

“Stop, you gutless cowards,” Vile yelled. “Get back here and fight.”

Rhys lifted his head and jettisoned another stream of flames. Vile jumped back and disappeared from Rhys’s view. Ignoring the chaos and tortured wails, he shifted back to human form and knelt over Ravyn. His hand shook as he reached for the knife protruding from her. Grief consumed him and he stopped, unwilling—unable—to pull the dagger from her body. No amount of revenge would bring her back. 

With Ravyn’s warm body cradled in his arms, he strode from the throne room and into the dark corridor. 

Icarus stood at the entrance of a black tunnel. He stared at Rhys, his demon gaze fluctuating from glowing yellow to swirling silver. He didn’t speak. 

Rhys waited. Would he have to fight Icarus? One last trial before he could take Ravyn home?

Icarus flared his wings and Rhys tensed. “Calm yourself, Bringer.”


The demon moved to stand behind him, slipped his arms around Rhys’s chest, and pushed off from the ground. Icarus’s wings struggled to lift the extra weight. They slowly climbed, the huge fans elevating them until they reached the large outcropping Rhys had landed on as a dragon.

The demon dropped him and Ravyn onto the ledge but didn’t settle. “It’s up to you now, Bringer.”

“Thank you.” The words didn’t seem enough and yet didn’t seem deserved.

“Perhaps you’ll return the favor one day, Rhys Blackwell.” 

Shivers crept across Rhys’s skin as the demon spoke his name. The only favor he planned on returning was his death. He stared, saying nothing. 

A wicked smile spread across Icarus’s face a second before he folded his wings and dove back into the Shadow World.






  

















Chapter Thirty





Rhys circled the clearing and spiraled lower to gently place Ravyn on the ground. Before touching down, he shifted to human form and dropped the last few feet. 

Luc and Siban rushed from the trees.

“You found her.” Luc skidded to a stop, his excitement flagging as his gaze fell upon the knife in Ravyn’s chest. “No.”

Rhys swallowed the denial he wanted to shout to the world. How could she be dead? He rubbed his hands over his face and struggled to find words—any words—to explain how he’d failed her yet again.

Siban stepped forward and knelt next to Ravyn’s body. Rhys tensed, not wanting the Tell to touch, or even look at her. She was his, in death as in life. He’d take her back to Alba Haven to be buried so she’d always be with him.

Before Rhys could stop him, Siban gripped the hilt of the knife and yanked it free. Rage flashed, and Rhys launched himself at Siban, wrapping his hands around the Tell’s throat. Nobody touched her. Nobody but him.

The men careened backward, rolling across the ground until Rhys came up on top, pinning Siban to the ground. Siban clawed at Rhys’s fingers, mouthing words he couldn’t push past Rhys’s crushing grip. Somebody had to pay for her death—and his failure.

Luc tackled Rhys, knocking him sideways, breaking his hold on Siban’s throat. They tumbled to the ground but Rhys jumped to his feet. Luc grabbed him around the knees and knocked him to the ground, facedown.

“Rhys, calm down,” Luc shouted. Rhys twisted and took a swing, but Luc dodged his fist by an inch. “He didn’t mean any disrespect.”

Anger clouded his judgment and the dragon pushed for retribution. Somebody had to pay.

Luc held him down. “Tell him, Siban. You didn’t mean any disrespect.”

Rhys reached for the Tell, but couldn’t move with Luc’s body on top of him. He clawed at the earth and fought against his friend’s weight.

“She’s not dead,” Siban rasped.

Luc relaxed. “What?”

Rhys tossed his friend off him and crouched, ready to launch himself at the Tell again. 

Siban struggled to sit and pointed to Ravyn. “She’s not dead.” 

The words leeched through Rhys’s rage. Slowly, they merged, made sense, and drained the anger from his body.

Luc ran to Ravyn. He touched her skin and pressed his ear to her chest and smiled. “She’s alive.” 

Rhys raced to them and skidded next to Luc as he dropped to his knees. He scooped up Ravyn, and realized for the first time she was still warm and pliant. Relief swamped him. Praise The Sainted Ones, he’d been given a second chance. His mind raced. He would have to heal her.

He rose and cradled her in his arms, swearing he wouldn’t fail her again. Not waiting for his friends, he jogged toward Illuma Grand. His long strides ate up the distance as he tore across the open field, onto the manicured lawn, and up Illuma Grand’s front steps, taking them two at a time. He raced down the winding corridors to Ravyn’s room. Footsteps echoed behind him, letting him know Luc and Siban followed, but he didn’t slow.

He kicked open her door and lay her on the bed, where he knelt beside her. 

She was alive. 

Luc and Siban entered, shutting the door behind them. Rhys jump up and bound into his room to grab his healing pendants. He slipped one over his head and ran back to Ravyn’s side to hang the other around her neck. This would work. She would be all right.

The ancient chant tumbled from his lips, calling to the healing spirits to take from him and give to Ravyn. He closed his eyes, opened himself, and waited. No healing light or comforting breeze entered the room. He chanted louder, willing the spirits to help. Still, his request went unfulfilled. He clutched the pendant and squeezed the metal, raising his voice yet again. He commanded the spirits to answer his call. 

Silence. 

Minutes? Hours? He didn’t know how long he chanted and still they didn’t come. He felt his hope ebbing and desperation rolling in on a new wave. He had to heal her. It was his duty. It was his obligation. It was his only hope from his endless loneliness.

Luc placed a hand on his shoulder. “Rhys?”

He ignored him and continued to chant. Why weren’t the spirits answering? They had to save her. His chant turned to a plea, beseeching them to not abandon Ravyn or him. 

“Rhys,” Luc said again. 

He opened his eyes and stared at her still form. She wouldn’t die—couldn’t die. The thought that he’d lost her and found her only to lose her again drove him to the edge of madness.

Luc’s hand slipped from Rhys’s shoulder. “Now we just have to wait.”






  

















Chapter Thirty-one





Ravyn opened her eyes and stared at the gray ceiling. Was she dead? She turned her head, expecting pain, but experienced no discomfort. Her gaze darted around the room, taking in the familiar gray-colored walls, and Rhys.

She must be in paradise if he was here with her. She closed her eyes and strained to remember what had happened. Angela…the dagger…and then…nothing. 

How in The Heavenly Saints had Rhys rescued her from the Shadow World? 

She smiled at his slouched form. He slept in a straight-backed chair with his feet propped on the bedside table. His breathing moved in a shallow rhythm. She wondered how long she’d been unconscious, and how long he’d been here. Cradled lovingly in his lap lay his father’s journal.

“Rhys.” Her throat burned and her mouth ached as she spoke his name. Clearly, she’d hit the ground face-first when she passed out. “Rhys.” 

He stirred and opened his eyes, looking at her but not seeing her. 

She smiled and his eyes widened. 

“Ravyn.” His voice hitched, thick with emotion. His feet thumped to the floor as he scooted forward to kneel beside the bed. His fingers threaded through her hair, sending tingles of warmth through her. “I thought I’d lost you.” 

A lump formed in Ravyn’s throat as she wrapped her hand around his and held it to her cheek. Calloused skin brushed tender hands, an affirmation that she wasn’t dead. 

“Almost,” she said. 

He brushed her hair from her face. “Why, Ravyn? Why did you stab yourself? I saw you …I thought you were de—” His voice broke.

She shimmied into a sitting position and clutched his hand. “Not dead. Resurrected.” Excitement cleared the fog from her mind. “Rhys, the dagger, it’s an immortal weapon.”

His brow crinkled. “Immortal?”

Ravyn nodded. 

He shook his head. “How did you know?”

She pointed to the journal he still held. “He wrote about it. There was a drawing and words. I didn’t understand until I released Angela’s soul. Haven’t you ever noticed how it binds to your hand?”

Rhys looked lost. “I thought I imagined it.”

Ravyn shook her head. “These are our people’s weapons. It’s like they recognize us. The soul isn’t trapped forever inside the Bane. With immortal weapons we can release them. I released Angela’s soul. And I think we can bring the mix-blooded Bringers to full power.”

“You’re not sure?”

“No, I’m not. I stabbed one of the demons at the inn, but his soul didn’t release. I don’t know what the difference between him and Angela was.” She wanted Rhys to believe her but she was running on gut instinct, remembering how the dagger had felt so right in her hand, as if the knife guided her. “I believe with the words in the diary and the dagger we can resurrect the Bringers to full power. You were stabbed by Vile, but the words were never spoken. That’s why you didn’t die as a child, and that’s why your powers were stronger than most.”

He stared at her for a few seconds. “‘Resurrected by the blade.’ My father said that to another man once. Could it possibly be?”

“We’re living proof.”

He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “But how do we know for sure?”

“I guess we get some willing soul to let us test out our theory.”

Rhys cocked a brow. “Let us stab them? Who would be stupid enough to do that?”

Ravyn shrugged and flinched from the pain at her back. “I don’t know, but when the time is right we’ll know.”

He sat utterly still, contemplating the thought.

“You saved me,” she said. “Thank you.”

A shadow ghosted across his expression. “I should have done better.”

She touched her finger to his lips. “No, you saved me. From the first night we met you’ve been saving me from the demons, and from myself.” She caressed his face. “From being lonely.”

He leaned in and kissed her. Her mouth burned but she didn’t stop, willing to endure discomfort for more of his kisses. Never would she hide her feelings for him. Life was too short and love too precious.

She broke their kiss and hugged him. “I love you,” she whispered.

He pulled back and stared. 

She held her breath, wanting to hear the same from him, but she’d accept his feelings, no matter what they were.

“I thought I had lost you. And when I believed you dead, I wanted to follow you beyond the Veil. You are everything to me, Ravyn, but the words pale when compared to how I truly feel.”

Her nose tingled as tears welled in her eyes. “I’d still like to hear you say it.”

He smiled. “Ravyn, I love you, now and forever.”

“That was worth dying for.” 

“Indeed.”

She shifted again and sat upright. As he slipped his arm around her waist, she winced.

He loosened his hold. “Are you hurt?”

“My back feels like it’s on fire.” Ravyn held out her hands for help and stopped, her eyes rounding at the sight of her hands. An angry tattoo of a sun burned bright on each palm. She turned her palms toward him. “What are these?”

Rhys smiled. “The sign of the Redeemer. My mother had them, and I found the symbol in my father’s journal.”

“I’m a Redeemer?” Though she’d happily embrace the powers of a healer, the label didn’t feel right somehow.

He gave her a sly smile. “That’s still undetermined.”

“But I have the symbols.” She bit her lip and flinched. 

Rhys’s smile widened. 

“What?”

He held out his hands. “Nothing. Let me help you up.”

She stood for a few seconds before she felt sturdy enough to release his arm. She still wore her leathers, minus the boots, and other than the burning on her back and her lips, she felt good. “Can you help me off with this?” 

She raised her arms and Rhys slid the tunic over her head and laid it on the bed. He palmed her shoulders and turned her back to him to get a better view.

“Do you see anything?” she asked over her shoulder.

“Take this off.” He ran his hand across the linen harness. “I want to get a better look.”

She untied and unwound the straps, letting him help her with the garment. She pressed the material to her bare chest and hunched her back toward him. “Am I hurt? Is it bad?” 

He ran his finger in stinging loops across her sensitive skin. 

She jerked away from his touch. 

“I wouldn’t say injured, really.” 

She craned her neck, trying to get a look. “What is it? Another hole from a talon? It really hurts.”

“Oh, I know it really hurts.” 

Was that amusement in his voice? 

Rhys guided her to the mirror on the front of the wardrobe. “Look at yourself.”

She squinted at her image and leaned closer. “What is that?” She licked her thumb and rubbed at the blue line running from her bottom lip to just above her chin. A biting sting spread across her lower lip. She leaned closer to the mirror. 

He captured her gaze in their reflection and smiled. “It’s the mark of the Tell.”

Ravyn’s eyes widened as understanding dawned. 

“I’m a Tell?” She shook her head. “But how can that be? I thought I was a Redeemer.” 

He smirked.

With a slow pivot, she twisted toward the mirror and gasped. The image of an orange and red phoenix danced across her back. Its tail feathers caressed her left hip and its beak touched her shoulder. She backed up a few steps, drinking in the image of the bird. She turned to him. “It’s like yours.”

He nodded.

“Am I a Shield?” The words sounded right. 

“As much as I hate the thought of you being a protector, there’s no denying the brand.”

“But what about the other tattoos? Why do I have those?”

He shook his head. “Maybe you have the powers of all three groups.”

“Can that happen?”

“I don’t know. We’ll have to wait and see what develops.”

She stared at the bird, unable to tear her eyes away. “Why the phoenix and not a dragon?”

“Each Shield is branded with something particular to their nature. For you, fire is not only a weapon, it is what you can become.”

“I don’t understand.”

“When you need to, you will become a phoenix.”

She backed closer to the mirror, examining every inch of her new brand. “But that’s impossible.”

“Trust me—it is not impossible.”

Something in his voice drew her attention. His arms were crossed and legs in a wide stance, his defensive pose. “Do you…your dragon…can you…change?”

He nodded. 

She shook her head, trying to grasp the full scope of her lover. 

His gaze narrowed, as if he expected her worst reaction.

“Rhys.” 

He tensed at her tone. 

“That’s amazing.”

His stance relaxed, and he lowered his arms to his side. “Really?”

“Yes.” She turned her attention back to the mirror. “I seem to be afflicted with the same malady. This is truly amazing. I can’t wait to transform and…oh.”

“What is it?”

“I’m going to have to fly.” Her stomach churned. “I don’t like heights.”

Rhys chuckled. “You’ll do fine. I’ll teach you everything I know.” 

Again, it was like seeing him for the first time. “We could fly together.”

“Yes.”

She hesitated. “Could you give me a ride?” 

His deep chuckle rumbled and the world seemed right again. “Whenever you want.”

Ravyn liked the way he said that, sexy and loaded with innuendos. The journal rested loosely in his hands. She pointed to the book. “Did you read your father’s diary?” 

He nodded. “Most of it.” 

“He loved you and your mother very much.”

“I see this now. I think I always knew, but guilt plays strange tricks on a person’s mind.”

She walked to him and twined her fingers with his. “You couldn’t have stopped Vile from killing your parents.” Her voice cracked. “He said he killed mine also.”

He held her gaze. “Maybe he lied.”

She shook her head. “I pray he has—for all our sakes.” She paused. “Vile said my father was King Janus.”

Rhys’s eyes grew wide. “King Janus?”

She nodded. 

“Another blow to the Bringers if he is dead.” He cupped her cheeks in his hands. “I’m sorry about your parents.”

A weak smile was the best she could muster. The thought of never seeing her parents upset her. Odd, how losing someone she never knew could still hurt so deeply.

Rhys sobered. “I’ll make him pay. I’ll hunt Vile down myself and bury my father’s dagger so far inside him there’s no possibility of him resurrecting.”

Plans and ideas formed in her mind. “Rhys, if the dagger exists and it is an immortal weapon…” 

“Then the legend of the immortal arsenal is probably true,” he finished.

“We need to find them.” Her mind raced with the possibilities. “Finding the weapons could turn the tide against the Bane.”

“Yes, but our first order of business is to figure out what we know and decide who we can trust.”

She perched on the edge of her bed. The road before them branched in many directions. “I only wish we’d known about the dagger sooner.”

“There are a lot of things I wished I’d known or done sooner.” He sat beside her and ran a finger along her jaw.

Warmth spread through her. She captured his hand and kissed his fingers. “We’ve been given a second chance. No regrets.”

He smiled and stroked her cheek. “No regrets.”

“How did you find me? Even as a dragon, that wouldn’t have been possible.”

“Icarus.”

Surely she hadn’t heard him correctly. “What?”

“He helped me find you and even helped us escape.”

She shook her head. “Why?”

“Greed. He wants the Bane throne.”

She sneered. “He is the worst of them all, using whatever means necessary to get what he wants. I hate him.” 

Rhys didn’t contradict her, only stared at her. Finally, he said, “Powell is dead.”

Ravyn blinked, waiting for some emotion—anger, elation, pity. But she felt nothing but numbness. “Who killed him?”

“A demon, I think. We found him dead in the clearing from where you’d been taken by Icarus.”

He watched her. Should she be angry that she hadn’t delivered the killing blow to Powell and avenged Angela? “Good,” she said looking at Rhys. “It’s a fitting death for him. Poetic in a way.”

“Yes, killed by the beast he served. So you’re not angry that you won’t get your revenge?” he said.

She shook her head. “Life is a sacred gift given by the Universe. I am not so prideful as to feel cheated because I wasn’t the one allowed to take his life, even if I hated him. Being spared such a gruesome task is a blessing, not a slight.”

“Not all in your position would feel the same way.”

“Perhaps I’m not the cold-blooded killer I imagine myself to be after all.” 

“Again, not a bad trait.” 

Silence stretched between them. Where would they go from here? Ravyn took a deep breath and exhaled. She was safe. Rhys was safe. And Powell was dead. “Now what?”

A lascivious smile crept across his face. He eased her back onto the bed. “Well, first I’m going to make love to you.” 

Ravyn smiled as her pillow cradled her head. “Yes?”

With achingly slow movements, he covered her body with his. Ravyn spread her legs to accommodate him, the discomfort from her back evaporating. “And then I’ll probably make love to you again.”

“So far I like this plan very much.” She lifted her head and gave him a languishing kiss.

“I’ll need to feed you so you keep up your strength.” He nibbled her earlobe. “Because I plan on making love to you several more times before I let you get dressed.”

“You’re a very good strategist.” She wrapped her legs around his waist and rubbed against his growing erection. “And when we’ve sated ourselves? Then what shall we do? Rally the rebel forces? Make a pact with the Council? Start searching for the immortal weapons?”

Rhys cupped her breast and rubbed her aching nipple. “I have something more personal in mind.”

She moaned and arched against his talented fingers. “And what would that be?”

He slid his hand down her stomach and pressed his fingers between her legs. Nuzzling her neck he whispered, “I think it’s time Luc embraced his destiny.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“He needs to die.”

She smiled and closed her eyes. “Mmmm, I’ll let you use my dagger.”
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Keep reading for a sneak peek at the first book in Jane Kindred’s enthralling House of Arkhangel’sk fantasy trilogy, 





The Fallen Queen





Heaven can go to hell.



Until her cousin slaughtered the supernal family, Anazakia’s father ruled the Heavens, governing noble Host and Fallen peasants alike. Now Anazakia is the last grand duchess of the House of Arkhangel’sk, and all she wants is to stay alive.



Hunted by Seraph assassins, Anazakia flees Heaven with two Fallen thieves—fire demon Vasily and air demon Belphagor, each with their own nefarious agenda—who hide her in the world of Man. The line between vice and virtue soon blurs, and when Belphagor is imprisoned, the unexpected passion of Vasily warms her through the Russian winter.



Heaven seems a distant dream, but when Anazakia learns the truth behind the celestial coup, she will have to return to fight for the throne—even if it means saving the man who murdered everyone she loved.
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Pervoe: A Discordant Note in the Music of the Spheres

from the memoirs of the Grand Duchess Anazakia Helisonovna of the House of Arkhangel’sk





As any demon will tell you over a bottle of vodka or a game of preferans, Heaven is not the paradise you have been told. Depending upon the demon who holds your ear, he may also tell you Heaven’s last ruler was a tyrant who cared nothing for the lives of the common angel. Never believe it. He was the kindest soul ever born to the supernal House of Arkhangel’sk; Heaven would be blessed to have him now. But put no faith in me, for I am his daughter. I was born within Elysium’s pearly gates and have been cast out.

I do not like to think my impetuosity brought down the throne of Heaven, but on the darkest days, it is what I believe. When Elysium fell to a quiet coup, I was at a wingcasting table in Raqia instead of by my family’s side.

It is a favorite game in Raqia’s dens of iniquity. A fast-moving combination of cards and dice, wingcasting requires single-minded concentration and a certain narcissistic audacity. Challengers who hope to unseat the reigning prince of the game progress from one table to the next until they are opposite the champion. 

I only reached this coveted spot on one occasion.

Raqia’s reigning prince that night was a dark-haired demon with eyes as sharp as the waxed points of his hair. He played his hand as cool as you please and barely seemed to notice me, but he put nearly every card I discarded into play with his own and soon had me hemorrhaging both cards and crystal.

Smoke burned my eyes while the demon nursed his cigar in a deliberate distraction. When he took it between his fingers, I could not help following with my eyes. Beneath the tattered lace of his cuffs, black crosses and diamonds, interlaced with characters of an unfamiliar alphabet, braced his fingers between the knuckles like rings made of ink.

He followed my gaze. “Prison,” he said around his cigar, the first word he’d spoken not directly related to the game.

He was trying to unnerve me; there were no prisons in Heaven. There was no need for any among the Host.

Raqia, for the most part policed itself, preferring to game the crystal from wayward angelic youth rather than take it by force and risk the flaming hand of seraphic justice. If he had really been in prison, he was one of the true Fallen who had spent time in the world of Man—though all demons were Fallen, by the Host’s reckoning. Their indiscriminate breeding muddied the cardinal elements by mixing the pure water dominant in the blood of the Fourth Choir with the earth of the Third, the fire of the Second, and the air of the First. Such blending resulted in their sullied complexions and varied hue of hair and eye.

A glance around the poorly lit den revealed half a dozen natural shades of brown and a dozen more who colored their hair and eyes with deliberately wild hues in defiance of celestial purity.

Most who fell to the world of Man bore signs of aging not present in the Host; something in the air of the terrestrial plane made Men’s lives short. A fine layer of stubble that could only have been carefully cultivated and trimmed hid any weathering of my opponent’s skin, but studying his face, I saw the telltale signs: little lines around his deep-set ebony eyes that said he’d fallen more than once.

I tightened the drawstring on the purse of crystal at my wrist, careful to keep the luminous celestine of my supernal ring turned toward my palm and cupped between my fingers while I played my hand.

The demon raised a dark eyebrow, pierced with a thin bar of metal that accentuated his coarse nature. I had put down a card in my distraction without waiting for him to call the die. I blushed and snatched it up again, furious with myself for making such a stupid blunder. His immodest grin said he thought his ploy had worked, but it took more than a small-time terrestrial thief to unnerve me. No novice to the dens or to demon magic, I never came to Raqia without a protective charm tucked into my bodice.

In truth, I had been distracted since climbing down the trellis to sneak out in the middle of a tedious banquet. My younger brother Azel was sick in bed, and my cousin Kae was acting strangely toward his wife, my sister Omeliea—and both circumstances were in some measure my fault.

§

Though I did not know it yet, the die had been cast against the House of Arkhangel’sk by my unbridled impulse on the day I turned seventeen. On a hunting holiday in the mountains of Aravoth, my father had presented me with a blue roan mare. I was eager to take her out, but the first snowfall had ushered in the season and my sisters were keen to head inside the lodge and curl up by the fire.

I sulked while the groom took my horse to the stable. Not even a gift of a gorgeous red velvet riding cap lined with silver fox could coax me out of my bad humor.

When my sister Omeliea admonished me for being moody, I tossed the cap back at her and announced I was taking my horse out by myself. Mama would never have tolerated such willful behavior, but she had stayed behind with Azel, and Papa was so softhearted, it pained him to discipline his daughters.

When I led the mare out of the stable, Cousin Kae was waiting for me.

“Tell her to stop being such a child!” my sister called, wrapped in a fleece on the steps of the lodge. “It’s freezing out here!”

Kae caught the reins and drew the mare to him. “Stop being such a child.” He winked, stroking the horse’s muzzle. “You can’t go alone.”

I pulled the tether from his hands and swung into the saddle. “Then I suppose someone will have to mount up.”

I trotted the blue roan out to the road and into the wooded heights, on a path muted with preternatural quiet. It seemed nothing but my horse and I existed. Here in the North, we were without the oppressive, constant presence of the Seraphim Guard, which Papa could not abide outside the city. In Heaven’s hinterlands, he said, there was no need for their protection.

After a minute or two, I heard the light clip of Kae’s horse behind me.

“Is Ola angry with me?”

Kae drew up beside me. “Not as angry as she is with me for letting you go.” He shrugged beneath his cloak. “It will pass. Sometimes I think it’s her job as a wife to be angry. She’s very efficient at it.”

I laughed at his feigned look of persecution. “Such trials you must endure for the crown.”

“Yes,” said Kae with a mock sigh. “I shall endure anything to attain the crown. Even bed that shrew of a grand duchess of mine.”

I nearly slipped from my saddle for laughing. Kae adored Omeliea and she, him. They were newly wed, and though betrothed at the cradle, he had courted her since childhood as though it were not prearranged. I could not imagine two people more perfectly matched.

Kae stopped his mount in its tracks. “Did you see that?” His grey eyes fixed on a distant point where the trees met over the road. A peculiar fragrance hung on the air, like the freshly peeled bark of an Aravothan cedar, but I saw nothing. I shook my head, and Kae started forward once more.

The bright snow began to dull, shadowed beneath the silver canopy of gathering clouds. Perhaps my sisters had been right. The cold was already making my hands ache within my gloves. I considered turning back, but the thought of Ola’s smugness made me stay my course. I knew my way blindfolded along the snow-covered path; I’d ridden it a hundred times. Of course, my horse had not.

As a dusting of new snow began to fall, Kae leaned over his mount and pointed. “There! Do you not see it?” He spurred his horse forward without waiting for an answer.

I followed, urging my mare to keep pace with him, but we were falling behind on the softening road. Heavy flakes melted in my hair, and my cheeks burned with cold. I began to regret throwing the cap at Ola.

The road went higher here, and the clouds were lowering, and soon I had to slow my horse to a walk, surrounded on all sides by grey, hanging damp. I called out for Kae, but I might have been shouting into a wet blanket for all my voice seemed to carry.

After a few more yards, the trees grew close, and I was no longer certain we were on the path. Everything looked different coated in new snow, like some fairy world I’d stumbled into. Maybe I’d veered off in the mist? I bit my lip and glanced over my shoulder, but the fog was so thick I couldn’t be sure of the distance.

I opened my mouth to call again, when the sound of approaching hooves broke through the veil of clouds. A moment later, Kae’s horse appeared without its rider. I leapt from my mare and ran in the direction the horse had come, heedless of the precipices that might be hidden from view.

“Cousin!” I stumbled over a protruding root and fell headlong in the snow. For a moment, the world was silent except for the dripping branches over my head. Then the clouds thinned and Kae stood before me in an open glade, stiller than the mountain around us. His eyes were unfocused.

“The most beautiful steed,” he whispered. “I nearly caught her.”

“A runaway?” I got to my feet with no help from him, brushing snow and pine needles from my riding skirt. “All the way up here?”

His eyes cleared. “Not a runaway. She’s wild.” He seemed angry with me, as though I’d intruded. Brushing past me to rein in his mount, he swung himself up into the saddle with a swift and brutal motion. The horse, too, was intruding it seemed, unworthy next to the imaginary steed.

Kae rode off toward our hunting house without another word.

§

I sighed and tossed the die against the wingcasting table. It seemed a trivial thing, that moment in the heights, that trick of the light that must have made my cousin imagine the wild steed, but his temperament began to change when we returned from the north.

My distracted state cost me another round, and the demon grinned and scooped up his winnings. “Had enough?” He knocked the smoldering ash from his cigar against the side of the table and pocketed my crystal.

“Not by half.”

At the table beside us, the violet glow of eyes dyed with amethyst oil glinted through the smoke from the player next in line to play the winner. I glared back through the ruby red with which I’d dyed my own. I had a right to play so long as I had crystal to bet, and if I had to play all night to beat this demon at a single round, I would.

If only I had known what it would cost me.

When I think back to that night and the single-mindedness with which I persisted at a game I could not possibly win, I want to shout at my former self, Forget this foolishness! Go home! Go home before it is too late! The irony is that it was guilt that kept me there, while I have been burdened with so much more by staying.

§

Ola suspected Kae of unfaithfulness. Upon our return to the city of Elysium, they moved into the Camaeline Palace, built for her wedding present, and we did not see Ola again until she came to us a few weeks later with her suspicions.

“He is not himself.” She stood staring at the fire in the drawing room. “I have hardly seen him since the holiday.” Ola gave me a strange look. “He hasn’t been himself since the two of you came back from that ride.” She seemed ashamed of what she was thinking and burst into tears.

“Ola, dearest.” I went to her where she sank onto the divan before the fire. Tatia came to her side while Maia hurried to the other, and I knelt before her, resting my head in her lap. We enveloped her in sisterly commiseration, four sets of honey curls draped together while Ola wept. There were no closer sisters than we four were then.

“I’m sorry, Nazkia,” Ola whispered after a moment. Tatia held her and Maia stroked her arm. “I must be losing my mind. I know you would never… ”

“Hush, Ola,” I said gently.

“Kae would never betray you,” Maia assured her.

“He’s mad for you.” Tatia dabbed at Ola’s eyes with her kerchief. “Another matter is preoccupying him. You’ll see.”

Ola shook her head, on the verge of tears once more. “He rides out every morning before I wake and stays out past dark. I heard him speaking of ‘her.’” She pushed Tatia’s kerchief away and swallowed. “He has a mistress. I know it.”

Little Azel bounded up the grand staircase then and leapt upon us, and Ola recovered herself and caught him in her arms.

Our mother followed from the landing, her stride quick and anxious, and peeled out of her damp furs. “Azelly! I’ve told you not to run!”

Mama was forever worrying over Azel. At almost twelve years of age, he appeared little older than nine. We also thought of him as much younger than his years because of his delicate health, and I suppose he acted the part we’d given him. He had been better lately, though.

Despite Mama’s fear, it warmed my heart to see him running.

I swept my brother onto my shoulders and bounced to my feet. At the sound of Azel’s laughter, Mama pressed her gloved fingers to her lips, holding in her customary scolding. Maia rose, hooked her arm in Mama’s, and led her away, distracting her from Ola’s tears and my reckless behavior with plans for the Equinox Gala.

The Gala occupied our time in the weeks that followed. Maia and Tatia reveled in the excitement. On display in our supernal box at the Elysium Theatre, we endured a prelude of ballets, operas, and symphonies—opportunities to meet potential suitors before my formal presentation to society.

I could not have been less interested.

The trick I had used to sneak out tonight had gotten me out of many a dull occasion. Magic was prohibited in Heaven’s capital, but one could find anything in the Demon Market, and I had found a bottle of “twinning spirits” that allowed me to leave a version of myself at home in the form of a corporeal shade.

The twinning spirits consisted of two vials. One contained the separating elixir. The other held the aethereal essence of the shade while its corporeal projection moved about—breathing and speaking and acting with the perfect likeness of the true form until the vial was opened and the essence returned to its source.

My shade-self spent the long nights of winter in rich brocades and velvets, bundled in furs in bright red, horse-drawn sleighs to counter the dreariness of heavy skies and starless nights as we sped over the snow to our engagements.

The rest of me spent them in the smoke-shrouded dens of Raqia. Remembering it all when my shade returned to me was tedium enough.

On the night of the Gala, however, I attended in both body and spirit. Every chandelier in the Winter Palace was ablaze, casting so many reflected glints on the River Neba it looked like a sky full of stars. Carriages arrived by the dozens, depositing celestial dignitaries and wealthy merchants in the grand foyer of our palace.

Ola arrived on Kae’s arm wearing a gown of citrine satin and lace, happier than I had ever seen her. Whatever had preoccupied Kae had obviously been resolved. He hovered beside her with the earnestness of a courting suitor, bringing a pretty pink to her cheeks when he leaned in with a whisper to present her with cordials and candies from the reception hall’s brimming tables.

The appearance of a dazzling pair of Seraphim between the arches of the enfilade announced the entrance of the principality and his queen. With the hush and rustle of silk, hundreds of skirts dipped as one.

The orders of the Second Choir were beings of pure elemental fire, and while their element could be seen in the glowing countenances of the Cherubim and Ophanim, the Seraphim alone seemed to truly burn with it.

Emerging from between their brilliance beneath a baptism of petals and gold leaf that tumbled like glittering butterflies from the gilded papier-mâché eggs overhead, Papa led Mama into the sea of silk.

In the flash of jewels and sequins and the gleam of polished medals reflected from the mirrored walls in the seraphic light, the whole affair seemed but a fairy dream.

Yet in all its splendor, the event of the season did not dazzle me half so much as the first time I saw the Demon Market.

Just across the River Asheron that divided the noble houses of the city of Elysium from the low houses of Raqia, the lights of the market glittered on the water like a wicked invitation. It was a world away from the dull and ordered life of a supernal grand duchess—a world sparkling with bright paper lanterns and trinkets of blown glass, full of buskers and hustlers, and men who ate fire. In its cobbled alleys, I feasted on prickly fruits that stained my lips and fingers purple and watched rough-looking demon boys play games of dice on the crumbling stone.

The market’s inexorable magic had enticed me at the age of thirteen, and its iniquity had kept me coming back.

When I escaped into the garden later, I found Ola and Tatia whispering in excitement among the fragrant roses. Ola drew me in between them huddled on the marble bench, saying she had reason to believe Kae was not, after all, engaged in an affair.

“I am carrying an heir,” she confided. “If I had any cause for worry it is gone now. He is so pleased.”

I embraced her. “Oh, Ola. That’s wonderful!”

“What’s wonderful?” Azel stood in the doorway in his formal costume, a miniature of my father’s military regalia, with a book tucked under one arm.

Ola blushed from shame, it seemed, and not happiness or embarrassment. I was puzzled for a moment, until Azel approached and I saw the look on his face.

“Will it be a boy?” he asked. “I hope he will be healthy.” He did not add not like me, but it was there in his expression.

Ola held out her hand and drew him between us. “I hope it’s healthy, too, Azelly, but I don’t care what sex it is. The House of Arkhangel’sk has its heir. I just want a family.”

Maia found us then, and Ola repeated her news. The orchestra began the waltz, and the four of us danced around Ola—Tatia with Maia, and I with Azel—until we fell about the garden, laughing.

A sumptuous meal was served at midnight, and Maia took up her favorite game, saying the first gentleman we saw whose name began with “S” would be my latest match. I nearly choked on my trifle when she pointed out Sar Sarael, a prince of Aravoth from the angelic Order of Virtues. Sarael was certainly divine in his aethereal beauty. His silvery hair hung down his back like a fall of crystalline water and his eyes glittered with the sheen of snow beneath a bright winter sun. But Virtues were not known for their amorousness and rarely mingled with the lower orders.

Beside Sarael was another Virtue whose name I had not learned. If possible, she outshone him in her rime-like purity. Watching Maia and I giggle over my would-be husband, she smiled at us from across the room. Then her attention fell on someone behind us, and her expression made me turn. By the entrance to the gallery, Kae stood watching her, frozen by her gaze.

Attentive as a new lover on the night of the Gala, my cousin returned to his peculiar distraction in the days that followed. Ola said nothing, but as she grew full and lovely with her pregnancy, it was clear he was once more spending his days away from home.

Kae had been my dearest friend since I was small and had spent more time at our home than his own after the death of my aunt in childbirth when he was just a boy, but now he had shut me out as well.

Ola busied herself with her layette, with Tatia and Maia bustling around her to see that her baby entered the world well-accoutered. Less inclined toward things maternal, I spent time helping Azel with his studies, but it seemed intolerable that he should be kept inside during such lovely days.

While the family took our spring holiday on the southern shore of the Gulf of the Firmament, I spirited him from the white granite Celestial Palace one afternoon to take his mind from his infirmity.

We gave his nurse Helga the slip after tea. I carried Azel on my back and ran to the stables to fetch my mare. Though he was more at home on horseback than on his own limbs, Mama was afraid to let Azel ride, so he had no horse of his own. We set out for the woodlands of our private park, singing and laughing beneath a canopy of gold-dappled leaves, until Azel spotted a hummingbird and made me stop. He had never seen one except through a spyglass from his window. We held our breath while it hovered, indigo and sparkling, gathering nectar in its dagger-sharp beak.

It was gone just as quickly, and in the absence of its whirring, we heard voices. Though too distant for the words to be clear, the birdlike titter of a lady carried down the path. I thought I had never heard anything so lovely. Awestruck, neither of us moved or made a sound.

Then, clear as the sky, I heard Cousin Kae. “You mock me, my lady. But my devotion is sincere.”

My blood froze. It was plainly Kae, though he did not sound himself. To what lady was he pledging devotion? That laugh had certainly not belonged to Ola.

“We should go,” Azel whispered in my ear.

The rippling laughter came again, punctuated with the sound of pounding hooves. A riderless white horse thundered down the path toward us, its mane a comet in the sun. It passed us in a flash of brilliance, leaving only whorls of dirt in its wake.

“My lady!” Kae followed, his horse at a gallop. He passed within inches of us, but took no notice, his face wild. “I am yours!”

Azel developed a cough the following day. Helga scolded us in her “special language”—a peasant dialect she used when particularly angry—but she said nothing to Mama. When we returned to Elysium, Azel was bedridden again. In my guilt over his ill health and over the odd encounter with Kae that we had kept from Ola, I took to sneaking from the palace even more frequently on my own.

At the wingcasting table, it was easy to forget I was a grand duchess of the Firmament of Shehaqim who would one day marry a grand duke or a prince of a distant princedom and leave the happy home in which I had grown up.

But while I played, the celestial house of cards that was the House of Arkhangel’sk began to fall.

§

The first to fold was my father’s brother, Lebes, Grand Duke of Iriy. Shortly after our return to the city, the duchy of Iriy hosted the annual Feast of Virtues. My uncle became ill and collapsed during the commencement address.

At first, it appeared to be merely a bout of the influence, but with the steady worsening of his condition, we began to suspect he had been poisoned. He lapsed into a sleep from which his attendants couldn’t wake him, and Kae and Ola hurried to his side.

The only suspect was a Fallen man with ties to a subversive anti-monarchist group who worked for my uncle’s chef. The Virtues them-selves investigated such crimes, but when they found no evidence to tie him to the poisoning, they released the demon and returned to Aravoth.

Kae grew increasingly distraught the more my uncle slipped away. On the morning the grand duke breathed his last breath, my cousin flew into a rage and ran the suspected demon through with his sword. Ola was beside herself with grief for the father-in-law she had adored and worry for the husband she could not reach.

The incident sparked outrage among the Fallen. Scores of them protested outside the Ereline Palace, stirring fears of a revolt.

It was not the first time such a specter had reared its head in Heaven. Tragedy had preceded my father’s reign. After the untimely death of my grandfather in a riding accident, my great-grandfather had fallen to an anarchist’s blade, leaving Papa to take the throne at the tender age of twenty.

Ola and Kae were whisked from the palace by the Seraphim Guard and brought to the safety of Elysium. Ola was horribly shaken, but Kae seemed to forget his distress almost immediately, returning to his prior preoccupation and rejecting her comfort.

His behavior became impossible to ignore. Ola, now round with his child, he treated coldly, as if he could not bear to be near her. She confided in no one but Tatia now. They were closest in age, and I believe Ola was too ashamed to confide in anyone else. They wept together behind closed doors while Maia and I tried to make ourselves useful by helping to plan Mama’s social engagements. Papa, perhaps in response to the feminine undercurrents within the palace he could not comprehend, immersed himself in affairs of state, giving increasing audience to his advisors in cloistered meetings.

Meanwhile, my guilt grew stronger as Azel and I kept secret the strange afternoon in the woods to spare Ola’s feelings. Azel’s pallor and labored breathing when I read to him from his favorite books of ornithology and angelic history caused me even more guilt. Helga, by his side night and day, did not speak of blame.

§

The heaviness in Ola’s eyes at last got the better of me, and I re-solved to confront Cousin Kae. Though she was nearing her confinement, they made an appearance at the annual Elysium Day pageant, the last grand affair in the capital before the solstice heralded our return to the Summer Palace in the north.

At the dance following the first banquet, I managed to position myself as Kae’s partner. He went through the motions with his mind elsewhere, gloved hand raising mine at the appropriate time, the other behind his back, taking the steps with dull accuracy.

When I stepped in close to him, I met his gaze and held it with a fierce look. He focused on me at last while he spun me about, our right arms meeting overhead when we came together.

“You seem preoccupied.”

The bitterness of my voice appeared to shake him. “Preoccupied?” He glanced about in search of an excuse. “Uncle Helison and I have been engaged in some tense negotiations over the sovereignty of the duchies.”

“I’m not talking about politics, Cousin.” I stepped back into a genuflection and then forward, looking up into his face. “I am talking about my sister. Your wife. She is having your child.”

He looked puzzled, bless his craven heart. “I don’t—?”

“Ola,” I whispered harshly. “For the love of Heaven!”

“For pity’s sake, Anazakia!” He spun me about, and I whirled to face him once more. “I know who I’m married to.”

“Do you?” We were about to switch partners and there was no time to belabor the point. “And whom are you meeting when you go out riding? Do you take my sister for a fool?”

He released me, and I turned and curtsied to my new partner. I watched my cousin over my partner’s shoulder while we moved farther apart, and saw, at last, some humility in his eyes.

When the dance ended, Kae made polite conversation before making his way to the alcove seat where I’d retired. He sat beside me.

“Nenny.” He had not called me Nenny, the name Azel had invented after deeming my customary nickname too hard to pronounce, since I was a bare-legged tree climber. “You’re right. But you’re wrong.”

I waited.

“I haven’t been meeting anyone. But I have been going out to see… you wouldn’t… the most beautiful… ”

“The steed,” I said, and Kae’s eyes snapped to mine. “I saw her.”

“Yes?” His eyes shone.

“But I heard her, also, Kae. I heard a woman’s voice, the owner of the steed.”

He frowned as if considering something contradictory, but said nothing.

“You are killing Ola,” I told him. “She could not love you more deeply if you had been a love match. You are not just a convenient arrangement to her.”

Kae stood, giving me a look of rebuke, but at least it was a look I recognized. “Ola is not an arrangement to me. You cannot imagine how much I love her.”

“I don’t doubt it, Kae. But I’m not the one you need to convince.”

He turned on his heel. I had angered him, but I hoped I had knocked him from whatever fantasy he was pursuing with the owner of that white mare.

With relief, I watched him find Ola settled upon a cushioned bench across the hall watching the orchestra play. Kae kissed her hand and held her gloved knuckles to his cheek for a long moment before kneeling on one knee to lay his head against her belly. Ola sifted his pale curls through her fingers. For the moment, all was well.

Tatia and Maia were making the rounds with Mama, doing their social duty, while my father played host to the noble houses of the Heavens, asserting his autocracy. With Azel still bedridden, I ought to have checked in on him and read to him to cheer him up, but my shade could do it for me.

Instead, full of restless energy, I had come to the place where I did not have to be charming, or gracious, or even interesting. I had only to put up my crystal and play my hand well. And in a single night at the wingcasting table, I lost everything.




  













Vtoroe:
Chance





There was no order in Heaven, despite what the Host would have the Fallen believe; its holy hierarchy was merely a game of chance. Fortunately for Belphagor, he was a master at games of chance.

The Firmament depended upon its illusion—its delusion—of order and perfection. Everything untidy, unclean, and unrefined was swept under the white, glistening veneer of Elysium’s alabaster streets into the gutters of Raqia.

And Raqia was where the real action was.

Belphagor rolled his cigar between his teeth and surveyed his cards. With the heel of one boot hooked against the bar beneath the table, he leaned back in his chair and balanced on the rear legs. From beneath his shuttered eyes, he focused on the player across from him. She was an easy mark, an angel slumming in the nadir of Raqia.

He chuckled to himself against his cigar. It was a mark of her naïveté that she believed her disguise convincing. No demon had such undistinguished features. This one’s skin was like glass with liquid gold shimmering beneath the transparent surface. She had the distasteful blandness of celestial perfection. Only the ruby eyes peering from beneath her hood suggested the defiant individuality of one of the Fallen; everything else said she was one of the Host.

Over the horizon of his cards, Belphagor watched the impostor cast the die. He was going to leave this den of iniquity with every facet she had.

“Serpent,” he said with a yawn. The die struck the far corner of the table and landed on its side.

The angel’s face fell at the appearance of the serpent on the skyward side of the die. She examined her hand with a frown and placed an Archangel of tricks on the table.

Belphagor paused to take the lulava being passed to him. With his cards in one hand, the water pipe in the other, and the cigar rolled to the side of his mouth with a smooth flick, he took a draw on the end of the hose. The firedust swam in his lungs, and he closed his eyes and let the pleasant heat expand throughout his chest. When he opened his eyes, the angel was staring at him, her mouth locked tight with disdain.

He rolled the cigar back to the center of his teeth and grinned. “Looks like you could use a bit o’ heat ’twixt your lips,” he said with a significant lift of his pierced eyebrow, and passed the lulava to her.

She folded her arms with her cards tucked in the crook of her elbow. “I don’t despoil myself. The airs of the Firmament are intoxicant enough without resorting to a cheap rise.”

He shrugged and passed the pipe to the next player, who took it without protest. The dust was still bursting behind Belphagor’s eyes with the pleasant crackling of a wood fire, and the scent of ambergris filled his head. He breathed in deeply to enhance the sensation.

“If there’s anyone ever needed despoiling more’n you, I’ve not seen ’em,” he said around his cigar while shuffling through his cards once more. “An’ a rise with me i’n’ ever cheap.” He winked at her and she looked away, the translucence of her cheeks revealing the flush of blood.

Belphagor picked up the die and cast it with a flick of his wrist.

“Rook,” called his adversary. The die tumbled toward her across the marble surface and snapped against her corner. The eel appeared on its face. The disguised angel yanked her pouch from the table and spilled the remaining facets into her palm, counting them furiously.

“I’ll be taking your full han’.” Belphagor shifted his cards once more and rocked back on the chair. “Best keep a bit of your crystal.”

“Oh, you think so, do you? Well you’re mistaken.” She tossed the last of her facets into the pot and dropped her hand face-up on the table with a smile of triumph. “Virtues, full sphere.”

Belphagor was in no hurry to put her out of her misery. He moved another card in his hand and observed it, pointing his cigar skyward like a smoking erection between them. After a moment, he lowered his hand to place it on the playing table, but reached for her wingcasting hand instead. He dropped the Virtues between his Dominions and Powers before he laid the cards in front of her.

“Full choir.”

Her eyes flashed with surprise and grudging admiration before settling into defeat.

Belphagor scooped the pile of crystal facets toward him and filled his pouch. For a novice, the angel had actually played quite well. The real key to wingcasting, however, was paying attention to one’s opponent, and there she had been woefully unskilled, accepting the most obvious misdirection without question. If she didn’t learn it now, she’d learn the lesson the hard way with less scrupulous opponents. He grinned to himself. Fleecing her had been a service.

The lulava came around again, and the players beside them started another round. He tightened the string on his pouch, removing his cigar to take a solid draw on the pipe. The firedust pounded through him and his lids drooped while his neurons fired with vigor.

“I have a ring,” the angel said. “Give me a chance to win back my crystal. The ring is worth twice what you’ve got in the pouch.”

Belphagor gazed at her through the slits of his half-open eyelids. “Don’ need it,” he murmured with the cigar clamped in his teeth.

“Afraid you’ll lose, then?” She drew the ring from her hand and reached across the table to set it before him, a crescent of light from the open doorway lighting her face.

A woman had entered The Brimstone from the street above, some servant of a noble house, more out of place in a den of iniquity than the angel. She hesitated on the top step, blinking in the dim interior, and then her gaze fell on his opponent. She hurried to the angel’s side and spoke to her in tones too low for Belphagor to hear.

He picked up the ring and with one eye open, gave it a cursory, in-toxicated glance. The pale blue gem set in white gold was etched with the supernal seal. Belphagor sat up straight just as the angel leapt to her feet.

“You must stay calm,” urged the woman at her side.

The pristine marble of the girl’s face had gone ashen. “No. No, Helga, I have to go home!” She yanked her elbow from the woman’s grasp and stumbled backward over her chair. “They need me!”

Helga gripped the young angel on either side of her face and forced her to meet her gaze. Blood stained the woman’s cuff. “There is nothing you can do for them.” The girl stopped struggling and her angelic mask twisted into naked pain. Her body went slack and she slipped through Helga’s fingers and onto her knees beside the wingcasting table.

“Nenny!” the woman whispered, dropping down to the girl. “We have to get you out. They’ll be looking for you, and they will show you no mercy.” But Nenny was weeping copiously, hanging onto the edge of the table, unreachable.

Patrons of the den were taking notice, heads bent together in whispers, no longer absorbed in their games. Belphagor glanced at the ring in his palm and dropped it into his pocket.

“Friends of yours?” he murmured.

The servant acknowledged him for the first time, following his gaze to the window at street level. The cold glow of the Ophanim Guard, Elysium’s gendarme, was visible through the leaded panes. Helga clutched the cloak at her throat, her eyes wide with alarm.

There was always some kind of upset brewing among the Host, one duke or other stirring the political pot, but for the Supernal Guard to be involved, there must be serious trouble. If the angel was who he thought she was, this encounter could prove extremely lucrative.

“Come.” He took the angel by one of her elbows and hauled her to her feet. “I rent a room in back, away from curious eyes.”

When Belphagor shut out the noise of gaming and merriment, the angel collapsed onto his cot. The older woman, likely the young one’s governess, peeled the cloak from the girl’s shoulders while the girl continued to sob, curled into a ball on her side.

Belphagor had seen plenty of the Fallen with ample cause shed fewer tears. He drew the tattered curtains from one wall to the other, shutting his guest off from the front of his room—the “grand reception hall.”

He nodded at Helga. “Your girl’s in trouble. I have a knack for hiding things, and it seems she needs hiding. Won’t find any better in Raqia.” He held up his hand with the smoldering cigar to silence any contradiction. “No use denying it. I can be bought by those you want to hide her from as soon as hire on with you. Knowing fetches near as much as actual doing.”

Helga drew back her hood, sizing him up. She was a handsome woman, but had the tired look of one who had spent her youth in service to others. She met his gaze in a manner some would feel inclined to look away from, but Belphagor backed down from no one.

After a moment, she reached into the purse tied at her hip and rattled crystal. “How much does silence cost?”

With a laugh, he set the cigar between his teeth once more and folded his arms. “What it costs you, it’ll cost them that want to break it double, an’ then how much more will I have to charge you? Where will it end?”

“How much will it cost to ensure my charge’s safety?” Helga tightened the string on her purse. “Even your kind must have some price you put on conscience. What price to buy moral sensibility?”

“You insult me, madam. I’ve offered my skills. I will hide her for the price you name.”

The angel had gone silent. Helga pulled back the curtain to observe her charge, her face heavy with concern. “She’ll need more than hiding.” Helga turned back to Belphagor at the sudden, unnerving quiet from the gambling den. The Ophanim had arrived. “You have a back way out of this establishment?”

Belphagor smiled. “Naturally.”

She glanced around his humble room with distaste. “You say you’re the best in Raqia. I hope you’re better at smuggling than you seem to be at cards.”

Belphagor laughed aloud. “Sometimes a thing of value isn’t obvious.”

She continued to regard him as something slightly soiled and of dubious origin. He stubbed out his cigar on the top of his dressing table and opened the door, holding it wide. “I’m sure you can find a demon trafficker or two in the house who would be all too happy to find somewhere to put your girl. On her knees, most likely, servicing civil servants.”

Helga yanked the door from his grasp and pushed it firmly shut. “It seems I have little choice.” With reluctance, she untied her purse. “You must take her immediately away from the princedom. Speak to no one. Keep her face hidden.”

Belphagor raised an eyebrow. “Am I to know who I’m hiding and why?”

“No.” Helga handed him the purse without opening it again. “This should be enough to cover her expenses for a month. After that, I’ll send word when I can.” Belphagor weighed the pouch of crystal in his hand. It was more wealth than he’d ever encountered in one place, and it was on the person of a servant. He wondered what sort of expenses the governess had imagined they ought to incur.

He closed his fist around the purse. “We can leave posthaste. Just a bit of business I need to attend to first.” She was too astonished to stop him when he swung the door open and went out. Belphagor chuckled to himself. Let her wonder if he might just take the crystal and run.

He peered through the smoky air of the den. The unsettling white, electric glow of the Ophanim lit the faces of players at the tables while the towering angels phased in their subtly shifting form through the gaming room in search of their quarry. With eyes that seemed to shift and move independently of their heads, there was nothing they missed. Hustling the girl out the back way was going to be difficult. At the very least, he would need an accomplice.

A demon he’d done business with on a number of occasions occupied a corner booth where the gaming room opened onto the tavern. For the moment, he was alone.

Belphagor tucked the crystal inside his shirt—best not to tempt Paimon with the whole of what could be gotten—and slipped into the booth while the demon had his head down over his blood pudding.

When Paimon looked up, Belphagor smiled. “I have a proposition for you.”

The demon untucked his napkin from his shirt and wiped his mouth. “Can’t wait. What’s this one going to cost me?”

Belphagor laughed. “Nothing but your time and assistance, friend. And it pays well.” He nodded toward the pair of Ophanim. “I need someone to distract them.”

Paimon followed his glance. “Hell, no, Belphagor. Not on your life. They’re looking for an excuse to arrest anyone who steps out of line. Word on the street is certain factions aren’t too happy with all this ‘liberation’ talk lately—seems the Liberationists had some action planned in front of the palace to force the principality’s hand and ensure he’d sign the Decree. Members of the Order of Powers have persuaded the principality it’s in his best interest to abdicate the throne.”

“Ah, the ever-popular changing of the guard, certain to solve everything.” And certain to be the cause of his current good fortune. It must have been the principality’s “abdication” that had a supernal celestine-wearing angel blubbering like a spoiled child whose birthday party had been ruined. In all probability, the supernal family had been arrested. Which meant he had a rogue grand duchess on his hands—information certain parties might find extremely valuable. He was a demon of his word, and he would never take money under false pretenses or sell out a person he’d promised to hide, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t make the most of the information he had.

Paimon went back to his pudding. “Anyway, they’ve got a death warrant for whoever the poor sod is they’re looking for. Some ‘agitator.’ They’re all over the District right now.” He gave Belphagor a significant glance. “There’s a pair of Ophanim stalking the back alley as we speak.”

So much for slipping out the back.

There was, of course, one other possibility. If he let Paimon in on his ace in the hole, he might agree to help smuggle the angel out.

Belphagor opened his mouth to take Paimon into his confidence when a flash of color across the room caught his eye. Belphagor started out of his seat and then fell back. The rest of The Brimstone might have burst into flame around him at that moment and he wouldn’t have noticed.

At the far end of the bar, an unmistakable shock of deliberately matted, magma-red locks spilled over a set of broad shoulders—were they broader than they had been?—like a river of molten iron. The burly young demon they belonged to sat drinking from a smoldering clay cup, eyes focused on the wall behind the bar with the air of a man who wished he was anywhere but where he was. Below sideburns of a more natural red that braced most of his hard jaw, metal glinted for an instant in the smoking candlelight. A row of thin spikes pierced the flesh of his neck.

Vasily had returned.

Belphagor smoothed his hand over his waistcoat and felt the purse beneath it snug against his heart. It was more than enough to settle his outstanding accounts with the young demon. He ran his fingers through his hair, straightened his waistcoat, and thanked Paimon before he slid out of the booth.

Approaching the bar, he drew up a stool with a nod to the bartender. “Absinthe.”

Vasily turned his head. “Son of a succubus,” he growled in a hard, gravelly voice that gave the impression he’d never quite gotten over a childhood bout of laryngitis. “Take it elsewhere.”

Belphagor smiled. “I’ve missed your honeyed tongue.” He watched the bartender pour ice water over the cube of sugar in the slotted silver spoon perched atop the green liqueur. “When did you get back?”

“None of your damn business.” Distance, it seemed, had not made Vasily’s heart grow fonder.

“Fair enough. What brings you to The Brimstone, then?”

“It’s a public den. I don’t need your permission.” Vasily downed the steaming drink as only a firespirit could. “I came with some friends. I told them there were better dens over in the Devil’s Doorstep, but they insisted on wasting their crystal here.”

“Devil’s Doorstep?” Belphagor shook his head and started to make a comment he realized he’d regret. He glanced over at the growing commotion at the gaming tables. The Ophanim had focused on one of the players, and the resisting demon was dragged to his feet. Always unwise to provoke an Ophan’s touch. “Not those friends, I hope.”

Vasily glanced around and swore under his breath. He ducked his head back down over the bar, obviously trying to be inconspicuous—a ludicrous proposition where Vasily was concerned.

Belphagor considered his options. If he was going to attempt what he had in mind, he couldn’t do it alone. Not and keep an eye on the angel. And he was running out of time.

“Might I suggest you throw in your lot with a better class of player?”

Vasily made a harsh sound, no doubt meant to be a scornful laugh. “If you mean yourself, you’re out of your mind. You lost credit in any game you hope to play with me a long time ago.”

Tossing back his absinthe as if it were whiskey, Belphagor noted the heightening altercation at the tables and Vasily’s increasing discomfort. It was clear Vasily would have gotten up and left if he’d dared. The drunken demon resisting arrest began shrieking at the painful contact with the Ophan, shouting loudly about tyranny and revolution.

Belphagor set down the empty cordial and took the cigar stub from his pocket, effecting nonchalance. “What would you say if I told you I have my debt to you in full, right here in my shirt?”

“I’d say it’s rubbish.”

“It’s all rubbish, Vasya. But this sort of rubbish pays bills and buys kegs of nectar.”

He held the cigar between his teeth expectantly, one eye on the Ophanim. They were thoroughly engaged in the fortuitous distraction of Vasily’s “friends,” but it wouldn’t do to be caught with a pouch of crystal equivalent to the net worth of the Demon District in his pocket.

Vasily ignored his unspoken request for a light.

“What’s the matter?” he asked between his teeth. “Cat got your tongue?” Belphagor flicked the tip of the cigar upward pointedly. “Or are you deliberately being rude to get a rise out of me? Because it might be working.”

With a furious glare, the demon stuck out his tongue, the tip narrowed to a glowing point. In spite of his demeanor, it was a trick he loved to show off. Not every firespirit could do it.

Pleased that he could not only still make him furious, but simultaneously goad him into unwitting submission, Belphagor lit the cigar on Vasily’s red-hot tongue, sucking heat from the smoldering leaf. “Every last facet. On my honor.”

Vasily laughed without mirth and shoved Belphagor’s shoulder, nearly toppling him from his stool. Belphagor considered his next move. It was now or never. With the cigar suspended between his fingers and his cheek propped on the heel of his hand, he baited the hook.

“I could sweeten the pot for your help on a job. It may be dangerous, but pay’s as good as it gets.” He flicked his gaze toward the second pair of Ophanim entering The Brimstone, presumably to take custody of the brawling demons at the gaming table. “And I get the feeling you may need another way out of here.”

Vasily’s eyes narrowed. He took the cigar from between Belphagor’s fingers and puffed on it. “What sort of job?”

“Ransom,” said Belphagor in a voice that wouldn’t carry. “One of the Host.”

§

When Belphagor returned to the back room, the angel sat motion-less on the edge of the bed beside her governess, her eyes blank, and red from more than ruby oil. Vasily took position by the door, arms crossed over his broad chest, and Helga observed him with mistrust. He gave no indication whether he was guarding the door from what might be without or barring those within from reaching it.

She rose, twisting her bloody cuff. “I’ve given her a draught. She’ll travel, but as one asleep.”

“She’ll need more than a somnambulant.” Belphagor took his straight razor and a tin of soft soap from beside the stone basin and drew up a stool to the side of the cot.

Helga stepped between him and the girl. “What is that for?”

“Her disguise.” He sighed at her hesitation. “If you won’t trust me to do my job, there’s no point continuing. You want her spirited out of the Firmament and her identity kept hidden? Red eyes won’t do it. She’ll be recognized in an instant unless those who seek her see something they aren’t expecting to see.” He set the razor and tin on the stool, pushed Helga aside, and pulled the girl to her feet.

The drugged angel moved sluggishly, yet without protest. Her governess gave a sharp cry of indignation, but made no move to interfere when Belphagor plunged the girl’s head into the basin of ice-cold water. Hauling her up by the hair, he thrust her trembling onto the cot, but she made no sound. He ran a thick dollop of soap through her tresses and took up his razor, handing the tin to Helga before he sat and centered himself before the girl. His strop hung on the wall beside him, and he dragged the blade across it a few times before raising it to the angel’s head. When Belphagor gripped her by the hair and drew the blade across her scalp, Vasily had to step in to restrain the governess.

“I expect you’re wondering why I don’t just cut it short.” Belphagor watched the thick curls of honey gold drop to the floor. “But this is precisely what won’t be looked for.” The corner of his mouth turned up at the sight of the naked skin he was revealing. When this precious angel was herself again, she would be horrified.

The girl sat small and vulnerable before him when he’d finished, hands folded in the lap of her grey silk gown. She probably thought such a plain gown beneath her cloak would go unnoticed in Raqia, but it stuck out like a pearl in a sack of dung marbles.

“Can’t be dressed as a noble, either.” He spun her by the shoulders to face the wall and ran his fingers through the hooks at her back. When he slipped the fabric from one shoulder, Helga grasped his wrist.

“You’ll show her respect,” she demanded, her voice firm and commanding as though she had forgotten herself until this moment. “She is not some Raqia demonslut!”

Belphagor stared her down. “I’m not your servant, nor hers.” He flung her hand away. “There are no nobles in Raqia.” The dress slid down of its own accord and the angel sat trembling in her corset of cream satin and bone. Such finery the Host hoarded in places few likely ever saw.

Belphagor took a black, button-down shirt from the wooden box that served as his wardrobe and tossed it at Helga, followed by an old pair of pants, threadbare at the knees, that he’d meant to throw out.

“Dress her yourself, then. But you’ll get no respect of modesty from Vasily or me.”

Resuming his position by the door, Vasily flashed his menacing grin in solidarity while Belphagor grabbed another set of clothes for himself, garments more appropriate for their destination than waistcoats and cuffs, and began to undress.

Helga yanked the curtain across with furious force, but it provided little privacy. When she began to lower the shirt over her charge’s head, Belphagor clicked his tongue against his teeth in disapproval.

“I think you’d best leave the corset, don’t you? Doesn’t look the sort of thing too many own.”

Helga sighed and loosened the laces before unhooking the knobs along the busk. Belphagor stared ahead defiantly, but when the precious garment came away and revealed defenseless flesh, he found himself taken aback. Beneath the curves and cushions of satin, lace, and shape-forcing bone, this “Nenny” was little more than a child. Watching Helga gently tug the girl’s arms into the sleeves of the shirt, Belphagor felt almost ashamed at his own callousness.

“Step it up,” he growled, buttoning his pants. “We haven’t got all day.”

The angel stood before them presently, her vacant eyes seeming to hold back a violent storm of misery. Belphagor thrust a woolen cap over her bare skull and outfitted her with an old coat Vasily had produced from his pack.

“There.” He stepped back. “Nothing left of your Nenny, now, is there?”

For safety’s sake, she would not be called Nenny again. It was a pet name, obviously, but even a pet name from a governess could give a fugitive away. Belphagor would simply call her “boy,” as it was the impression the waifish child gave now. It hardly mattered. She responded to nothing and did anything she was directed. It was a useful potion her governess had given her.

Helga engulfed the angel in an embrace. “Keep her safe,” she pleaded, wiping tears from her eyes.

With a curt nod, Belphagor patted the pouch of crystal beneath his shirt while Vasily took hold of the girl’s arm.

“I’ll send for her as soon as I can,” said Helga. “How will I reach you? Will you take her to Vilon or Zevul?”

“Neither.” Belphagor handed her a smooth stone. “This will call me from anywhere.”

It was time to reveal his ace in the hole. He kicked aside the rug and set his hand against the bare panels of wood, murmuring under his breath. A brass handle appeared, and he pulled open the trap door.

Helga gaped at the dark opening onto the stairs beneath and yanked the angel back. “You will not fall with her!”

“You have a better idea?” He jerked his head toward the door. “There are half a dozen Ophanim in the gaming room alone. They have the usual back way covered. The entire District is crawling with them. She goes down the hole, or you may as well open the door and march her straight into their unpleasant hands.”

At the sound of pounding on one of the doors down the hall, the governess jumped.

Vasily pulled the girl away from her, his face grim. “We’re wasting time.”

Helga stepped back reluctantly, hands twisting in the fabric of her cloak, and let Vasily steer the angel into the darkness.

Belphagor palmed the vial he’d pilfered from Helga’s pocket earlier and tugged on his cap. “We’ll wait for your call.” He climbed down onto the steps and pulled the trap door shut. There was no way now for her to object or pursue him. Once closed, the door no longer existed above. Heaven tolerated these small works of magic within the borders of Raqia. Without its underbelly, after all, there would be nothing with which the righteous Host could compare itself and resolve itself pure and superior.

Descending into the grey fog of a damp stone staircase, Vasily went ahead of them and blew into the darkness. Smoke rings emerged from between his lips to illuminate the path. Belphagor’s specialty was illusion, not illumination. As an airspirit, he could work both the spoken incantation and projections to cloud the mind. It proved useful at the wingcasting table—at least where the novice player or slumming Host was concerned. Most of the Fallen saw through his small-time tricks, but the angel had fallen easily for his game of obfuscation. When serious assets were at stake, however, he was a straight player, a master of the game, and never played a game he wasn’t confident he’d win.

He watched the angel following Vasily into the belly of hell without question. It was a useful spell indeed he’d lifted from that governess. There was no telling how long it would last, but for now, the girl was peacefully compliant. When she came back to herself, she wouldn’t be pleased with what he’d done to her. Nor would she be by what else he planned to do.

He’d promised to hide her, but he hadn’t promised to return her for the price Helga had given so easily. If the angel’s servant could be entrusted with such carrying cash, there was much more to be had for her return. And if the governess didn’t come through, there were terrestrial factions who would pay handsomely for information guaranteed to upset any number of celestial applecarts. If Belphagor played his cards right—and he never played them wrong—he might come out of this endeavor a wealthy demon.

The red glowing light of Vasily’s exhalations floated down the stone steps before them, spiraling deeper into the solid realm. This conduit facilitated the travel of the damned from one hell to another, as Heaven regarded it.

Below them lay the bleak, dreary kingdom of Man.
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