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      “Karav, what are we doing here?” the water mage asked her protector for the second time that night.

      Karav sipped his ale, not at all concerned by the distress in the young woman’s voice. If she were in danger or upset to the point he needed to act, he would feel it through the unique bond a mage-warrior shared with his charge. It allowed him to read her emotions and, at times, guess her thoughts. She was annoyed and tired this night, just as he was.

      “These people smell worse than the desert dwellers,” she added. “They smell like horses.”

      “They do,” he agreed.

      “It's because there is no water in this forsaken land to bathe in.”

      “It would not be called the Inlands if there were.”

      “I’m a water mage. I need water. Why are we here?”

      “Quiet,” he ordered.

      His ward since she was eight, the moody mage was Karav’s life and heart, a child who grew into a woman while he turned from seasoned to old. At fifty summers, his strikes had begun to slow. At fifty-five summers, he woke up one day to a creaky body and woolly mind. But most concerning to him was the dimming jewel in the hilt of his magic sword that warned him his time had come to step aside and find a stronger guardian to take his place, before his ward’s magic overwhelmed them both and tore her apart.

      Gazing around the inne, Karav began to hope he lived forever, despite his tired body. They had crossed the Ruby Channel to this barbaric island in search of someone the priests assured him would not be found in their kingdom. For the past fourteen moons, they had quietly trespassed through two of the four kingdoms located on this island before venturing into the lawless Inlands. Thus far, Karav had failed to find the mage-warrior destined to replace him.

      Would they have to cross the Jade Sea to the misty mountains where the Moon King lived on the continent located north of the island kingdoms? Or risk the Topaz Pass to visit the southern continent and journey into the deep deserts, thick forests and wetlands ruled by dragons?

      More importantly, could he survive that long?

      In those places, as in the island kingdoms, his ward would be admired, if not outright revered.

      But in the harsh, land-locked Inlands, where the people acknowledged neither kings nor gods nor priests, and they had no bodies of water large enough to be of value, his ward had no use beyond the pleasure a woman’s body provided one of these savages or the gold she would fetch as a slave.

      His time grew short. Karav had found himself wondering if allowing Sela’s magic to sweep them both away was not a better fate than enslaving her to one of the honor-less, bawdy, smelly, leering Inlanders.

      “Let’s go,” he said.

      The mage was on her feet before he was. If the tavern were not so loud, he knew he would hear her muttering the complaint that had become her mantra.

      …dragging me around the countryside, keeping me hidden, forbidding me to speak, let alone go outside alone in a place with no real water …

      Karav smiled to himself as they reached the exterior of the run down tavern and exited onto the quiet road.

      “… and not even telling me what’s going on!” she finished in a fierce whisper loud enough for him to hear.

      There was a part of him far too protective to want to give up his ward, to let any other man feel the connection they had. He adjusted his massive broadsword and slung it to his back once more. Standing two heads taller than any normal man and twice as wide, he made the full-grown woman beside him appear no larger than a child as they moved down the quiet streets of the barbarian town.

      The night air smelled of men, bonfire and animals. His mage quieted as they passed a well in the middle of the city. Water made her that way: calm. Their smoothest journeys were those near water sources: lakes, rivers, and ponds. Their worst: the savannahs of the Inland, where there was no water to quell the mage’s restless magic.

      She sighed and looked up at him, her hood falling back. Moonlight reflected off her large eyes, two perfect jewels nestled in the pale silk of her face.

      “Hood,” he said gruffly.

      She obeyed and replaced it.

      The priests liked to think a warrior-mage was sworn to the service of a mage. It was an amusing belief to members of the warrior-mage corps themselves, for they knew the opposite to be true. Sworn to protect her well being, Karav nonetheless upheld the long-standing tradition of keeping his mage alive – and in line. Arrogance was a common trait among those mages who understood how powerful they were and who came from noble or royal households.

      They passed a few men in the street, and Karav eyed them. Even drunkards wobbled out of the path of the mountain he was. He trusted no one in these Inlands. As long as his ward stayed quiet and hidden, he would have no trouble in a land where size and sword were all that commanded respect.

      The mage’s presence left his side, and Karav turned.

      The mage stood still, head cocked and eyes closed. It was the stance she took when trying to find them a pond or stream. He respected her instincts enough to give her the space and time to interpret them.

      “Is it the well?” he asked.

      “No,” she answered thoughtfully. “There is something here, Karav. I cannot pinpoint what, but it has gotten stronger as we have traveled north.”

      “An underground lake?”

      She shook her head. “It’s not possible, but sometimes, it feels like the ocean. And then it is gone.”

      “Perhaps if we continue traveling north, you will find it,” he suggested.

      She nodded glumly, and they began walking again.

      He did not risk staying in the city, not with its diseases, criminals and the stubborn girl at his side who did not understand her place in a world much different than their own. They walked beneath the moonlight, out of the village and over a hill. Their horses and saddlebags waited for them off the dirt road snaking through grassy hills.

      His ward reached out to trace her fingers through the waist-high grasses.

      “They move like waves,” she marveled as the breeze rustled by them. “But they’re not.” She added in a hard tone. “Karav –”

      “Soon.”

      “You’ve been –”

      “I know.”

      “Please, I –”

      “Soon.”

      He felt the yearning in the air around her. She needed a lake or stream to appease her mage blood. Without it, she grew weak and complained too much. He understood, but he had a purpose for being in the Inlands that far outweighed her discomfort. If he did not find her new guardian here, he did not think either of them would survive long enough to find him at all.

      Their horses were dozing on their feet when they arrived to the tiny little camp. The mage pushed her hood off and snatched her water bladder out of the saddlebag before handing Karav his. The long braid down her back rippled with her jerky, agitated movements.

      “Maybe it’ll rain tonight,” he teased as he did every night.

      “It’s not going to rain here, ever!” she retorted. “Even the rain knows to avoid this forsaken place!”

      Karav snorted. He stripped off his broadsword and axe with methodical movements, gaze on their surroundings. He slept with daggers and kept the rest of his weapons within arms reach. His eyes went towards the town, which was hidden behind hills.

      The priests bade him over a season ago to leave their kingdom to the island to the south, where he would find the mage-warrior meant to take on the water mage. He had obeyed and journeyed all the way until the island’s end, through the kingdoms of Biu and Iliu, then started north again through the Inlands, the only lands among the four island kingdoms no king would touch because of the wildness of those who lived there. Wherever they went, the water mage pulled water to her, creating springs and oases in the desert at the tip of Biu that earned her the respect of the people. Some had gone so far as to claim her as their water goddess.

      The nomadic, primitive people of the desert did not have the same kind of regard for women that the Inlanders did. The nomadic leaders were always women, and they had welcomed Sela as both a woman and a mage. Karav had been pleased at first with the thought of finding her a desert protector, one who understood how to survive in the most unforgiving of places and who would treat her gently.

      But Karav had not found anyone. Worse, his mage began to think she would be welcomed anywhere and had nearly marched into the first Inland town with her hood down before he ordered her to watch herself. He had a feeling he would find the mage-warrior soon. He only hoped his replacement was a good sort of Inlander, if such a man existed.

      “A fire this night?” Sela asked hopefully. She had wrapped the cloak around her. The nights were cold while the days were too warm. Even the Inlander weather was disagreeable.

      “Not this night,” he replied.

      “Where do we go next?”

      “From what I understand, there’s another village a day away.”

      Karav spread out one large cloak on the ground then sat. He motioned her to him, as he did every night. His mage came to him and settled against him for warmth and comfort. She had first curled up at his side when she was eight. Vulnerable and sweet in sleep, he had not had the heart to tell her mage-warriors did not cuddle with their wards. Since that first night, she had slept at his side. It became improper when she bloomed into womanhood. Even then, he had not had the heart to tell the teenage mage she could not lay with her back to his. No noblewoman behaved this way.

      As the only water mage in existence, she was almost always alone. She had no one but him, and he had no one but her. At one and twenty seasons, she was too old and stubborn to listen to him even if he asked her to sleep elsewhere. And in truth, he had no desire to send the girl who had become his daughter away. When she was close, she was safe.

      “Are there really spirits in the grass?” she whispered. She settled beside him on her stomach, hands folded beneath her head.

      “So they say,” he said, lying on his back. He gazed up at the clear sky and the bright moon. “They lie in wait for stubborn mages and eat them.”

      “I’m not a child anymore, Karav.”

      “I am aware.”

      “We’ve traveled through fourteen full moons,” she said, rolling onto her back to gaze at the sky. “And still you will not tell me where we go or why.”

      “A fool’s journey, I am beginning to believe.”

      “What is this fool’s journey? To bring fresh water to the Inlands as we did the deserts and the salty eastern marshes?”

      “Nay.”

      “We search for something,” she said, able to read him as well as he did her after all their time together.

      “As you know.”

      “Does not seem right that you can read my mind, but I cannot read yours. I’m the mage and you’re…” The haughty tone was back.

      “What?” he growled.

      “My sweet warrior,” she said in an innocent voice.

      Karav began to think he had never been strict enough with her tongue. He assumed he would be replaced by a man like him: trained by the priests in how to deal with mages. Mages were anxious creatures by nature. Their warriors were calm and patient. But here he was, in the Inlands, seeking out a man who might know nothing of mages and probably viewed women as little more than livestock. The daughter of a prince who spoiled her too much, Sela had never had a reason to curb her honesty and temper.

      For the first time in his life, Karav felt something akin to guilt. He had not prepared Sela for the chance she had a guardian who would not understand her or respect her gifts.

      He rose quickly, disturbed by his shortsightedness.

      “What is it?” his mage asked, alarmed by his movement.

      “Stay here.”

      He snatched his sword and strode away, around the nearest small hill. She knew the difference between his command and his suggestion and remained where she was.

      Karav knelt when he was out of her sight and hearing. He jammed the magic-protected sword, point first, into the ground before him then rocked back on his heels. Only a tiny glow remained in the gem at the center of the wide hilt. When he had first taken over guardianship of Sela, the gem radiated with light so intense, he had to cover it in order to sleep at night. It had faded slowly at first and then quickly, to the point the light representing his life force was impossible to see in daylight.

      He bowed his head, acknowledging both his looming death and the last task he had to fulfill before he was released from his duty. He breathed the earthy scents of rustling grass and dirt and focused the tiny bit of magic warriors possessed on the stone in the hilt of his sword. It glimmered blue for his mage’s water magic.

      “Have you found him?” a voice that sounded both distant and clear asked. The priests of the warrior order, who managed the mage-warrior corps, were located in the Seat of Vurdu, the island kingdom Karav and Sela were from, across the Ruby Channel.

      “No, priest, I have not,” he responded. “I seek your counsel.”

      “He will find you soon.”

      “I do not have much time,” Karav said in a quieter voice. “The stone grows dim.”

      There was a pause. He imagined the priest consulting either another priest or the Runes of Prophecy for advice. At times, he wondered if the Runes were as real as the mage’s code, a set of rules revered by everyone but mage-warriors, who understood the truth. Mages created random rules, usually when they did not want to obey an order, or when they felt threatened. The rules did not exist, but only mages and their warriors knew this secret.

      According to the Runes, Karav was never supposed to have been Sela’s guardian at all. He had long since lost some faith in the mystic talk of the priests.

      “The Runes claim he is nomadic. Perhaps this is why you have not found him yet. Head north. You will cross his path tomorrow.”

      “Is he…” Karav hesitated. “Is he an Inlander, priest?”

      “He is the first Inlander to be born a mage-warrior. He has received his Gift of Knowing already and will be compelled to accept his duty.”

      Karav breathed a sigh of relief. Each mage-warrior received the Gift of Knowing within the season before he took on his first ward. It was secret that bloomed into their minds one night, telling them what they really were and the duty they were fated to perform. It was also laced with an ancient spell no man could oppose. It did not substitute for training, but it would give this Inlander the knowledge that this mage was not a normal woman to be treated as only an Inlander would.

      After spending the past moon with the Inlanders, Karav was not entirely certain the knowledge would mean as much to one of them as it would to someone else. But it was better for the Inlander to have the Gift of Knowing than not.

      “Very well,” he said reluctantly.

      “He must come quickly, for there are always those who would seize her and use her for our enemies. They track you now.”

      “I am cautious, priest. We have been followed since we left Vurdu. No one has caught us.”

      “You are becoming weak, and they grow bolder. They will not allow you to reach the edge of the Inlands.”

      “I am more concerned for this warrior who has not yet appeared. My stone grows dim. My time is nearly gone.”

      “You will find him. Since he is not one of ours, you must convey his purpose, and ensure he understands his duty fully. We have allowed you great leniency these fourteen moons, because we knew the importance of finding her guardian. But no successor has stepped forward to claim the High King’s place and unite the kingdoms. The war among the four kings will begin soon, and the mage must be brought home to fight for her king. Ensure the Inlander knows who he serves.”

      Karav did not care for the reminder he would miss the first war among the island kingdoms in several generations. His life had been peaceful, and the idea he was close to battle, yet never meant to see it, filled him with sorrow. Worse was knowing his untested mage and her untested warrior would soon be in the middle of a war that had been brewing among the four kingdoms for quite some time.

      “You must relay his first command from us: he must be prepared to cross the Jade Sea with her. We have allies awaiting us there.”

      “Her warrior has no training. For all I know, he may not know how to use a sword!”

      “This order is not to be questioned.”

      “Priest, this mage should never go near an ocean. We barely survived crossing the Channel!”

      “She is a water mage. It’s where she must be to serve us in the war.”

      “She is too powerful to be near an ocean with an untrained warrior, priest,” Karav said, turning his thoughts away from war. “She has had little exposure to water the past fourteen moons. The lake we passed was no more than a puddle, and it nearly drove her mad with magic. And you want to put her on a ship in the middle of the ocean?”

      “Because you grow weak, Karav. It’s the natural cycle of a warrior-mage. When your stone fades, so do you, and you begin to lose your ability to steady the mage. Her new warrior will possess the strength you lack.”

      Karav ignored the slight and focused on the more important point he wished to impress. “You do not know how powerful she will be. I have glimpsed her strength. It will be many seasons before any mage-warrior can be trained in how to balance her, and no mage-warrior, new or old, may be able to stabilize her in the middle of an ocean!”

      “If she is this strong, then she will guarantee us victory. We will take our chances.”

      The priests were not capable of emotion, only obedience to their king and gods. They did not know what it was to sleep with her body curled beside him or to safeguard her against any harm. They did not understand that this mage was also a woman whose life sprang from the same magic theirs did, and whose soul would also return to the magic when she perished, which she would, if she crossed the ocean before she was ready. She would not survive long enough to fight their battles.

      To them, she was a sword, worthy of polish and care if she bested her enemies and eventually replaceable if she did not. The priests risked much with their directive – they risked the life of Karav’s little girl.

      “You are wrong,” Karav said stiffly. “But I am more concerned about leaving her with an Inlander savage. The Inlands belong to no kingdom. The men here do not bend their wills to kings or priests here.”

      “Then we will send a mage-warrior slayer after him.”

      Karav pulled the sword from the earth with anger and rose, severing the connection to the priests. Displeased by the exchange, and more so by the threat of sending a slayer after the only person who could protect his little girl, he retreated to the camp. The priests knew as well as he did that the guardian for each mage was chosen by a power greater than them and their Runes. To tamper with that meant they were desperate, or they would not be placing the life of the only water mage in existence in danger.

      His mage sat, tense, waiting for him, when he returned. Her eyes lifted as he sheathed his sword.

      “What troubles you?” she asked.

      “Naught, my mage.”

      Frowning, she searched his face. “Is there danger?”

      “Not this night.” He settled onto his back again. She continued to look at him for a long moment then stretched out beside him.

      “You worry me.”

      “You have nothing to fear,” he assured her gruffly. “Sleep.”

      “Sometimes, I feel as though you’ve left me, Karav, even when you are beside me,” she whispered.

      She sensed the fading stone, without knowing that was what she felt.

      “I have not left you,” he said softly and forced his tense body to relax. “I am right here, as always.”

      “Very well,” she grumbled.

      He smiled. The mage pressed her back against his side and curled up. Her breathing grew deep fast as she fell into the restful slumber of someone who did not know what he did about the threats in front of and behind them.

      Karav did not sleep at all. He listened to the whispering grass for signs of those tracking them. Any attacker would be dead before he drew a sword. The most ancient line of warriors, mage-warriors were said to have been born with the instincts, senses and strength of beasts. Long ago, mages in need of protection created hybrid man-beast warriors with the forms of men and the senses of animals. The mage-warrior bloodlines interbred with normal people, which was how – on occasion – a mongrel from a long dead mage-warrior line appeared in a family not known for its noble blood.

      He could only pray the ancient instincts belonging to a long dead line of mage-warriors had awakened within the Inlander, alongside the Gift of Knowing. Could any warrior’s instincts be enough to balance Sela near the ocean, without the seasons of training mage-warriors were supposed to go through?

      Sela was filled with a powerful wildness. It ebbed and flowed between them, calmed by the unique traits of the mage-and-warrior bond, but never fully under control. When they had crossed the lake in the north, her power had nearly pinned Karav to the floor of the ship. An ocean was too much, not because either of them was weak, but because no one could handle such a flood of wild magic.

      Deep in thought and troubled, Karav let her sleep past dawn. He woke her when it was time to travel once more and stood over her, frowning.

      “Karav,” she murmured before she had opened her eyes.

      “I am here, mage.”

      He replaced his weapons around his body and saddled their horses. His ward rose and tidied up their camp before bringing him a portion of jerked meat and the last of their apples. They ate on horseback as they returned to the road.

      “Hood,” he said, without looking over his shoulder to see if she wore it.

      She muttered at him.

      “You must learn to hold your tongue and cover your face here in the Inlands,” he reminded her. “This is not the desert or Vurdu. They will not be kind to you.”

      “Inlanders are savages,” she said. “The desert was harsh and the people gentle. Why are the Inlands unlike anywhere we have been?”

      “Do the people mirror the land, or the land the people?” he mused. “Perhaps both are wild because they must be.”

      “It’s not a real answer, Karav.”

      Karav smiled. When they reached a crossroads not far from the city, he nudged his horse north, rather than west toward the shallow, seasonal lake the Inlands possessed.

      “We go in a new direction,” she said.

      “Maybe I have found you another desert.”

      “I want water!”

      He chuckled at the frustration in her voice. He felt the same way about not having a woman in fourteen moons. It was little easier on him to leave the conveniences of the city to which he was accustomed.

      They rode in silence. Karav kept to the road, except when large groups of travelers approached. In such circumstances, he guided them into the grass with a glance over his shoulder to ensure his ward had her hood up.

      It was late afternoon when they ran out of water this day. The benefit of having a water mage: she could feel where natural springs, ponds or narrow creeks were hidden among the tall grass. Karav stopped his horse and waited for her to lead them into the grasses. She stopped at the top of a hill and looked back at him. Her expression was one of irritation. He pushed his horse into a trot until he drew abreast of her.

      “Savages between me and my water,” she said, gazing into the valley.

      A large party of men had set up a camp around the water hole his mage discovered. A flutter of water magic raced through his blood, and Karav assessed what was before him, not approving of what he saw.

      These men weren’t the barbarians she took them for, and the man he sought was there.

      The priests and their Runes were right for once.

      “You see how their tents are aligned and their horses corralled instead of hobbled?” he asked. “They care for their weaponry. They are highly paid swordsmen, possibly for one of the warring Inland tribes.”

      “Why does that make you frown so?”

      “Mercenaries, mage. They’re mercenaries. Worse than mere Inlanders. Inlanders hire these men to do what they will not.”

      “What would an Inlander not do?” she asked, puzzled.

      “The most dishonorable of deeds.” He did not expand on the thought despite her prolonged look. “Come.” He turned his horse away.

      “There is a creek nearby,” she told him, trailing. “Shall I take us?”

      “Yes.”

      She altered her route and led them northerly. Karav considered what he had seen with grave concern for the woman riding ahead of him. He thought back to his own Gift of Knowing, but was unable to remember how much it changed him to learn he bore the blood of a mage-warrior, since he was already a member of the lesser nobility from which most warriors came. It was bad enough when he thought an Inlander was his ward’s fate. But a mercenary Inlander? A man with neither honor nor tribe?

      That her protector would naturally be a strong warrior was assumed. But a mercenary had not the benefit of many seasons of traditional warrior-mage training. He would not know to be gentle with his ward. If his mercenary side won out, he would also find out quickly what happened when he tried to kill, trade or sell her.

      Yet Karav’s duty was to see her safely into the hands of a savage, even if he was the mercenary Inlander who beat women and possessed no sense of duty or honor at all.

      The water mage led them to the narrow creek hidden by the grasses, half a league from the first. She dismounted next to it. The tension dropped from her shoulders, and she sighed, cheered to be near water.

      “We will set up camp here,” Karav said, mirroring her movement.

      “So close to the barbarians?”

      “Aye.”

      Her eyes were on him, though she did not question him. She knelt to fill both their water bladders then removed the saddle from her horse. When she approached his to do the same, he held out a hand to stop her.

      “There is something I must tell you,” he said.

      She stood in front of him, gazing up at him with the stubborn look that said she knew he would tell her one day. How would an honor-less, Inlander mercenary handle her defiance?

      “We have journeyed for the past fourteen moons to find a warrior-mage,” Karav began.

      “That is all?”

      “Yes, mage, that is all,” he said with a slow smile. “Though I hoped you would have more care for my successor.”

      She stared at him for a long moment, and then shook her head. “You will go nowhere. I command it.”

      “I am dying, Sela.”

      Her breath caught at his gentle words.

      “We came here, because the priests found the warrior who will become your warrior.”

      “No, Karav. You will not die! I –”

      “You will what, mage?” He made his voice gruffer to stop the path of denial she was about to start down. “You will save me?”

      “I forbid it!”

      “Not even a princess has power over death and fate, mage. I will be gone soon. And I will leave you alone and unprotected here in the Inlands, if we do not find the warrior I seek.”

      “I will tell my uncle to speak to the priests. You will remain with me!” she insisted.

      Karav almost sighed. No, he had not done enough to teach her to be sensitive to the traditions, customs and dangers of a foreign land. He had raised her humbly, far enough from the royal court for her not to bear the lazy entitlement of her peers, but he could never fully train her not to be the princess she was.

      “Your uncle may be king, but even he cannot stop prophecy,” he said.

      She flinched at his last words. He held her gaze and felt their bond quiver with her emotion. His words were sinking in, even if she fought them.

      “But I don’t want you to go,” she said more softly. “Why is it prophecy to lose you?”

      “Lakes dry up, leaves fall from trees, the full moon fades away, and mage-warriors die. You are old enough to understand this.”

      “Why did you not tell me earlier?” she asked.

      “What would you have done, if I gave you fourteen moons to think?” he challenged.

      “I would’ve found a way to keep you!”

      “And that I cannot allow. I am weakening. I can no longer balance your magic. Another must take my place. It is for your own sake,” he explained. “You would not survive long without being bonded.”

      “No, Karav. If you are not my warrior, I will refuse to have any warrior. I will live free and wild like the savages.”

      He chuckled, unable to imagine his princess in a tent for long. “It must be so.”

      Her hands shook, and the stubborn glint was in her eye again. Unwilling to let her argue a fate that was inevitable, he mounted his horse.

      “Stay here,” he told her.

      “Are you coming back?” she demanded.

      “I am. Stay here.”

      Sela mumbled a curse she had learned from him, one that would appall her royal father. Karav smiled sadly and left their small camp.
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      Her anger stayed with him almost until he reached the mercenary camp, and then he felt what he dreaded: her sorrow. It was deep and sweet, a well in the middle of the desert. She ached for him, and the depth of her love was the greatest treasure he had ever known. Her sorrow, however, was powerful enough for his throat to tighten. He paused in his journey, not about to let her emotions bring him to tears as well.

      After several deep breaths, Karav hardened himself. He had a duty to fulfill. He had not the time for emotion when her life depended upon him ensuring the mage-warrior who assumed his duty understood what to do.

      He crested the hill overlooking the Inland savages where he and Sela had stopped at not long before.

      The mercenary camp was quiet and inactive, as if most of the men were away. He sensed the Inlander he sought and descended the hill at a slow pace, letting the two guards see him. When they reached for their weapons, he halted his horse and waited. One approached, hand on hilt. They were successful mercenaries, for their clothing – while worn – was of good quality and their weapons well made and meticulously kept.

      “We are passing through. If this is your land, we will only be here the night,” the guard said in a menacing growl Karav guessed worked on most men.

      “This is not my land. Tell the men of that tent that Karav has come,” he said and pointed.

      The mercenary hesitated and looked Karav over more than once. Karav made no move to arm himself or leave.

      “There are not enough of you here to defeat me, if you choose to fight,” Karav said with a half-smile. “Go and tell the men I am here. If they refuse to see me, I will leave peacefully.”

      There was a pause. “Wait here,” the merc said with a scowl.

      The camp was too neat, their dress too fine. Karav was unable to understand what exactly was before him. A private army, perhaps, of some wealthy Inlander tribe? These were not ordinary mercenaries.

      The guard disappeared into the tent Karav had indicated and reappeared soon after, followed by three men: a short blond man with a beard, a tall man, middle-aged, with the confident walk of a chieftain.

      And him. A young warrior in build with a swagger to his walk that bordered on arrogant and a gleam in his hazel eyes. He was older than Karav’s ward by a few seasons and handsome in the way Karav suspected women preferred. Physically larger than those around him, the new mage-warrior brought a frown to Karav’s face. There was hunger in his sharp gaze, the kind that could make him ill fitted to serve another’s will.

      He was a predator, not a protector.

      An Inlander by his darker skin and dress, the mage-warrior sensed Karav long before they reached him.

      Karav held his gaze as he approached. The three paused, behind their guards, just before reaching Karav’s horse.

      “What purpose-” the chieftain started.

      “We will talk,” Karav said to the mage-warrior.

      The chieftain’s stern expression softened, and he looked at the man with hazel eyes. “This is the visitor you warned us about?”

      “Aye,” replied the young mage-warrior.

      “He’s the size of a tree,” the blond merc said with a smile.

      Karav dismounted. The guard’s hand tightened on his hilt, but the young mage-warrior stepped forward and offered a bow of his head.

      “I heard the whispers. They said a man named Karav would come bearing a gift for me,” the new mage-warrior said, a slow smile crossing his face that was at once cunning and bemused. Karav sensed the man was assessing him for weakness. “The jewel in that sword, perhaps?”

      “I will leave the whole sword. What you do with the jewel is not of my concern,” Karav said.

      The mage-warrior gazed at him, as if uncertain if he jested or not. Karav did not, but the man before him could not know that. The confidence of the Inlander’s stare did not waver.

      “The whispers you heard, and the words they impressed into your mind, are called the Gift of Knowing,” Karav said. “It cannot be undone. To refuse your calling will cause you great pain.”

      “Which he knows,” the eldest of the three said. “My nephew rode here nonstop two days ago from a battle on the other side of the Inlands. I have never known him to abandon gold for any reason.”

      “This duty will always come before all else, including gold,” Karav said severely.

      “Better you than me,” the blond man said and slapped the mage-warrior on the arm.

      “I prefer my gold,” the young mage-warrior said. He did not appear pleased by the idea of giving up gold for a mage.

      The longer he had to think this over, the less Karav wanted to leave his ward with anyone resembling the man in front of him.

      “I am Tieran,” the young mage-warrior said.

      “Karav.”

      “Welcome, Karav. My chieftain and uncle, Emin, and my brother in arms, Divin.”

      “You travel alone, Karav?” Emin asked with a chieftain’s directness.

      “I do not.”

      “You brought a ward?” Tieran asked warily.

      “I do. You should feel the mage’s presence.”

      “Must be the source of my headache. If this is what a mage does, deprives me of gold and gives me a headache, I am not the man you need.”

      Karav frowned.

      His uncle chuckled. “Come, sit with us, Karav. My nephew Tieran has already told us of you and of his new … duty.” The last word was spoken with amusement. “I admit, I do not understand how another man can make my nephew go mad. The Inlands are not like the other places in the kingdom. We do not possess any magic or those who wield it.”

      “I am aware,” Karav said shortly. He fell into step beside Tieran while the chieftain and blond man led them towards the tent from which they had all come.

      “Does this ward stay with your sword?” Tieran asked.

      “Yes,” Karav replied in a voice as level as he could manage.

      “Bring him here.”

      “When I am assured of his safety,” Karav said. Tieran walked beside him, unconcerned with Karav’s size and power, for he had his own. “Mercenaries?”

      Tieran glanced at him, and his features became hard. “Not by choice.” There was no remorse or shame in his voice. “My tribe was all but destroyed just over a twelve-moon ago. My uncle is one of the wealthiest men in the Inlands. Those of us remaining, who could fight, sold our skills to our cousins and others. Those who could not…” He shrugged.

      “The women and children?”

      Tieran did not respond immediately.

      Karav glanced at him and saw something dark cross the younger man’s face. His jaw was tight, and he drew a breath before responding.

      “None of them survived,” he said in a clipped tone. “Our enemies struck like cowards, when the men were pillaging a nearby village.”

      Karav listened, growing more concerned by the step. Had someone known Tieran was a mage-warrior and wiped out his clan? In Karav’s kingdom to the north, the rivalry among mage-warrior families was fierce, but they grew up with the danger, accustomed to the rivalry and magic. He debated questioning what had happened before deciding his duty was more important.

      “Your ward is not a warrior,” he said. “You cannot leave your ward unprotected. You cannot leave your ward behind, even to pillage a nearby village.”

      “Then he will learn to fight.”

      “It is not the way of the mage.”

      “The mage will have to change his ways,” Tieran said firmly.

      “Or you will.”

      Tieran glanced at him again at the quiet tone. “You do not believe I can defend what is mine?” He stopped walking to face Karav.

      Despite the challenge, he was not tense. If anything, Karav sensed Tieran was trying to figure him out, or perhaps to understand a kind of duty that was completely foreign to the Inlanders.

      Or did Tieran not understand what a mage was?

      There were too many possibilities for Karav to know which was true.

      “Mercenaries protect nothing but their gold,” he replied, facing Tieran. “This mage will never bring you gold or any item of value. You must protect your ward above your life and your gold. We have many enemies.”

      “So the whispers said. Come.” Tieran appeared irritated. “Drink with us. We will fetch your mage and go for women. I will take two this night. It has been far too long.”

      “A day,” his blond cousin jested from ahead.

      Tieran flashed a smile. “If my ward cannot handle a sword, can he handle a woman?” he asked Karav.

      Karav bit his tongue with such force, he nearly growled in pain. Rape was not against the laws for mages, and he viewed Sela as a father did his daughter: as the most beautiful woman in any land who needed to be protected from men like Tieran. With eyes the color of the ocean, hair darker than night and skin like the moon, she stood out wherever she went. He did not know Tieran well enough to know if the Inlander held enough honor not to hurt the woman he was charged with safeguarding.

      They entered the largest of the tents, the chieftain’s. Silent and brooding, Karav sat towards the back of the tent. Tieran joined him. The other two men remained in the front.

      “What does my mage do?” Tieran asked.

      “Do?” Karav echoed, irritated to hear the Inlander claim possession of Sela already.

      “What … magic? Can he make a man disappear?” Tieran smiled, as if not believing any one could do this.

      “Water. The mage controls water.”

      Tieran appeared pensive. “What use is this in a place of drought?”

      “It is the most powerful kind of magic,” Karav replied. “The mage could drown an army with a lake.”

      Tieran peered into his goblet. “Or one man with a pond?”

      “Yes.”

      “That could be useful.”

      Karav sensed there was more meaning to this assertion than there appeared to be on the surface. Tieran had a target in mind for the mage, which left Karav more troubled than before.

      “A mage is not a weapon. Mages live by a code, as do those who protect them,” he said. Though he did not want to, he began to pass on what Tieran needed to hear. “You must bond with your mage. It is the only way to control the magic. A mage needs a warrior as much as the warrior needs a mage.”

      Tieran leaned back. “It doesn’t seem like a warrior needs a mage at all.”

      “But he does. Our kind of warriors die without a mage to bond to,” Karav lied smoothly, wanting to scare some sense of duty into the Inlander. “You experienced the onset of the bond, or you would not have ridden across the Inlands as your uncle claimed. This alone tells me the magic flowing through your blood and mine is the same. The need to protect will consume you. The madness you have tasted is nothing to what follows, if you refuse your duty.”

      “You have tried to resist this calling?” Tieran asked.

      “Many times,” Karav replied ruefully. “I wished to spend my life in war, not far from it, protecting a creature that did not wish me near. Until the water mage, I resented my duty and the magic that forced me to do it. But the water mage … is pure power. To feel that bond, to experience the wild magic …” He shook his head. “I understood myself, my world and my duty as I never had before, and I am honored to have served.”

      Tieran was listening closely, if doubtfully. The air around him was charged, the magic in his blood awakened. Sela’s magic would pull a protector to her in order to preserve her life. Tieran felt this compulsion without understanding its source.

      “You must take an oath of service to the mage, and then, you must bind your ward to you with blood,” Karav continued. He removed a small knife, the size of his smallest finger, from a pouch at his waist. It was a sacred knife, used only once to bond a mage and his warrior and passed to the next warrior when one warrior became too weak to serve. It glowed with blue water magic.

      Tieran frowned. “We do not have magic in the Inlands,” he said.

      “Magic is everywhere. You are now just sensing it,” Karav replied. “This will bind you.” He handed the tiny dirk to Tieran.

      Tieran gazed it, as if uncertain he wanted anything to do with the tool responsible for destroying an Inlander mercenary’s fierce independence. Or was it the existence of magic that made him uncomfortable?

      Karav could not begin to answer the questions in his mind let alone address his growing concerns about the Inlander.

      “It must be done quickly. An unbound mage is a plague upon everyone,” Karav continued. “When the magic rips itself from a mage, it will destroy all those within reach. Usually, the mage-warrior will die first.” It was not the entire truth, either, but Karav could not take a chance that Tieran decided to sell his mage for gold rather than protect her, as binding the two of them would force him to do.

      Tieran looked up uneasily.

      “You must do it,” Karav boomed.

      “Very well, Karav, it will be done,” Tieran growled. “What use is a mage whose code forbids drowning my enemies? Who cannot be traded for a more useful weapon? It’s a burden.”

      “It’s an honor, one I doubt you are worthy of.”

      “It is clear you don’t believe me to be. But you are here, because your gods or priests or kings told you to be here. I follow the orders of no man or mage or deity,” Tieran proclaimed.

      “There is no dishonor in serving another.”

      “Inlanders have never served anyone from beyond our borders. I have been forced to accept this honor by magic but will remain my own master. I do not serve your priests or gods or kings, and neither with my mage. And if I tell him to disregard this code of his, he will do it, or suffer.”

      Karav was rendered speechless by the outright threat to Sela and the arrogant disregard for gods, kings, and priests. The Inlander in front of him was as wild as the magic in Sela’s blood and would soon become the sole source of guidance and protection his sweet ward would have.

      “How many mages are there?” Tieran asked.

      “Less than ten total. They are dying out.”

      Tieran appeared to consider the information before shrugging it off in disinterest. “I don’t care for this talk about magic. Go fetch my ward,” Tieran said.

      Karav could not fathom leaving her alone with a man who readily admitted to possessing no honor. After a long moment to gather his thoughts, he spoke again. “Do you follow the Inlander custom of three oaths?” he asked.

      “Every Inlander does.”

      “Before I bring the mage, you must take an oath to the mage’s protection.”

      Tieran raised an eyebrow, displaying resistance for the first time. “You know of our tradition but not how rare it is for any Inlander to take an oath. As far as I know, no Inlander has ever taken an oath to stranger to our lands.”

      Karav resisted the urge to leave. The magic, and Sela’s life, were causes much greater than his offense at the vulgarity of her new mage-warrior. The only manner of dealing with an Inlander appeared to be force, violence, or the threat of death. Since challenging Tieran to a duel would cause Sela to suffer, should both protectors become mortally wounded, Karav had no other choice but to resort to threats and lies.

      “I understand most Inlanders do not take more than one oath during his lifetime, and never to someone from outside the Inlands,” Karav said. “But it’s necessary. I will not leave the mage to you without this oath. You have tasted madness. It will claim you. Your death will be agony, and your soul will not be set free to the Inland winds, as is tradition, but will be trapped in a unpleasant place foe eternity by the magic of a scorned mage.”

      Tieran studied him, considering.

      “You must swear that the mage will be safe here, in every way, and that you will protect your ward, even from your own brethren,” Karav said slowly. “And from yourself. Never to raise a hand to your ward, sell or trade, starve, harm in any way, or kill.”

      “He has nothing to fear from me as long as he is obedient.”

      “It is not in a mage’s nature to be obedient. This particular mage comes from a noble family.”

      “Noble,” Tieran repeated. “Does he have gold?”

      Karav blew out a long breath, his patience stretched thin, and then lied again. “The mage’s family is noble in name, not in gold. Now, I will have your oath before I bring the mage to you.”

      “What is the oath of a mercenary deprived of his tribe and gold?” There was bitterness in Tieran’s voice, a hardness that bespoke conviction and pain he kept hidden.

      Karav’s interest peaked for the first time since meeting Tieran. There was more to him than arrogance, though arrogance was what others saw. Karav hoped there was enough depth to this man to keep his mage safe and unscathed.

      “An oath is worth only what you are willing to do to keep it,” he responded wisely. “You are a man who does not let honor or loyalty interfere with your word. You must decide to be a man who does not allow gold to interfere with your vow – in this situation. I do not ask you to become a different man for the sake of a mage, but to accept you must be different only in your duty to one mage.”

      Tieran snorted in amusement. “I will not serve your kings or gods or priests.”

      “I do not ask you to. This oath is on behalf of the mage alone.” Karav was surprised to find he meant the words after his frustrating discussion with a priest who did not care if Sela lived or died in the middle of an ocean. Sensing Tieran sought vengeance of some kind, perhaps against those who killed his tribe, Karav found himself willing to give on any point, as long as Sela’s life was protected.

      “I hope your sword is as nimble as your tongue,” Tieran said and touched his temple, as if his headache had grown worse.

      “More so,” Karav assured him. “Its blade is protected by ancient magic.”

      “Very well, Karav. I give you my word. The whispers will not allow me to sleep until I do.”

      “The whispers are the voices of the first mages, from thousands of seasons ago. They seek to assure the safety of their kind by binding your mind to the magic of your mage.”

      “I do this of my will, not theirs or anyone else’s,” Tieran replied. “This mage had better be worth all the gold I cannot sell him for.”

      Karav smiled. “There is one more concern, but it’s one you’ll likely prefer to the headache of safeguarding the mage,” he continued.

      Tieran raised an eyebrow.

      “We have enemies tracking us. They will kill all in their path to reach the mage.”

      “I can handle an army. I will show them an Inlander’s welcome,” Tieran said with a smile that chilled Karav. “Fetch my mage.”

      Karav rose and left, dread deep in his belly. He prayed Tieran’s Inlander welcome did not extend to his ward. Tieran had taken an oath, but Karav saw little in the way of honor in Tieran.

      The men of the camp moved out of Karav’s path as he strode to the edge, where his horse waited obediently. The guards watched him, and he looked around before he mounted.

      He ignored everything but his thoughts as he tried to find some part of Tieran to give him hope about Sela’s fate. The edge he heard in Tieran’s voice after the discussion about his tribe was faint. Tieran had lost someone. Karav sensed it. A man who experienced the death of a loved one was capable of connecting with someone else, Inland mercenary or not.

      Why had Tieran not asked why his new mage had enemies? Was he arrogant enough to believe he really could fight an army, or that he would never need to?

      Karav left with more questions than he had possessed upon arriving to the camp.

      Only when he was certain the men at the camp could no longer see him did he draw his broadsword from across his back. He did not feel like he was dying, but the ember in the center of the blue stone was fainter than the moon reflecting off a piece of silver at the bottom of a murky pond.

      He was out of time, and he did not trust the Inland mercenary charged with taking his place.

      But what choice did he have? If he died tomorrow, was it not better for Sela to have the protection of someone, even if that man was Tieran?

      Of all the thoughts in Karav’s head, one stood out. His mage would die if she were not bound to someone. Her life, above all, was his sole concern.

      He returned to their small camp. The mage was pacing when he reached the creek. He managed to tune out her emotions, though he saw her eyes were red from tears. Sela searched his face. He did not dismount. She took the cue and saddled her horse.

      “What of him?” she asked at last.

      Karav said nothing, grim. When she was mounted and hooded, he led her away from the waterhole.

      “These people are different than ours,” he voiced quietly as they rode towards her new master.

      “Savages.”

      “They are.”

      Her worry was palpable. “You will stay with me until …” Her voice broke.

      “I cannot stay long.”

      “How long is long?” she whispered.

      “Tomorrow, maybe the next day.”

      “Karav…” There were tears in her voice.

      “You will not cry,” he said sternly. “What do I say about a ward who cries?”

      “I don’t care. I love you, Karav. I always have.”

      Her honesty made him sigh. She was unguarded around him, and he did not know what to say to keep her from angering her new mage-warrior. Their bond enabled him to sense her emotions before she did many times. What would a cunning mercenary like Tieran do with that kind of knowledge and the strength to force Sela to do anything he told her to?

      What had started as dread fourteen moons ago became pain, not only because Karav would miss her, but because he left her in the hands of an uncertain – and potentially brutal – fate.

      They rode in silence, her sorrow and his unspoken regret thick between them. He glanced back at her before they reached the rise overlooking the mercenaries’ camp. Her head was hooded and bowed. She wore the clothing of a squire: breeches and tunic, boots, a sword belt with daggers. Hooded and cloaked, only her braid gave her away as a woman. Most missed the thick black braid, tucked inside her cloak. Without the cloak, though, there was no hiding her curves and face.

      Karav drew his horse to a halt where he had last time. The guards rose and waved him forward. The one that greeted him earlier spoke.

      “Tieran awaits you, third tent on your right.” His eyes went over the mage and dismissed her as the squire Karav had passed her off as for most of their travels.

      The mage was tense, afraid. Karav dismounted and led his horse and hers through the camp to the tent indicated. Men walked by, their gazes on the well-bred horses – two of the finest in any kingdom – and the massive warrior. They, too, ignored the small woman, though Karav knew that was about to change.

      Karav entered the tent. It was by no means as large or nice as the chieftain’s, but it displayed similar wealth, an indication of Tieran’s good standing.

      Tieran stood near a table, pouring himself wine. Karav had caught him mid-dress. The younger man had bathed in the pond and replaced his breeches but not the remainder of his clothing. His dark hair was tousled and wet.

      Unlike the others, the new mage-warrior sensed what humans did not. Tieran went rigid. His gaze swept over both of them. He sipped his wine, ale-colored eyes returning to Karav.

      “You bring me a whore instead of my mage?” he asked.

      “I’m not a whore,” Sela replied.

      Karav moved to the side of the tent, showing Tieran and the mage with his body that he would not come between them. He would rather be present when the woman’s loose tongue went off for the first time than trust Tieran to deal his Inland welcome upon her. He wanted to see if Tieran had it in him to respect the oath he had given.

      At her voice, Tieran tensed. His eyes did not leave Karav’s, and Karav sensed the depth he had earlier. Whatever it was, Tieran’s secret was buried too deep for him to read in the Inlander’s tanned face. Tieran was not expecting his ward to be a woman, nor did he welcome the news she was.

      Karav suspected Tieran swore his oath because it amused him to do so, to control a mage that belonged to another king, god, and priests. Maybe Tieran believed a mage could be trained to fight and would hamper his independence only as much as a squire did a warrior’s. Or perhaps, vengeance was his desire.

      A woman, however, would hamper any man in a world where survival depended upon physical prowess.

      Even so, a woman would not normally cause an honor-less mercenary to tense the way Tieran had, for Tieran had the strength and soon, the magic sword, to combat anyone who came close to either of them.

      He lost a woman in his life, Karav assessed.

      “You let your women address the nephew of a chieftain?” Tieran asked him, not acknowledging Sela.

      “To be a chieftain, he must have a tribe. Karav says you have none,” the mage replied.

      “In the Inlands, an unmated woman listens to her master and speaks only when he permits it,” Tieran said, still addressing Karav.

      “You are not my master. But I will become yours.”

      Tieran’s jaw clenched. “You had better be ugly, mage, or I will teach you a lesson you will not forget about how slave women behave in the Inlands!”

      Karav knew the words were meant for him, to gauge his reaction, to find a weakness, like a predator did any threat. A warrior like Tieran was not accustomed to being caught off guard. Karav saw the flicker of emotions before Tieran quashed them. He was trying to find his balance, if not a way to reverse what had already been decided and send the woman back with Karav.

      “Like a horned goat,” she snapped.

      Karav smiled coldly at Tieran. He revealed nothing.

      Tieran moved towards her. He set down the wine. Karav watched, but was not alarmed as Tieran strode boldly towards his mage. Tieran’s body shifted back from coiled snake to intrigued predator – but he was the master of himself. Assertive and calm in action while sharp in word, a combination Karav grudgingly approved of.

      The mage stepped back as Tieran neared without slowing. Tieran snatched her neck, eliciting a gasp that assured Karav she could still breathe. The warrior pushed her hood back and stared down at her.

      The mage was both defiant and scared, her blue eyes in turmoil. She was wise enough to know the predator playing with her could snap at any moment. She kept her tongue and did not provoke him by reaching for her dagger. She stood perfectly still. Tieran circled her, keeping his hand around her neck. He pushed aside the cloak to look over her body with appreciation he did not bother to hide.

      Even that display was for Karav, as if some part of Tieran wanted to anger Karav enough for him to take the mage away.

      When he finished, Tieran dropped his hand and faced Karav. The hardness was back in his face, and anger rendered him flushed.

      “No,” he said.

      “You have been chosen. You have sworn an oath,” Karav said calmly.

      “What is the oath of a mercenary?” both the mage and Tieran said simultaneously.

      Karav smiled another cold smile.

      “He said no, Karav. Let us go,” the mage said. She started towards Karav, but Tieran’s hand snaked out again, gripping her by the back of the neck.

      “This is between us, mage,” Tieran warned her. “Stay where you are.”

      “It is not easy to resist, is it?” It was Karav’s turn to tease.

      Sela’s look at him was pleading. After many seasons of Karav’s gentle guidance, she would find Tieran’s blatant intimidation threatening. But Karav saw what she did not. Tieran did not hurt her. He did not leer at her after realizing he would not get a rise out of Karav. He did not do more than he had to in order to control her. He was not acting like an Inlander mercenary brute but like a disciplined warrior.

      For the first time since starting this ill-fated trip, Karav began to think maybe the gods had a hand in the selection of Tieran after all.

      The mage tried to move, but Tieran’s hand was firm. He did not let her go, and he would not, Karav knew, because he shared the same need every warrior did when he ran across the ward predestined to be his. The need to possess and protect, more primal than a husband bedding his wife for the first time after their mating ceremony. It was an instinct too powerful for even a fiercely independent mercenary Inlander to resist.

      The mage was his. Tieran knew it. Karav knew it. The only one foolish enough to hope it was not true was the mage herself.

      “That is settled,” Karav said.

      “No, Karav,” his mage objected.

      “How long will you stay?” Tieran asked in a tone that warned Karav he was asking him to leave, not inviting him to remain.

      “I’ll leave at dawn,” Karav answered.

      “No, Karav,” Sela whispered.

      “We will speak.” This time, Tieran uttered the words, and Karav knew he was ready to listen. “Stay here, mage.”

      Karav nodded and led them out of the tent. The mage’s sorrow had become pain. He wanted nothing more than to comfort her. This time, he could not. Tieran walked a short distance, until they were far enough not to be heard by anyone in the camp.

      “It’s like giving a starving thief a jewel then telling him he cannot sell it,” he started.

      “It is,” Karav agreed. “But you feel what you should, or you would have let her walk away from you.”

      “She’s mine.”

      Karav smiled faintly. Tieran frowned fiercely. He did not wish it to be true any more than his ward did.

      “You will have to bind her to you,” Karav said again.

      Tieran’s eyes were on him as he spoke.

      “It is simple and necessary. She will run from you, if you do not. That madness you feel now will consume you, if she leaves your side, and you will both die.”

      Tieran shook his head. “If I bind her, I cannot rid myself of her.”

      “It’s too late for that. You know this,” Karav replied. “The priests also sent a message for me to convey to you. They wish you to return her to her king and prepare for a journey across the Jade Sea.”

      “I do not obey your priests, and I have never heard of this sea.”

      For which I am grateful, Karav said silently. “Good. I would advise you never to take her there or to any sea.”

      “You disobey your own priests?” Tieran raised an eyebrow.

      “When it comes to my mage’s safety, I will defy my king, if doing so will protect her.”

      Tieran considered him. “This danger that follows … her. What is it?”

      “Men like you, with neither honor nor tribe, who wish to use her magic for their own. Mages, warriors and priests from the other three kingdoms, and maybe even men from the known and unknown continents across the sea, who wish to force her to serve them. And if you refuse the priests of my kingdom, priests from our homeland who wish to use her magic and her bloodline will pursue you.”

      “Is that all?” Tieran had not blinked at the challenge. If anything, he appeared far more comfortable with the prospect of a lifetime of fighting than he was dealing with the mage.

      “If you choose not to serve her king, you will have to fight four kingdoms or avoid them all. The Inlands are not large enough for you to hide forever.”

      “I can give her to another mage-warrior,” Tieran mused. “For I do not plan on leaving the Inlands.”

      “If you can part with her, you are a stronger man than I. In as few as three days, the need to claim her as yours will consume you. Even if she runs. Or you do. The ancient mages cursed their warriors in many ways. You accept your fate – or you die.”

      Tieran turned, arms crossed to reveal the thick ropes of muscles in his forearms. Karav looked over the bare-chested man in approval. He was lean enough to be agile and thick enough to deliver a deathblow with a single stroke. A full head shorter than Karav, Tieran was noticeably larger than a normal man, though not built like the mountain Karav was.

      “The priests of my gods and kingdom will provide refuge, should you need it. The mage knows where to go,” Karav added.

      “I will not need your priests,” Tieran replied scornfully. “Of what use is a water mage to an Inlander?”

      “She can pull water from the desert and find the nearest drinking source days out. She feels water the way you feel the breeze on your skin. If threatened, she can wield it like a weapon, drain a lake in a breath and drown your enemies.”

      “She knows how to do all this?”

      “Of course,” Karav replied. “I have taught her to defend herself when she has no water. But be forewarned – she can sweep her warrior away with a small stream of water and give herself time to escape, too.”

      “She will not run,” Tieran said. “She is a woman. She will be taught her place.”

      “She is a mage first. In the desert or Inlands, she is no threat. Near a water source, she cannot be faced or defeated by any creature in any realm. Heed this, if nothing else,” Karav said. “Bind her before you reach such a place, lest she turn on you and destroy you both.”

      Tieran shifted away and faced the waterhole. “And if I do not bind her? Will another warrior take her?”

      “You cannot escape your fate. The Gift of Knowing told you as much,” Karav said with impatience. “The bond between a mage and her warrior is sacred. It is necessary for the survival of both. It is also prophecy.”

      “Prophecy!” Tieran said and snorted derisively. “We do not have prophecy or magic in the Inlands. I find it difficult to believe she cannot be bound to another or that you would not wish her to be. Did I not fail to protect what was mine from those who slaughtered my tribe? Does this not concern you?”

      Karav started to retort and then stopped. Tieran’s gaze was distant, as if he were reliving what happened a season before. Like the mage, the warrior was in denial.

      “Send her away with me,” Karav said and waited.

      Tieran tensed instinctively, coiled to strike, at Karav’s low growl. Karav did not need any other response. Tieran was fighting it, but his instincts would prevail. The warrior in front of Karav would bend to the magic in his own blood, forced to obey the ancient curse. No matter what Tieran wished he could do, he was born trapped by an ancestor he probably did not know and the prophecy surrounding every water mage.

      “I do not doubt you, Tieran,” Karav added. “You are not the kind of man who loses what is his a second time.”

      Tieran blew out his breath, hands on his hips, and finally gave a curt nod. “I am not,” he agreed.

      “Even if you do not want what is yours,” Karav said with a half smile.

      “I do not suppose she can turn water to gold?”

      Karav shook his head. Tieran was coming to terms much faster than Sela would.

      “Cursed, worthless mage,” Tieran muttered.

      “That’s what most mage-warriors say upon meeting their wards.”

      The ground beneath them rumbled. The distant hoof beats were too faint to hear, but the earth told Karav from which direction they came. Karav sensed the danger the same moment Tieran did. They both looked west, listening and observing before either moved.

      “You have visitors,” Karav observed. “Allies?”

      “I have none outside my uncle. Your enemies or mine?” Tieran mused, a predatory smile on his face replacing the tension in his features. “Fetch the mage. I’ll warn my kin.”
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      Karav loosened the straps on his sword and trotted to the tent where the mage waited. Pushing open the entrance, he signaled her. She read the urgency on his face, pulled up her hood and hurried to him.

      Tieran brushed by them into the tent. Karav waited with the mage a short distance away, observing the activity of the camp. He had thought the men gone but soon saw they were sleeping. The two guards went down each line of tents and pounded on the thick canvas. Mercenaries dressed for battle with mussed hair and sleepy eyes exited the tents.

      With a glance around, Karav realized the warriors were not yet ready to face the enemy barreling over nearby hills towards them.

      “Wait here,” he told Sela.

      Karav broke into a trot then a dead run. He freed his broadsword and a short sword as his long strides swallowed the earth. He ran to the top of the hill to the west, reaching it just as the marauders did. With a battle cry that terrified most men, Karav whirled and chopped, severing the head of the first attacker’s horse clean off. The animal’s body dropped, and its rider stumbled out of the saddle.

      The rider’s head was the next to go. Karav quickly assessed these were not his enemies. They were mounted Inlanders, not mage-warriors or priests bearing the sigils of their kingdoms on their chests and shields.

      Karav chopped down several more horses and men, until there were too many for him to stop. He loped towards camp, slashing through horses’ legs and riders’ bodies as he ran.

      The men of the camp clashed with the invaders. Horses bowled over a few of the first men to oppose them, and Karav took up a position in front of the camp, hacking and slashing. He fell into a rhythm and left the connection between him and the mage open, so he would know if she was in danger. She was scared but calm in the back of camp.

      “The mage, she refused to move!” Tieran shouted to him as he joined him.

      “I forbade it,” Karav replied.

      “She is not the master she claims to be!”

      Karav said nothing, maneuvering to watch the younger man fight. Tieran moved with grace and agility, his blows as strong as Karav’s. He was ruthless, fearless, and brutal. He fought like an Inlander: disciplined but without any sort of honor or mercy in how he struck down his opponent. He gutted men and left them to die agonizing deaths. Trained for civilized warfare from a young age, Karav would never treat his enemy to anything but a quick, merciful death.

      Still, Tieran fought with skill and speed Karav was unable to match.

      Invaders on horseback flanked the camp.

      “Go to the mage. Take her to the pond,” Karav commanded Tieran.

      “You go to the mage!”

      Karav bit back his response. Tieran had yet to understand his duty was to Sela first, his kin second. After chopping down two more men, Karav retreated through the camp. The camp would be surrounded soon.

      “Come!” he barked as he trotted by the fidgeting mage.

      Sela scrambled after him. The mage remained far enough not to find herself on the wrong end of his sword but close enough for her to dart beneath his swinging sword arm if someone came for her. Karav paused beside the waterhole. It was of moderate size. He did not know if it held enough magic for her to use.

      He motioned to it. Distressed by the largest battle she had ever been involved in, Sela dropped to her knees on the bank and stretched for the water. The first of the horsemen reached them, and Karav turned his back to her to fight. The hilt of his sword grew warm as the stone within it responded to her summons.

      More and more horses poured over the hills, and Karav wondered in passing what Tieran’s chieftain uncle had done to draw these numbers of enemies. Droplets of water splattered onto his head, and he glanced up.

      The murky water of the pond rose and gathered above the camp, swirling and flowing with the graceful ease of smoke.

      “Karav!” his mage cried suddenly.

      He whirled, chopping down the rider headed to her. He snatched her against his body. She didn’t resist and moved with him as he whirled and slashed before releasing her in an area free of attackers. Sela spun away and lifted her gaze to the water.

      Arrows fell around him. Irritated, Karav pointed to the six men on the hilltop picking off men in the valley.

      The mage responded, and tendrils of water snaked from the floating pond overhead towards the bowmen. One by one, they were snatched and dragged into the swirling water above, rendered unconscious, and then spit out into the muddy hole beside Karav. When the archers were gone, the water began plucking men off their steeds to incapacitate and deposit in the hole.

      Sela did not kill. It was not in her nature. Karav had also forbidden it in order to protect her from the ugly nature of war.

      “Karav!” Tieran’s shout came from the direction of one of the lines of tents. Horses and men trampled the tents and overran the camp.

      Tieran and his blond cousin broke free of the fight, slashing off the body parts of invaders as they hurried towards Karav.

      Karav turned as the warrior reached him. Tieran’s gaze went to the bodies collecting in the hole. He looked up at the suspended water then uneasily towards the water mage nearby.

      “You wish to fight or stare?” Karav demanded, hacking another attacker in two.

      “My uncle has ordered us to fall back. There is a fortress near here, due east, one of his strongholds. Take –”

      “You take her,” Karav snarled.

      “She will not leave you.”

      “Then you make her.”

      Dread crossed Tieran’s expression. He moved away, towards the mage. A moment later, Sela cried out in protest. Karav did not look. She had to learn.

      “Fall back, Karav!” Tieran shouted.

      Karav gave a stiff nod to show he heard, intent on remaining until the last of the survivors was out of the camp. He did not worry for himself. He never did. He glanced back to see the men gathering behind a perimeter of warriors. The perimeter grew smaller and smaller as their enemies pressed forward.

      Tieran had managed to haul his ward in front of him onto the withers of his horse. She was struggling, but he locked one arm around her while raising his sword to fight off invaders with the other. The water above snatched up those attackers around her and Karav. Karav waited until he saw Tieran’s horse break free of the attackers before he returned his full attention to the battle.

      Gods, how he missed battle! Without the mage to worry him, he unleashed every ounce of pent up anger and sorrow, including the heartfelt emotions she conveyed to him through their bond. When she was far enough away not to be in danger, the magic fled and the harmless water above rained down upon them. Karav chuckled and continued to fight long into the night alongside the chieftain, whose untiring skill with the blade was worthy of Karav’s admiration.

      Grudgingly, as the night progressed, Karav admitted that the Inlanders – despite their many flaws – made valiant and worthy allies in battle. Not one of them ran, even the wounded that chose to be chopped down in place instead of retreating. They fought like a people accustomed to fighting and who had nothing to lose.

      At long last, the battle became too costly, the loss of life too great, for both parties. The horsemen fell back, and Tieran’s chieftain called the remaining warriors to retreat to the point Tieran had mentioned.

      Karav’s horse remained, and he mounted it, riding abreast of the chieftain. The fortress was not far, no more than five leagues from the camp.

      The chieftain’s men lowered a drawbridge to the squat, stone fortress with thick walls. Karav rode through and dismounted in the bailey, senses picking up on Sela. His ward was scared but not in danger, simply uncomfortable, angry and cold.

      If she was angry, she was safe.

      “Come, Karav,” the chieftain ordered. “Tieran will want to speak to you, and then we must feast.”

      Karav obeyed, trailing the middle-aged man who fought like someone half his age. The hold was crowded and too warm after the moons Karav spent journeying and sleeping beneath the stars. He found himself glancing up to see the sky despite knowing he was inside.

      After several sets of stairs and corridors that all looked alike, the chieftain stopped in front of a wooden door. He knocked loudly then opened it without waiting.

      “You left before the battle was won, coward,” he boomed at the younger man within. There was affection in his voice.

      “Only giving our enemy a chance to challenge you,” came Tieran’s dry response.

      Karav entered behind the chieftain. The mage sat in a corner opposite Tieran, and he knew why the new mage-warrior kept his distance. Tieran was fighting her draw hard. It was in the air, a magic tension that crackled and burned to those capable of feeling it. He had thought Tieran strong enough to last three days. Nay, Tieran would fold in one. The bond would be strong, stronger than any Karav had ever seen.

      Unable to feel what only the mage-warriors could, Sela started to rise at the sight of him, her face brightening. Karav looked purposely at her hands, which were tied with rope. She rolled her eyes. It was enough of an admission of guilt to tell him she had earned her place and circumstances in the corner.

      Karav approached the two Inlanders. The chieftain was recounting the battles while Tieran placed his wired body with his back to the woman. When there was a lull in the discussion, Karav addressed Tieran.

      “She ran.”

      “She tried,” Tieran said.

      “This little whore?” the chieftain asked, noticing the woman for the first time. “She will serve you well this night.”

      “Can you savages not understand? I am not a whore! I am a mage!” she snapped, rising to her feet.

      “This is your mage?” The chieftain looked at Tieran, who ignored her. With great effort, Karav assessed.

      He chuckled. Nay, Tieran would not last a day. As much as he fought, as strong as he was, their bond would be like none other.

      “It’s near dawn,” Tieran said in response to Karav’s amusement.

      The chieftain looked between them.

      The mage’s anger fled, replaced by fear.

      “It’s time for me to leave,” Karav said.

      “You would drive out our greatest warrior?” The chieftain raised an eyebrow at Tieran.

      “I choose to leave,” Karav said. “I have served my purpose here and now I must go.”

      “You are leaving her?”

      Karav glanced towards the corner. The chieftain frowned.

      “It’s more of a curse, do you not agree?” he asked.

      “Aye,” Tieran responded. “She is my curse.”

      “Very well. I will give orders to have supplies arranged,” the chieftain said to Karav.

      “I’m grateful, but I do not need them,” Karav replied.

      The chieftain held his gaze. Understanding crossed his features. He said nothing more but clapped Karav on the arm and left the chamber.

      “Karav-” the mage started.

      “Do not leave your corner!” Tieran ordered.

      “I wish to say farewell.”

      Tieran snatched his sword belt.

      “Please,” she added in a whisper.

      “Accompany us outside,” he snapped.

      Sela hurried to Karav. He sliced her hands free. She was gazing at him in disbelief, as if still hoping there was a chance his mind would change, and he would take her with him. Karav stepped into the hall. Sela stayed by his side, her arm against his. Their bond was a comfort to her as much as to him. He did not move away, and neither spoke as they awaited Tieran. She pulled up her hood.

      Tieran left his chambers, meeting Karav’s gaze briefly. There was too much anger and tension in his frame for him to speak. He walked down the hallway instead, through the maze of the hold.

      Karav had not thought the battle to last as long as it had. When they reached the bailey, dawn was already lighting up the sky. The sun would soon peek over the horizon, and one of his final days would begin.

      The chieftain waited with his horse near the gate leading out of the bailey and into the rolling plains. Karav approached and offered a bow of his head.

      “The horse is for my mage,” he told him. “She must always have a strong, swift steed.” These words were for Tieran, who was even tenser outside, as if he, too, shared the mage’s fervent desire that Karav would remain or take her with him.

      Tieran’s arms were crossed. He nodded to confirm he heard.

      Karav unfastened his cloak and slung it across the saddle then stripped off his weapons. He placed the daggers, short sword and throwing dirks in a saddlebag then pulled the bag free and handed it to the chieftain.

      “You may sell these,” he said. “The daggers will fetch a good price. This will pay for my mage’s food and boarding for as long as she must remain among your kinsmen.”

      Sela watched him, devastated. She said nothing. She did not move.

      Karav unstrapped the broadsword at his back and hefted it across both hands. He presented it to Tieran. For a moment, the Inlander did not move, and Karav knew he fought himself. When Tieran reached out to claim it, the blue gem in the hilt flared to life.

      “I’ve never seen a Moonburrian blade,” he said, fascinated.

      “You know the tale? About how the Moonburrian blade is the only sword that can kill a dragon?” Karav asked.

      “Dragons!” Tieran’s uncle laughed. “I have heard it all.”

      Tieran smiled, but his thoughtful gaze was on Karav.

      “They exist in the land of Draco,” Karav said grimly. “The sword in your hand can never be defeated by man, beast or magic. The gem is blue, for the water mage. This is the first blade ever forged by the first Moon King, and blessed by the Moon God.”

      “More gods and kings,” Tieran said and shook his head.

      “The sword is forged from a single piece of metal. It will never break and will never need sharpening or polish. As long as you hold it, you will have the magic of the ancient mages and the Moon God to guide your strikes.”

      Tieran’s gaze went to the sword. He hesitated then pulled it free from its plain scabbard, hefting it to check its weight and balance. His expression turned pleased then impressed by the lightness of the magic sword. He sheathed it.

      “It’s the most decent blade I’ve seen,” Tieran said. “I don’t know if I believe in your gods and kings, but this sword might convince me the Moonburrians know how to make a sound weapon.”

      “The price of such a blade, and my horse, is that they must be used to safeguard a mage,” Karav said.

      “A woman mage,” the chieftain said in a voice that left no second thought as to what he thought.

      “The price is high,” Tieran agreed and eyed the gem in the hilt. He shook his head and slung the broadsword in place at his back, as Karav had carried it. “We will walk you through the gate.”

      Tieran’s face was flushed and his eyes were fevered, as if he needed air. When Karav was far enough away, he would laugh.

      His mage walked beside him. He felt the emotions, many too intense for him to identify. She was struggling, too.

      Through the gates and across the drawbridge, they walked together one final time. The journey seemed longer than the fourteen moons they’d traveled through the kingdoms of Biu and Iliu.

      Karav stopped not far down the dirt road leading away from the fortress, aware Sela would go as far as he allowed. The chieftain and Tieran paused behind them, speaking quietly.

      Karav faced his mage. She stood before him, silent. He pushed her hood down to see her face. She was ashen, her blue eyes flat and unblinking. Her appearance was one of someone who knew the man she loved as a father was walking to his death.

      “I know you well enough to know you will test him,” he said, a small smile on his face. “Do so carefully. He does not have my patience or my wisdom.”

      Her lower lip quivered.

      “You are all I leave behind here,” he added. “Be strong. If you are asked to fight for someone you do not respect or trust, then it is better for you to disobey. Our king and his priests may not always be just, and their orders need not always be followed, if they go against your heart and what you feel to be just. You must think for yourself now. I cannot advise you on how to act. Trust your mind and heart to guide you. Do you understand?”

      Her eyes watered. Still, she said nothing, and he felt her struggling to control the overwhelming emotions within her. Karav turned away. The road led up a hill and then disappeared over the crest. He began walking, at peace with himself, even if not fully convinced his ward would be safe.

      He had walked halfway up the hill when Sela finally called out.

      “Karav, wait!” Her footfalls came quickly as she ran after him.

      He stopped, and she circled him, breathing uneven. Sela stood toe-to-toe with him then wrapped her arms around him tightly. Karav groaned as her pain became his when they touched. He returned the hug and nuzzled her hair, breathing in her familiar scent one last time.

      “Please don’t go,” she whispered.

      “I must.”

      “Then please take me with you.”

      “I cannot.”

      “Please, Karav,” she begged in a hushed voice. “Please!”

      “Make me proud,” he replied in a whisper.

      “I love you.”

      “I love you, daughter.” He released her, his chest aching. The memories in his mind were of the first time they met, when she was but a child. “Now, go to your new master.”

      She refused to move. The panic in her gaze warned him she was likely to make her new warrior’s life hell for a few days, if not longer.

      “Tieran,” he called out over his shoulder. “Come claim your mage.”

      Tieran closed the distance at once and gripped her arm. The mage did not resist as he pulled her out of Karav’s path. Karav walked forward, over the hill, leaving the mage and world behind him. Only once did Sela cry out, and then her suffering was felt, not heard.

      Farewell, Sela.
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      Sela shook the warrior off. At least, she tried to. He did not seem to like for her to resist him, even when he was always between her and where she wanted to go.

      She could not think about what right he thought he had to interfere with her will. Not when she watched Karav – her only friend – reach the top of the hill. Once he stepped over, he was gone forever. She started forward, unwilling to let him go. Tieran held her back. He was wired yet calm in action, his grip tight without being painful.

      She yanked. He did not give.

      Karav crested the hill and started down the other side, his body disappearing over the rise.

      She panicked. “Karav!”

      Fighting Tieran was like fighting a rock. Before she could strike at him, he had her wrists, wrapped her arms around her, and held her tight against his muscular body. She could not move, could not follow. Trapped against Tieran’s wide chest, with his thick arms wrapped around her, she could only watch Karav disappear. Straining one last time, she swallowed hard, trapped against the savage Karav left her with.

      “Let me go,” she ordered him in a hushed voice.

      Tieran neither moved nor spoke. She stared at the hill. Karav did not return, no matter how hard she willed him to. It felt as if days passed while she stood on the road, waiting. He had warned her long ago he would not be with her forever, but she never really believed he would leave her. They were supposed to die in battle together.

      A faint tickle of water magic passed to her from Tieran, a sensation she had never felt from Karav. It was gone too fast for her to be certain she felt it. It reminded her of the faint magic that came from the north, but it was less possible for the Inlander savage to possess a piece of the ocean in him than it was for there to be an ocean in the middle of the savannah!

      Despair crept through her. The sun rose above the horizon, warming the air.

      Sela sighed, helpless. Only when the tension left her body, and she yielded to Tieran’s grip, did he move. He pulled her wrists over her head and draped rope over them in one deft move.

      She resisted. “Where would I go?” she tried to sound fierce, but her voice trembled.

      He whirled her to face him, handling her like he might his boots - with enough care not to damage them but otherwise unconcerned where they landed on his floor. Ignoring her, he wrapped and tied her hands.

      Sela looked up at him, afraid of the large warrior, but not wanting him to know how much. He was always far too close to her for her comfort and usually, with his hand around her neck or arm. Karav would calmly tell her he was using his body to intimidate and control her.

      It worked too well. Accustomed to the reverent space granted her by Karav and every other man she had ever met, Sela was confused by Tieran’s touch and by a culture where personal space seemed to hold no value at all. Tieran and his uncle and cousin stood close enough to touch when talking, if they were not outright resting a hand one another. For a people known to slaughter outsiders, they were more affectionate towards each another than any other people she had met on her travels.

      She studied her new guardian. His eyes were the warm hue of ale, his dark hair tied tightly against the back of his neck. Though his nose was crooked from fighting, his features were heavy and chiseled, and his brow low enough that his every look promised danger. His skin was tanned from the sun. He was not much older than she was. He had no creases in his forehead or around his eyes. His movements were disciplined and steady. He gave no sign he was as troubled by their new circumstances as she was.

      There was wildness in him she sensed in every Inlander whose path she had crossed.

      “You do not run. You do not open your mouth. You do not go anywhere unless I give you permission,” Tieran said in a calm voice as he worked on binding her. “You do not leave the hold without your hood up and your cloak on. You do not look at others. You –”

      “What do you mean, I cannot even look at others?” she snapped, yanking at her hands.

      He pulled them close again. “You are not from here. You do not yet understand that when a servant woman looks at a man, she is showing interest.”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      He met her gaze, an eyebrow raised. “Nothing, if you intend to go with him to his bed.”

      “Just for looking at a man?” she asked, horrified. “What kind of barbaric –”

      “It is our way,” he said. “It is now your way.”

      “I am not a servant!”

      “You are not an Inlander and will not be accepted as an Inlander woman’s equal.”

      Sela preferred not to have his intense attention on her. His eyes were the same color as those of the great cats the priests kept, the same great cats that occasionally escaped the king’s menagerie and mauled everyone in their paths. She saw this warrior in much the same light, though instead of the priests caging him, he caged himself. Which meant he freed himself at will. He was dangerous in a way Karav had never been.

      She frowned up at Tieran. “I cannot even look at you?”

      “You are welcome to, and I will welcome you to my bed,” Tieran said with a cold smile. His movement stilled, and he held her gaze, waiting.

      Sela had the urge to run again. Too aware of his size and complete lack of regard for her status as a privileged mage of her kingdom, the niece of a king, she looked down. Karav would tell her this was not a battle she was going to win.

      But she was smart enough to outwit this Inland brute. Raised in a household where the activities of everyone, even her prince of a father, revolved around the sacred water mage, she had learned to manipulate and deceive young. Karav corrected many of her vices once she was officially under his care, but she still remembered how to use those around her to obtain what she wanted. A man like Tieran would only lower his guard if he no longer felt she was a threat.

      Holding her tongue while she plotted to escape would be her greatest challenge. This world was foreign to her, and Karav’s slipping ability to stabilize her magic left her emotions more volatile than usual.

      Sela watched Tieran knot the rope, deep in thought as she plotted against the Inland savage. He pulled up her hood then took the short length of rope he had tied to her bonds.

      Had she ever felt this lost and alone?

      She glanced back at the hill, praying Karav returned. Tieran was nothing like Karav. She and Karav shared everything. Her whole life, since she was eight, she had never slept a night without curling up at his side.

      Her gaze returned to the warrior leading her back to the hold filled with savages. He forbade her from even looking at him! He would not share his food or his life with her. They would not be partners and friends as she and Karav had been.

      She rubbed the faded scar running along the meat of her right hand. It was the mark of a mage that had been bonded. Every mage bore one, and Karav had been gentle with her when explaining why she had to do it. At eight seasons old, she had not at all understood why someone wanted to cut her, but Karav was the kind of man who sat with her for three days, waiting for her to grant him permission.

      Tieran … she cocked her head to the side. She felt him resisting her, just as she felt the trickle of water magic inside him she had never sensed in anyone else.

      Karav said no warrior could resist his mage, but this man was trying. He did not want her any more than she wanted him. Perhaps, if she convinced him to wait long enough for her to create a plan of escape, she could be free of him. He would not follow her, since he did not wish to be bound to her. Then she could flee north, across the Ruby Channel, and return to her home, where she would be protected and coddled by her beloved father once more.

      They reached the drawbridge, and she dug in her heels, eyes instinctively drawn to the two wells outside the walls. A small river running far beneath the wells called to her faintly.

      “Water,” she said when Tieran pulled her forward. “It calms me. Take me to the wells.”

      Tieran ignored her. She gritted her teeth as the wells disappeared behind the walls of the hold. She asked the river below where it went, if it angled up at any point into a stream or lake or larger river. Its answer was too muted. She needed to be closer to hear.

      She hated the idea of begging an Inlander brute for anything. But she only needed to beg until she had escaped and was free.

      “Will you take me to the wells?” she asked in a voice she hoped was respectful enough.

      “Tomorrow.”

      Pleased he responded, she would figure out how to manipulate him by the time the day was over. She was good at that with everyone but Karav, who knew better.

      As they walked through the hold, she began to consider an idea that had never been possible before Karav’s departure.

      What if she chose not to have any mage-warrior at all? What if she were truly … free? Karav had access to her mind, but what if she decided she wanted her mind to be solely hers? Would her father and uncle respect her decision, once she was home? It was not customary, but surely they would not want this savage as her warrior anyway.

      She trusted her former guardian, and still, there were days where she was frustrated by his ability to predict and read her. What would a man with no honor do, if he had access to her thoughts?

      He would use her magic for his own purposes, or worse, enslave her and sell off magical favors.

      Before this day, it had never occurred to Sela that she could be her own person. Not the revered mage treated as a king’s personal trophy. Not the woman whose mind and life were shared with her mandatory protector.

      How would freedom feel? Could she control the wild magic within her well enough? She had never tried. Maybe, if she proved to her father and uncle she was capable of handling herself, they would respect her decision.

      But would the priests?

      No, she thought. Their beliefs revolved around preserving and training mages and their warriors. Her father would bend his will to anything she asked. Could he protect her from the priests? Dared she ask him to?

      “Go to your corner,” Tieran ordered as he opened the door to his chamber.

      She obeyed and sat, deep in thought about her chances of becoming free from every warrior. Food sat on the table near the hearth. He tossed his cloak before seating himself to eat. Sela left her hood up, so she could observe him without him knowing.

      A wave of magic pierced her to the core and freed the wildness in her blood a little more. She shuddered, eyes on her scar. It faded, almost to the point of disappearing. The magic was coming loose within her, a sign of how weak her bond with Karav had grown the past few sennights. That connection, however intimate and unwanted, kept her stable. The waves came more frequently now, pulling her from him, making her magic harder to control.

      Doubt entered her thoughts as she struggled with the magic. If this were the worst she felt, she could tolerate the internal war in exchange for her freedom. But if it became too much stronger …

      I must learn to control it, she told herself firmly.

      At the table, Tieran grew tenser and rose, pacing. The magic was affecting him, too. It was inside him, fighting him to reach her.

      He pulled something from a saddlebag then placed it on the table and stepped back. She recognized the tiny dirk glowing with magic. Her heart quickened. She could not let him bind them or she would never be free of the savage.

      “The full moon is in four days,” she said.

      Tieran said nothing.

      “The moon controls the tides. It is the most powerful night for a water mage, and the night you must cut me here,” she held out her hand and drew a line along the scar that was almost gone.

      Her ploy worked. Tieran’s gaze was on her hand.

      “Karav waited a fortnight. Although,” she added thoughtfully, “if you are not strong enough to wait four days, you can bind me to you now.”

      “You think me weak?” he challenged.

      “I don’t know you,” she replied honestly. Sensing she had hit a nerve, she continued as innocently as possible. “You did leave the battle early. You may not be the warrior Karav was.”

      Tieran’s gaze lingered on the dirk before he replaced it in his saddlebags. His face was flushed as if with fever.

      “Stay here,” he ordered her and strode out.

      Sela smiled as the door closed behind him. She waited until certain he was not returning right away and crept forward. She searched his bags for the dirk, intent on taking it with her. Perhaps, if she went far enough away with the magic tool meant to bind them, he would not feel the need to chase her. It would solve both of their problems. He would be free of the curse, and she would be free of the Inlander brute.

      Sela returned to her corner. Alone, the sorrow began to creep upon her. She drew her knees to her chest and tucked her bound hands between her legs and body. Tears bubbled. She released them without a fight but did her best not to sob, unwilling to draw the attention of anyone passing through the hallway.

      She stayed in her corner, hiding within the safety of her cloak and hood, lost in her memories of Karav. A servant brought her food, but she pushed it away, not at all hungry. There were too many uncertainties about her fate, too much emotion. Once she escaped, how did she travel back to the Seat of Vurdu?

      Or… did she return to her kingdom at all, if the priests would force her to take on a new warrior? Her instincts whispered her father, if not her uncle, too, would insist on assigning her a new warrior for her safety.

      If she did not return home and could travel where she pleased, where else would she go? To the legendary Draco, said to be ruled by dragons? Or to visit the Moon King in the land called Moonbury, whose warriors were renowned for their swords and bravery?

      She could travel around for a while, she decided, perhaps even west, to the unknown continent whose shores had been glimpsed by tradesmen but never explored.

      Her blood magic was responding too eagerly to the wells outside the walls. Once she learned to control it, she could cross any sea or channel, maybe even the ocean itself. Until then … would she be trapped in the Inlands?

      Before leaving the Seat of Vurdu fourteen moons ago, the priests had been preparing her for a journey of a different kind to the coastal cities. There were rumors of war, and the priests were going to use her magic to protect the ports.

      That was her assumption. They never really said what they wanted her to do. The idea of visiting the ocean, of the amount of pure power within its depths, caused her to shiver. The magic within her roared to be connected to such a source – when she was ready.

      But if she did not escape Tieran before he bound her … she looked around. The Inlands were an independent, lawless place, left alone by every king, a restless expanse filled with warring tribes loosely aligned under a central tribal council that seemed to have little effect on the violence the Inlands were known for. The council acted in place of a noble ruler. The Inlands were surrounded by the kingdoms of Biu and Iliu – and completely landlocked.

      Having traveled through two other kingdoms and her own before arriving here, Sela did not know what great purpose she served in this place. They had no ports for her to defend, no seas she could speak to. They did not even suffer from water shortages like the people of the desert. They possessed enough water to survive but not enough to be of strategic interest or to offer any advantage if war reached the people here.

      She was of no use to these people!

      Why was her new mage-warrior from a land where water held no value? It was a mistake, and all the more reason to leave him. Soon, before the magic in his blood demanded to be sated.

      Sela sighed, mind bouncing between images of Karav walking away from her for the final time and a plan to escape. She stopped asking herself where she would go. Hopefully, after she escaped, this answer would appear.

      The day stretched on. The sunlight crossed the floor, and shadows changed direction. Tieran did not return until the light began to fade.

      When he finally entered his chambers, he did not look at her, though she was certain his instincts were as sharp as Karav’s. Karav did not need to see to know what was in his surroundings. Tieran was sweating and his clothing bloodied, as if he had been at battle, and she frowned to think he had fought without her. Karav always kept her near, and if there were a war going on outside the walls, should she not know, so she could be prepared to flee or fight?

      Tieran’s movements were jerky as he pulled off his jerkin. He was a man of control but he appeared to be distracted to the point the jerkin slid through his fingers before he could toss it onto the pile with his other worn clothing. He was still for a moment, breathing deeply.

      He had no wounds that Sela could find. The blood belonged to others.

      “Mage.” His voice was sharp enough to make her jump. “Come.”

      She initially balked, afraid he was going to bind her and ruin her chance to escape. The coiled tension of his body made her change her mind. He had yet to hurt her, but she was taking no chances with him now. Karav had taught her to recognize danger, and this man was a ruthless predator.

      Sela stood and approached, pausing at a distance comfortable to her, out of arms reach. Her heart beat faster, and fear fluttered through her.

      “How many enemies track you?” Tieran demanded.

      His tension and lethal tone made her want to run.

      “I do not know,” she said quietly.

      He snatched her neck with reflexes too fast for her to predict or counter. She stifled a cry. Tieran pulled her hood back then ripped off the cloak, tossing it. Sela closed her eyes, recalling what he had said earlier. Now was not the time to look him in the eye. He was too close again, the heat of his large hand around her neck and his warrior body terrifying her. The only disadvantage of not being bound: he could hurt her any way he pleased, and he possessed the strength to do it.

      She could smell his sweat and the unique scent of a man, earthy yet different than Karav’s, the only other man who had ever been this close.

      “How many?” Tieran asked again, this time in a low growl.

      He was squeezing too tightly for her to swallow.

      “I don’t know, my lord,” she repeated.

      “You spent fourteen moons journeying with enemies tracking you, and you do not know how many they are?”

      “N-no.”

      He drew a deep breath. Rather than lash out at her or squeeze tighter, he softened his grip. “I chopped down two mages and their warriors. Are there more following you?”

      Her eyes opened, and she stared at him. His body was close enough for them to touch, if she breathed in deeply, his intent attention on her. She expected to see him near snapping. Instead, the wired tension of his body seemed to have eased, replaced once again by his control.

      “You killed a mage,” she whispered.

      “I will not ask again,” he warned. His words were softer but accompanied by a nudge as he stepped into her.

      “I don’t know,” she repeated, retreating in agitation. Touching calmed him but made her edgy. “There are probably more. But I do not know how many. Karav never spoke of the danger. I knew we were followed everywhere we ever went, but not by whom or how many.”

      Sela gave the door a wild glance. She could never make it, not while he held her. She felt the wall bump her back. Tieran’s hand around her neck remained steady, and he stepped close enough for her to feel his body, trapping her against the wall.

      “These mages were men,” he stated.

      There was no question, and she stared at his chest for a moment before resting her head against the wall to meet his gaze. His golden eyes watched her like the great cats observed the humans they thought of as prey walking outside their cages. Sela tried to move away from Tieran, pressing her back against the wall.

      “I do not understand what you ask,” she said and squirmed.

      “Mages are not women?”

      “Only one mage is a woman. There’s only one water mage,” she said, masking her surprise at his ignorance. “It has always been so. The others are men.”

      “This is why they hunt you?”

      She nodded, or tried to. The movement was stymied by his hand.

      “The Inlands are the only kingdom that is landlocked,” she added. “To another kingdom, I am worth …” She stopped at the mercenary gleam in his eye, too aware that this man prized gold over honor.

      A considering look crossed his face.

      “You cannot …” she started, alarmed. Her body began to tremble at the idea of being auctioned off to another kingdom.

      “Cannot what?” he demanded. “Trade this curse for gold?”

      She flinched. “I am not a curse.”

      “Those two mages killed twenty of my uncle’s men before I chopped them down.”

      “You should not have survived two mages.” As soon as she said the words, she regretted them. Sela shifted, uncomfortable with his body against hers. He instinctively leaned into her enough to warn her not to move again.

      “Why not?” Tieran appeared more interested than angered.

      “Because mages don’t even kill mages. It’s part of our code.”

      “What else does this code say?”

      “It’s an unwritten code. It can only be learned, not spoken of.”

      “I’ve never heard trash that deep,” he said. “Does every mage make up his own code?”

      They did, but this secret was not one she would ever reveal. The sacred mage code was a myth, a tool mages used to protect themselves from others.

      She pulled her bound hands between their bodies and gripped his forearm. She felt like crying. She hated what he did! She could not move, could hardly breathe. She shifted again, and he leaned a little more weight against her.

      While the tension was still there, he watched her squirm, calming while she grew more agitated. She thought she saw cold amusement flicker through his eyes.

      “Stop fighting me,” he told her.

      She dropped her gaze to his chest before he could see the anger flaring amidst her fear. He had her pinned against a wall! What threat was she? How was she fighting him?

      “I do not follow written laws let alone unwritten ones,” he continued.

      “No one can kill a mage. It should’ve been impossible for you to do!”

      “And yet I did it,” he said, unconcerned with how important his actions were. “These other mages, what are their magics, if not water?”

      “What color were their eyes?”

      “They were silver.”

      “Wind mages,” she said. “If their eyes are copper, they are land. If silver, wind. If gold, flame.”

      It was even harder to breathe with him pressed against her. Sela wanted to scream. Instead, she pushed at him with her bound hands, not surprised to find he did not move.

      “I’m not fighting you,” she said, a mixture of panic and anger in her voice.

      “Blue for water.” He ignored her and lifted her chin with his other hand, forcing her to meet his gaze.

      She tried to move her head but found it, too, impossible. Trapped, scared and helpless, she willed herself not to cry.

      “You hate this,” he observed, this time his amusement more apparent.

      “It is not fitting for anyone to touch a woman or mage of noble birth!” she said. “Let me go!”

      “Then yield.”

      “I can’t fight you!”

      Tieran held her gaze, waiting.

      Sela released her breath and tried to relax. It was almost impossible. Near tears, she struggled to figure out how to appease him.

      “Mages are wild. We are not meant to be caged or trapped,” she tried again.

      “Your warriors control you.”

      “No, they serve us,” she strained again.

      “Nay, mage. You serve me,” he assured her. “Now yield.”

      “I already have!” she almost yelled.

      Like she yielded to Karav. If Karav touched her, she did not resist or refuse him. Was this a mage-warrior custom?

      Sela swallowed hard once more and did for Tieran what she would have done if Karav were in his place.

      She released her fear and forced the tension from her frame. Tieran was no longer agitated, more curious, as if he did not understand how she did not understand what he asked of her. Her breathing calmed as the moment stretched on.

      “Good,” he said.

      He released her neck and eased away without stepping away. Sela took a deep breath, relieved to be free.

      He touched his temples. “This madness leaves when this … binding is performed?” he asked.

      When. As if he had chosen to go through with it. She started to tense again. His body responded, his weight resting lightly against hers. She took a steadying breath and relaxed. He shifted away.

      For whatever reason, this level of submission eased his tension. She made a mental note that he was more in tune with her physically than Karav had ever been. Tieran possessed animal instincts. Perhaps, when younger, Karav had as well, or perhaps, he was disciplined enough to hide it where Tieran was not.

      “Yes,” she replied. “It is how the ancient mages forced warriors to bond.”

      “It grows stronger the farther I go from you.” His tone held a furious note in it, one that made her feel vindicated in some small sense and urgent to flee in another. He held her gaze despite his warning earlier.

      “I don’t feel what you do,” she replied.

      “Were you ever apart from your master?” he asked. “Did Karav suffer this way?”

      “I never slept a night away from his side,” she said sadly.

      “You were his lover.”

      “Of course not!” she snapped. “When I was old enough to be bound, Karav lived with me and helped my father raise me. I forbade him from going far from me. Many times, he scouted ahead or stayed behind when we traveled to handle the danger, but I knew he was never far.”

      Crossing his arms in the space between them, Tieran studied her.

      “Did this madness make you kill the mages and their warriors?” she asked, unable to shake her concern.

      “I killed them because they were my enemies.”

      “But they were mages. And their warriors.”

      Karav once told her he could kill a mage and he could kill a mage-warrior – but not both at the same time. They were too powerful combined, for the warriors were unparalleled in their fighting skills and the mages able to kill off attackers the warriors distracted.

      How had Tieran killed two mages? Two wind mages, who should have been able to hold him in midair until their warriors cut him to pieces?

      Her concern was bordering on panic again. Tieran did not need to be bound to her to feel her tension. He leaned again.

      “I’m not resisting!” she cried, frustrated.

      He raised an eyebrow. She drew a breath and forced her body to relax.

      “You have much to learn of our ways,” he said. “Why does it matter to you who I kill? You fear for your own life, knowing I can kill a mage?” There was a note bordering on arrogance in his voice.

      “Killing me would be no challenge,” she retorted. “I am too far from water to be more of a threat than any other woman. This is not true of wind mages. And if you faced them and their two warriors in the same breath …” He had done what entire armies could not.

      Tieran was special, and that scared her.

      “Remember that, mage,” he said, unable to appreciate his accomplishment in the same light she did. “What happens when I bind you to me?”

      “You stabilize my magic.”

      His gaze sharpened. The pressure of his body made her sigh.

      “You gain the tools you need to protect your ward,” she said. “If I am in danger, you will know. It’s not something I know how to explain except to say you must experience it. We become forever bound.”

      He scowled. She hoped his unwillingness would prevent him from coming after her once she escaped. The man who killed mages and their warriors with no effort was not the man who would fail to claim her, if he wanted to. She needed to put enough distance between the two of them to discourage him.

      “We will have to leave your Inlands,” she added, wanting to give him as many reasons as possible not to follow through. “We will put your kin in danger otherwise.”

      Tieran scowled and turned away. “My tribe has suffered enough.”

      “Then do not let them suffer more when you can stop it. We can go far from the Inlands. Maybe even across the Topaz Pass.” She sagged against the wall, exhausted by his interrogation.

      “I’ve never left the Inlands, and I never plan to.” Tieran stripped out of his tunic and under-tunic, revealing the thick muscles of his back to her. She turned away, as she did for Karav. A few minutes later, the sounds of him changing clothing ceased, and he strapped Karav’s sword to his back.

      Karav’s sword.

      Her throat tightened.

      “Fetch your cloak,” Tieran directed.

      She obeyed. He did not bother waiting at the door but walked out and left it open. She assumed he meant for her to follow. Sela trotted after him, hoping he was taking her to the wells. Her hopes fell when he entered a bustling great hall. She smelled the water in the air among the scents and breathed it in deeply. A glance out the windows confirmed thick, gray clouds that had yet to rain but would soon.

      I can’t stay here, she thought in desperation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          5

        

      

    
    
      The great hall was loud and dirty, filled with savage Inlanders. One of the men stared at her, and she looked away quickly then pulled up her hood, recalling her reluctant guardian’s words. She was not about to be dragged into some savage’s bed.

      Someone pushed by her, and she moved to the side of the door, taking in the tables and tall chairs worn by generations of use. They were wrapped around one of five spits in the hall. Hearths were burning, and the scent of boars and deer roasting made her mouth water. In the Seat of Vurdu, the tables were arranged by rank. Here, it seemed as savage as the people themselves. People sat where they pleased and moved from table to table at will. Inlander women sat beside their men at the tables. Topless whores circulated, three couples were rutting in corners, and everyone was drunk or close to it.

      The slave and servant women of the hold, identifiable by the skin colors differing from that of the Inlanders, sat on benches around the edge of the hall, silent, with their eyes on the ground.

      Though she wanted to leave, Sela was done angering the warrior for today. She dared not push him too far, lest his agitated magic drive him to bind them. She found an empty spot on a bench along the wall and sat, staring out the window across the hall from her.

      The darker the skies became, the louder and drunker the people in the hall grew. Several of them lurched to the women on the benches and grabbed one. Sela was unable to determine if they came for specific women or just chose women at random. To her surprise, some of the Inland women did the same. She knew what services whores provided and had some idea of what men and women did in bed, but seeing the blatant display of lust around her left her horrified and speechless.

      Was this what she had to look forward to? Karav had warned her many times she would be married off to a prince one day, but she had always ignored him. No man who anywhere could live up to her regard for her father – who spoiled and loved her in a way most aristocrats left to their wet-nurses – or to Karav – whose nobility and honor were renowned. She was not about to allow any man to rut in a corner with her, even if he did!

      She had always scoffed the idea of marrying when she could accompany Karav on adventures instead. The scene in the great hall left her feeling she had made the right decision.

      Disturbed, she stared at her feet. She neither knew nor cared where Tieran was and refused the food and wine offered her by one of the half-naked slaves.

      Tomorrow, she would go to the wells and talk to the hidden lake. She did not care if it emptied out anywhere at all. Giving herself to the magic of the waters was much more appealing than ending up an Inland slave rutting with random savages in the corner of such a place. Dead, her spirit would find Karav’s in the magical underworld, and she would not feel alone anymore.

      Long after dark fall, the hall grew too warm and loud. She debated leaving. She had sneaked looks around and not seen Tieran, though it was hard to see two of the tables from where she sat. By now, he was probably drunk or in a corner with a whore. Would he notice her absence? Would it push him over the top to where he either hit or cut her?

      With his brute intimidation fresh in her thoughts, it took Sela a little while longer to work up the courage to leave. She was half afraid of some man grabbing her and even more afraid that man was going to be Tieran.

      Finally, she rose and started towards the door. She made it unscathed. She stepped into the hallway and released the breath she held, relieved, until she smacked straight into someone. Instinctively, she reached out to steady herself. The hood fell away, and she met the gaze of one of the blond savages headed towards the hall.

      Interest sprang up in his gaze. He looked from his grip on her forearm to her face. The three men around him ceased talking to stare at her as well.

      Cursing herself quietly, she looked down and started away.

      “Prettiest whore I’ve ever seen here,” he said.

      She bristled. “I am not –”

      Tieran’s hand around the back of her neck silenced her.

      “Tieran, I should have known. You have an eye for the beauties,” the man continued with a chuckle. “I need a woman after our great battle.”

      Tieran nudged her aside, and she shifted to give him room to draw abreast, eyes on the ground.

      “Cousin, this whore has more pox than Giselda,” Tieran said with ease and amusement he had yet to use around her. The men around them laughed. “I brought you something better.”

      “Better than a beautiful whore?” The man who spoke was drunk. He approached, his foul breath reaching her before he moved into her personal space. He picked up her braid then patted her down.

      Gods, she wanted to leave this place! Sela backed into Tieran, the lesser of two evils.

      “Come, I will show you,” Tieran said. He released her and clapped a hand on his cousin’s shoulder, steering him down the hall.

      Sela sighed. The other men were leering at her. She fled after Tieran, trailing him through the halls until she recognized where she was. The cousins spoke warmly and loudly. When they reached Tieran’s chamber, he opened the door to let his cousin pass then faced her. She looked up at him.

      “Keep your eyes down, and talk to no one,” he growled. “Next time, I’ll let you find out on your own what happens.”

      “I didn’t –”

      He took a step towards her. She held up her hands in a sign of surrender and dropped her gaze to his chest. Instead of backing her into a wall, he pulled up her hood then stepped aside.

      “Go to your corner. Don’t move until he is gone,” Tieran directed her.

      Angry, she did as he said. His cousin glanced at her once then appeared to forget her, instead intrigued by something Tieran pulled from his saddlebags. She tensed, waiting for Tieran to notice the dirk was gone. If he did, he gave no indication.

      After animated talk that stretched into the night, his cousin left happily with his treasure. Tieran closed and barred the door behind his guest. The air around him was charged. He was fighting the magic again, this time with more effort.

      She stayed in her corner, praying for the gods to give Tieran the strength to make it through the night.

      “You did not eat,” he said, eyes going to the food near her.

      “I’m not hungry.”

      Removing Karav’s broadsword, Tieran placed it on a trunk then pulled off his dagger belt and the rest of his weapons. The last one, a dagger and sheathe at the small of his back, he flung across the room with a quiet curse. It hit the wall and clattered to the floor.

      “Of all the curses to befall me!” he snarled.

      Fight it, she urged him silently but did not dare speak when he was this agitated.

      Tieran drew a deep breath, released it, then sat and pulled off his boots. Peeling off his tunic and under-tunic, he rose and tossed the clothing on the floor. Tieran crossed to the torch providing light to the room. He lifted it and tossed it into the hearth.

      Safe within the hood, Sela gazed at him, taking in his wide chest and flat stomach. Dark hair sprinkled his chest and formed a line down his lower abdomen that disappeared into his breeches. His skin looked as if it was candle wax poured over a frame molded by the sculptors at court.

      She never looked twice at Karav’s body the few times she saw his bare chest. But she could not look away from Tieran’s. The same warmth she experienced in the great hall, when she saw men and women rutting, returned.

      “If you run …” Tieran warned without looking towards her.

      “I will not,” she replied. Tonight.

      He was still for a moment before crossing to his pallet. He lay down. She released her breath and rested her head against the wall. While tired, no part of her was ready to sleep. This place was too foreign, the men within the hold too barbaric for her to feel safe. She had never slept a night away from Karav’s side since they met and doubted she would sleep ever again.

      Sela let the corner support her weight. A ripple of magic tore through her again around midnight. She looked down at her hand. The scar was gone.

      Farewell, Karav.

      She sobbed silently and then stared at the burning hearth when she was too exhausted to cry more. The fire burned low, until embers remained, and the light of dawn crept into the room through the small window over the bed. She shivered as the chill of morning crept through the stone walls.

      Tieran stirred with the dawn and sat up. He appeared rested.

      “Mages don’t sleep?” he asked, glancing towards her corner.

      “I cannot.”

      He rose and crossed the chamber. He appeared more fevered this morning than he had last night. His golden eyes almost glowed with the strange illness, and sweat sparkled all over his body. She sensed more than saw his resolve was being chipped away by the magic.

      He would not last another full day, which meant, she had to act, even if she did not yet know the danger in using her magic while unbound.

      “My lord, will you take me to the wells this morning?” she asked in the most deferential voice she could muster. “It might help your condition. Water magic is in your blood as well.”

      He pulled on a tunic before responding. “Very well.”

      She clenched her hands together, praying he did not sense her eagerness. She stood and stretched her legs, waiting for him to put on his boots and weapons.

      “Tonight,” he said at last. “I will not await the full moon.”

      Her breath caught. “As you desire, my lord.”

      “Desire,” he repeated with a cold laugh. “I do not desire any of this!”

      “Nor do I. We are both trapped.”

      He whirled his cloak on and strode to the door and out, leaving it open for her as he had the night before.

      Sela scrambled after him. The hold was silent early in the morning, and they walked through the bailey and crossed the open drawbridge. In the distance, rain streaked the sky gray while thunder rumbled. The wells sang to her as they drew closer. Anxious to connect with the magic, she trotted ahead of him and stopped when she reached the well.

      The hidden lake spoke to her. She closed her eyes to listen to the silky whisper. It was shallow and long and emptied out into a small lake to the west, half a day’s ride by horseback. Where she was from, a lake this size would be considered no more than a pond. To her dismay, the water assured her it and the river snaking under the wells were two of the largest bodies of water in the Inlands.

      Half a day was not much of a head start from Tieran, especially since the people of this land would know where one of the only two surface lakes would be located. But if she and the binding dirk were gone, there would be no magic to draw him, she reasoned. Free of the madness, an Inlander mercenary with no honor would not think twice about leaving her to her fate and returning to the destiny he preferred.

      The lake tugged at her with insistence that surprised her. This close to the water, she was unable to control the singing magic in her blood. She stepped back to center herself and opened her eyes. Tieran was at her back, too close, as always.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “The bond is broken,” she said then added, “The magic is unnaturally strong.”

      If she led him to believe her disappearance was the result of magic and not her own planning …

      She responded silently to the tug, testing and plying the magic with her own. It would take her to the surface lake, but she did not know if it would let her go once there. Given the alternative, a lifetime with the savage, she was more than eager to risk it.

      The nearness of her magic appeared to affect Tieran as well. His struggle was in the air around her, the fire in his eyes feral. He grew more agitated while she calmed.

      “Then I will bind you now.” The words were spoken with bitterness that made her smile to herself. “Come.”

      He moved away and walked fast, the need in his blood too strong for him to wait for nightfall. Sela turned and trailed, pretending to be obedient. She slowed her pace. When he was far enough away, she stopped. Closing her eyes, she released her hold on the magic. The roar of the ocean filled her ears, and the tug of the water turned into a demand.

      Cold well water snatched her before she was ready. Sela struggled briefly then let it claim her and closed her eyes. It yanked her down through the stone well and into the earth, carrying her down the tiny river into the underground cavern. She spun and twirled in response to the magic moving in and out of her. She did not need to breathe while underwater; water flowed into her lungs to replace the air.

      The cavern was dark and grew colder as the water carried her beneath the surface of the shallow underground lake westward to the aboveground lake she sought.

      While it took her where she desired, the magic refused to obey her other command to release her. Darkness formed around the edges of her vision as she lost control. The water magic became more commanding, demanding more of her. She yielded and gathered her strength then pushed back, determined to escape without losing herself entirely or being torn apart by her own power.

      The water magic relented – but barely.

      Sela’s head broke the surface of the aboveground lake. She coughed and gasped, replacing water with air in her body. Its deepest point was shallow enough for her toes to touch the bottom, and she grounded herself.

      The water snatched her down again, hauling her under. She fought it, and it released her. Surfacing, she began to swim towards the shore instead of using her magic to pull her there. She was a horse length away from the rocky beach when the water magic claimed her again and yanked her under. Choking, she shoved all her power at the water around her and shot to the surface.

      Sela reached the shallow depths and sloshed through the water to the shore. The lake magic lapped at her feet, dragged her back, and then released her. It toyed with her, and she struggled, fear in her breast. For the first time in her life, she understood Karav’s warning about how a mage could become consumed and possessed by the magic in her blood.

      It hauled her under one more time, and tunnel vision formed. Sela’s body was too cold and her limbs too heavy. She was sinking fast, despite the shallow water, with no more power remaining to help her.

      Suddenly, she was on the surface again. Someone hauled her out of the lake and dragged her onto the bank. She coughed up the water and pulled her feet up as the water magic toyed with her, trying to reclaim her. A warm body squatted beside her. She blinked water out of her eyes and coughed up the rest of the water.

      She looked towards the lake. An invisible wall had formed between her and the water, preventing it from taking her. Angry waves were slapping up against the wall.

      “Either your bond is broken or you are the weakest water mage ever born not to be able to control a bucket of water this small.”

      The water was screaming at her, while her insides felt as if they were trying to escape her body to join it.

      “Which is it?”

      Sela went limp on the muddy bank, unable to answer while the war waged within her. The speaker gripped her right wrist to look at her hand. He wore the green of the Kingdom of Biu, which lay east of the Inlands.

      A flutter of magic – wind magic – reached her agitated blood.

      “Un-bonded. Citon, pick her up.”

      Fear filtered through her. The man called Citon lifted her. He was large, a warrior, and warm. Unable to move, she huddled against him. They walked forever, until the breeze stopped suddenly and the scent of people and horses reached her.

      Sela opened her eyes. Citon walked into a tavern, a blur of orange hearths and dark wood, of smoke and venison on a spit. He carried her down a hall dark enough to be a tunnel and then entered a room with a single candle lighting it. He set her down on a low bed and stepped back.

      Sela shivered. She pushed herself up, weak and exhausted. They were near the lake. She heard it beckoning her. But they were too far for it to claim her.

      “It’s a foolish thing, to swim in a lake of any size when you are un-bonded,” the voice said.

      Sela wiped water droplets from her eyelashes and focused on the speaker. A wind mage, by his unusual silver-gray eyes. And Citon was his warrior. More men lingered in the hallway. Their faces disappeared when Citon closed the door.

      “What happened to your warrior?” Citon asked in a low voice. He crossed his hands before him, standing guard at the door.

      “His stone faded. He left me,” she managed in a hoarse voice.

      “In a lake?” the wind mage appeared entertained. “Citon, fetch us some warm wine and clothing for our guest.”

      The warrior obeyed. The wind mage shook off his oiled cloak and sat on the bed across from her, studying her. He was tall and slender, lean, with a sword at his side. His features were exotic and dark, like his warrior’s. They were probably some of the many, many people sent to snatch the only water mage in existence.

      “Not in a lake,” she said and sat up. “I was fleeing … Inlanders.”

      “Understood. We have fled several of them as well.” The wind mage smiled. “How does a water mage, the daughter of a prince, not travel with ten thousand guards?”

      “My former warrior fought better than ten thousand.”

      “Even knowing his stone was fading? It seems he left you vulnerable.”

      She was quiet, unwilling to admit she was fleeing her new mage-warrior.

      “The truth means little to me,” the wind mage said. “There is not a king alive who is not seeking you, and I have found you.”

      “You will take me back to your king?”

      “And find you a new warrior, one who serves my kingdom.”

      “My king may not approve.”

      “Then he can travel from his lands across the channel and challenge us,” the wind mage said with a confident smile.

      Sela sighed. She had planned on being free, not ending up in service to another king.

      The wind mage appeared proud of himself. His warrior returned with a trencher of food and mead and a small satchel. He passed the satchel to her.

      “We have men outside the window and door. You cannot escape us,” the wind mage warned, standing. “I will count to a hundred then return.”

      They left. Sela rose and maneuvered out of her wet clothing with effort. She pulled the foreign gown from the satchel and looked it over. It was too light to keep her warm, barely heavier than a shift, unlike the heavy gowns of the cooler northern climate she was accustomed to. She wrung out her hair, braided it then changed into the dark gown, grateful to be dry again. As an afterthought, she fished out the binding dirk from her wet clothing and tucked it in her braid, hidden among her hair.

      The two entered again. She moved away from the door and sat, barefooted, at the other end of the pallet.

      “You have no warrior chosen for you?” Citon asked.

      “She’s unbound,” his mage replied with impatience. “What does it matter if some warrior was chosen when he did not claim her? The Runes are not always accurate.”

      “My … intended warrior chose not to bind me,” she lied.

      Citon said nothing but met her gaze. Sela had no idea what to tell him, but it was clear he was not as pleased as his mage about her story. Several seasons younger than Karav, Citon was an imposing figure, one whose stance and expression reminded her enough of Karav that her eyes watered.

      “Inlanders,” the wind mage almost spat. “You’re better off without one.”

      Citon’s gaze narrowed. “A warrior does not choose not to bind his mage. He will hunt you down, unless he is dead.”

      She was cold inside. Was half a day’s travel not far enough away to deter the magic?

      “She said he chose not to, Citon,” the wind mage snapped. “Leave it be.”

      Citon was not convinced, and suddenly, neither was she. If her plan did not work, that meant Tieran was going to show up here, angry enough to kill her. She reached for the wine with a shaking hand and lifted it. The wine went down fast and comforting, warming the chill within her.

      “Unbound, she cannot travel waterways or go too close to the seas,” the wind mage mused. “We’ll need to warn our priests. They’ll have to send their chosen warrior to meet us in the Inlands.”

      “May I ask why you want me?” she ventured. “Why now?”

      “For the war,” Citon replied.

      “What war?”

      The two exchanged a look. “Are the mages of the north not as educated as ours are?” the wind mage asked.

      She rolled her eyes at him.

      “The High King’s death has many people concerned,” Citon answered. “He left no successor.”

      “The High King is dead,” she repeated. Had Karav known? If so, why did he not tell her?

      “He is.”

      “He was your grandfather’s brother, was he not?” the wind mage asked.

      “Does everyone know who I am?” she asked, surprised.

      “You are the first water mage in four generations, and the key to any kingdom’s victory,” Citon said. “Yes, everyone knows.”

      Karav kept much from her, she realized. She had known she was the first water mage in four generations, but not that every other kingdom knew her pedigree, appearance, history, and importance. “I didn’t know the High King. I traveled to his court twice but otherwise was secluded away. I’m sorry to hear of his passing. I’ve been away from Vurdu for too long.”

      Was her father sad about the passing of his uncle? She could not bear knowing he was upset after the pain of losing Karav.

      “Which is why no one believed you were in the Inlands for how long, Citon? Nine moons?” the wind mage asked his warrior and shook his head.

      “Eleven that we know of,” Citon agreed with a faint smile. “Your warrior was wise and very good at hiding you.”

      “He was,” she agreed sadly.

      “In any case, we have found you, and you can be bound to our kingdom and create the next great lineage of mages,” the wind mage said with no interest in her Karav at all.

      She lifted an eyebrow. Would she rather spend her life in the savage Inlands or confined to the court of an enemy of her king? Both choices were appalling, and neither had been her destiny before Karav’s death.

      “She needs rest,” Citon said.

      “Aye, she does. Secure the tavern, Citon. We have searched too long to lose her. I’ll inform our priests,” the wind mage said and stood. “In the morning, mage, we will leave for your new home.”

      Too tired to retort, Sela silently promised him she would never make it to his king. She had decided to be free – and she would be. She had no other choice.

      Citon opened the door for the wind mage to pass through but did not follow. Instead, he closed it and faced her again. The large warrior approached. Uneasy, she pulled her knees to her chest and leaned against the wall. He knelt before the bed then took her hands, examining them and her wrists.

      Her scar was completely gone.

      “You were tied. You killed your new warrior?” he asked.

      She shook her head.

      “You ran?”

      “Yes.”

      “Foolish,” he said with a grim shake of his head. “Nothing comes between a mage and his warrior.”

      “If I’m far enough away, the magic won’t pull him.”

      “It’ll kill him.”

      Citon’s words made her gasp. She never intended to hurt Tieran, just free them both from the bond neither of them wanted.

      “For your sake, you better hope it does,” he said and rose. “If not, the madness may claim his mind. He may kill you when you meet again.”

      No part of her could refute the idea. Tieran was a violent mercenary Inlander who had already slaughtered two other mages.

      Even the wine did not warm the cold fear in her chest.

      “I pursued Vinian for a moon. He barely survived what I did to him when I caught him.” There was hardness in Citon’s voice, as if he was unhappy with her for hurting a fellow warrior. “You do not know what suffering you put him through.”

      Her mouth was dry. She licked her lips. “Why do you care about my warrior and me?”

      “I do not care so much as understand,” he replied. “Mage-warriors are the same, no matter what king they serve.”

      Sela propped her chin on her knees, uncertain how Citon felt any kinship with a warrior from the Inlands. What this warrior did not know was that he was likely to be one of those chopped down, if Tieran survived long enough to make it to the village.

      “How does a water mage come by a guardian from this landlocked place?” Citon mused.

      “There is no reason to any of this,” she said with more heat than she intended. “I don’t want a warrior at all.”

      “Claims the water mage who barely survived a puddle.”

      She flushed.

      “Citon!” the wind mage’s irritated voice carried through the door. “Fetch my saddlebags!”

      Karav never would have tolerated such a tone from her.

      Citon’s jaw clenched, the only sign he was displeased, but he obeyed and grabbed the saddlebags then left the room.

      Sela’s eyes went to the small window in the corner of the room. The skies had turned dark, a combination of dusk and clouds. She was uncertain how long it had been, but she was either underwater longer than it felt, or carried from the lake farther than she thought. If Tieran were half as mad as the warrior believed he might be, he would not be far behind.

      From outside the tavern, the sudden sounds of swords clashing made her flinch. At first, she thought it was thunder, but the clouds were not speaking to her, which meant, no rain or lightning or thunder.

      The sounds of men running down the hallway outside her door caused her heart to pound harder. She did not like Tieran, but she did not wish him dead or mad! She wanted him to live his life so she could live hers – far away from him.

      She rose and stood on the table holding the candle to peer out the tiny window near the ceiling.

      A battle occurred in the roads of the village, illuminated by torches and their reflections off the blades of swords. Brief pulses of magic punctuated the fighting. The building trembled in response to earth magic, and a wind mage flung warriors into the sky.

      This was not Tieran or his mercenary army, and she started to relax.

      The more she watched, the more confused she became, for it seemed as if there were multiple groups battling, not just the Biu men in green cloaks defending the inne. She saw purple – the Kingdom of Masu – and Red – the Kingdom of Iliu. The only kingdom missing was her own.

      Karav had never spoke of her pursuers, but if what Citon and his mage said were true about a war, then men and mages from all the island kingdoms could have converged on this town. How long had they been tracking her?

      Why had Karav not been more specific about the dangers?

      The ground beneath the tavern bucked, throwing her off the table. She landed on the hard floor and struggled to her feet again. The walls around her shook violently. Sela staggered to the door and yanked it open, surprised to find a battle in the hallway as well.

      Swords flashed too close to her for comfort, and she took a step back. The men fighting moved too fast for her to notice the color identifying their kingdoms, and some of them looked little better than unkempt mercenaries.

      More than one man careened into her, unaware of who she was when she wore the plain clothing of a servant.

      From down the hall, Citon caught her eye and moved towards her, slashing at the men in his path to reach the doorway. When he was close, he twisted his back to her and held out one arm, deftly wielding his sword with the other. Though she had no intention of traveling east with them, she did want to survive the night. Sela clutched his hand.

      Citon pulled her behind him and fought his way down the hallway. The stairs were clear. She hopped over the last body in her path and all but fell down the first few stairs as Citon’s pace quickened.

      The main floor of the tavern was a battlefield as well. The scents of food had been replaced with those of horses, sweat and the metallic tang of blood. Citon kept to the wall, skirting the melee in the middle, and released her only when they were closer to the door, which was clogged with fighters. After an unsuccessful attempt to plough through the door, he pushed her towards a table shoved under a window just large enough for her to squeeze through. She climbed on top but did not go through the window, discouraged by the fighters clogging the road outside.

      “Stay right here,” Citon told her.

      “Wait! Give me a dagger. I can fight.”

      He handed her one then hacked through the men to the doorway.

      Sela gripped the hilt of the dagger tightly. While true, Karav had taught her to fight, she had never done more than practice. She had never once drawn blood or stabbed a man in his gullet.

      She crouched on the table. Her eyes fluttered from the warrior who had decided to protect her to the men battling in the tavern. No one came close enough for her to stab, and no one tried to grab her. A woman in servant’s clothing was no danger to the men with swords.

      Why had Karav not told her of the death of the High King and this war? Had he even known? From what she knew of her great-uncle, he had no heirs. Who, then, was his successor? Her father would know. Karav would have insight as well.

      Sela could not bear the pain that came with doubting her former guardian. If he had kept the news from her, there was a reason.

      Karav said there were many people tracking them, but she had not thought that meant the island kingdoms would send entire armies! There were over a hundred men in the town!

      Could these kingdoms not win their war without her? She had been coddled and hidden away her entire life and never once called upon to fight for her king, despite the occasional skirmish he waged against the neighboring northern kingdom of Masu. Did they choose now to strike, because she was far from the armies of her father and uncle?

      Someone snatched her, and she cried out. Sela smashed her heel into the attacker’s knee then slammed her knee between his legs. The man bent over in pain. She lifted the dagger to kill him and then hesitated, uncertain she could murder anyone, even if he deserved it. Karav had always said only a few men in the entire realm deserved to die. Would he think this man was one of them?

      Citon appeared outside the window. He grabbed her arm before she had made her decision and all but hauled her through the window. He released her before she had her balance, and Sela crashed to her knees in the mud outside the window. Citon hauled her up then smacked away someone else’s sword with his own. She pressed herself against the wall as he fought off attackers close enough for the clashing swords to hurt her ears.

      A cold, evening breeze swept through the town.

      Uncertain how to escape, Sela remained where she was rather than run from the mage-warrior fighting for her. She gripped her dagger. Without Karav, she felt completely lost. Was it better to go with Citon, because he could protect her? Or did she flee from him when she could and take her chances in the Inlands on her own?

      No plan of what to do next, or where to go, entered her thoughts. She had escaped Tieran, only to find herself at a loss as to what to do.

      The earth rumbled and shook again. The building behind her groaned under the strain.

      “Citon!” she cried. “It’s going to collapse!”

      He pointed to the right, and she ran out of range of the building, past the next building and ducked into an alley. Her bare feet slipped and stuck in the mud, preventing her from moving as fast as her instincts urged her to. Citon was close behind her and followed her into the alley. He took up a position along one wall, watchful eyes on the battle.

      “Why is this happening?” she gasped. She steadied herself against the building across from him, shivering from the cold and rain.

      “Priests sensed the bond break and alerted their mages,” Citon answered. “We found you first by luck.”

      “I don’t understand. All this over a water mage?” She motioned to the battle.

      He gave her a long look over his shoulder. “How do you not know?”

      “How do I not know what?”

      “The water mage line is the strongest and the rarest, the original line of mages. All other mage lines stem from yours. Did your mother never tell you?”

      “I never knew her. She died during my birth.”

      “Ah. Priests and mages keep their secrets too well.” He shook his head and faced the battle again. “All mages are cousins of sorts, connected by the magic you all share, but that magic stems from the water mage. Whichever king controls you, controls the next generation of mages. It’s how peace was forced upon us all by the High King, whose blood runs in your veins. He traded mages to other kingdoms for favors and the use of their armies. The mage lines have dwindled, and no mage but you has been born in over twenty-five seasons. The kings are scared.”

      “I am the source of future mages? I knew the water mage line was in my blood but all the mages stemming from my line?” She stared at him and shook her head. “Why has no one ever shared this with me?”

      “No one knew. It was a secret smuggled out of Vurdu shortly before the High King’s death. It may not even be true, but no king is going to risk losing a war, and or give up taking the High King’s throne, when you are stranded alone in the Inlands, without your family’s armies to protect you.”

      She fell silent and watched the raging battles.

      “Should you not be protecting your mage?” she asked suddenly, aware the wind mage was nowhere around.

      “He’ll survive,” the warrior replied, unconcerned.

      “Karav would never have let me out of his sight,” she said.

      At her pointed look, Citon smiled. “He’s the most powerful wind mage in our kingdom. He is rarely in a situation where he needs me. Besides,” he looked her over, “the other mages can take care of themselves well enough.”

      “I can defend myself.” She lifted the dagger.

      “With water, maybe.”

      Anger made her bite her tongue to keep from retorting. Karav had never thought her weak. If anything, he told her the opposite. Of course, they were rarely trapped in a place with so little water. She was powerful – everywhere but here in the cursed Inlands.

      They both watched the war in the village. It was impossible to tell who won. When she thought the Biu men in green cloaks were starting to overcome the others, more men in red or purple emerged from the shadows to challenge them.

      “This is madness,” she said. “There must be … two hundred men?”

      “More will come,” Citon said grimly. “It was the gods’ will we stumbled upon you. Every kingdom has sent a small army to find you. You have no idea what you are worth on the mercenary market alone.”

      What would Tieran do once he found out her value? Sell her for a flock of sheep?

      The sucking sounds of boots in mud came from behind them. Sela whirled. Dark figures raced down the alley towards her. Citon waved for her to follow and darted out of the alley into the street.

      Hands grabbed her. Sela yelped, and Citon whirled. She struggled, slipped and tumbled to the ground. Her dagger slipped, and she fell. Something hot pierced her side, but she had no time to reflect on her pain. Two men stood over her. A dagger flashed before her eyes, and she raised her hands instinctively then batted away hands groping for her in the darkness. She rolled away. One of the men careened towards her, and she kicked at him.

      He landed on top her. Sela froze, waiting for him to attack, but he was still. He was on his back, staring up at the sky, lifeless. She wriggled out from under him. Citon was chopping down the second man when she stood.

      “Perhaps if you dressed in the way of a mage, they would not be trying to murder you,” he said with a smile. He beckoned for her to follow. “No king wants you harmed.”

      She stuck close to him this time. Pain radiated from her side, and she touched the thick rivulet of blood sliding down her hip.

      As Karav used to say, if she was on her feet, she was not hurt bad.

      More fighters flooded the village. Twice, Citon stopped to face men in their path. Sela hung back, not at all certain where they were going, when the entire town seemed to be a battlefield. She knew nothing of the dark surroundings or where to hide. Men flung by wind mages sailed over her head. Some rocketed straight up only to drop to their deaths while others smashed into stone dwellings.

      Citon led her to another alley just as the earth rumbled again. She hugged the wall of one dwelling.

      “That is not my mage’s doing,” he said, sharp gaze on some point in the distance.

      She leaned forward. The unusual swath being cut through the battle appeared to be the work of a wind mage. Green cloaks, red cloaks, purple cloaks and mercenaries hired by the kingdoms all fell away as if flattened by an invisible wave.

      Citon laughed suddenly. “That is your warrior. I told you the madness would take him.”

      Cold fear trickled into her depths. If what he said were true, Tieran’s inhuman fighting skill would be intensified by madness. With Karav’s Moonsword, Tieran was unstoppable. Without this level of madness, he had slaughtered two mages and their warriors. What could he do if all restraint was lost?
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      Sela took a step back from the mouth of the alley and turned, ready to run.

      Citon grabbed her arm. “My mage fled me for one moon. Enemy or no, I will prevent any warrior from being mistreated by his mage. Besides, an Inlander’s loyalty can be bought. You may end up in my kingdom after all.”

      “Let me go!”

      “Don’t make him chase you. You won’t survive it. You won’t survive this battle alone,” he added. “Go now. Beg him to spare you, if you must. If you don’t, he will be consumed and die a most dishonorable death, and you will not long outlast him.”

      She swallowed hard, horrified by the picture he painted. Her eyes went to the warrior she did not yet see, the one chopping down skilled warriors as if they were saplings. She did not want anyone to die because of her. She did not want that on her soul.

      She did not want to be bound again either. Could her soul journey to the watery underworld, and find Karav, if she were stranded far away from water?

      “You will die, too, the next time you encounter a puddle,” Citon pressed. “How will you cross a sea to your home? Or ever leave the Inlands?”

      Sela hated the reminder of how weak she was without her water.

      Karav would say it was her fate to be bound. Tieran was her fate, no matter what she wanted. As much as she loved her former warrior, she did not want to be trapped forever with an Inland savage.

      Citon gave her no time to debate what to do. He pulled her with him out of the alley and skirted the battle, heading towards the one-man maelstrom headed towards them.

      “What’s the savage’s name?” Citon asked.

      “Tieran.”

      “Stay here.”

      She stepped back.

      “If you flee, I will strike you down where you stand. I don’t care how much my king will pay me to return you to him,” he growled and drew his sword again.

      Sela ducked her head and remained where she was.

      Citon charged into the melee. She watched him in apprehension, not at all looking forward to what came. He disappeared among the masses.

      Sela reached back for the binding dirk. The movement made her grimace in pain, and she patted her side again. There was a tear in her dress over the source of pain. She stuck her fingers into the slit to feel the warm blood. Unable to see in the night, she could not determine how bad it was. It did not seem bad, but she was rarely hurt.

      Karav would never allow her to be stabbed. He had been gone less than two days, and she had been dragged into battle and stabbed.

      “Mage!”

      Citon’s waved his sword over his head to signal her. Afraid of leaving the relative calm of the area in front of the alley, she hesitated before stepping in his direction. The battle was largely in front of her, not in the direction of Citon.

      “Stay,” he shouted.

      Citon reached her and continued past her. She was feet from those battling, within striking distance of the nearest warriors. She turned to run.

      The wind mage’s loyal warrior stood in the mouth of the alley, blocking her path, ensuring she did not have the chance to flee her fate. She faced the battle, flinching each time a strike came within a horse’s length of her.

      And then she saw why Citon had told her to stand where she did.

      The invisible wave cutting down warriors led directly to her.

      Hacking down two men, Tieran came into view. His eyes glowed, and his sword was a blur of movement. She watched, awestruck by his speed and the ease with which he tore through those in his path. It was as if those around him stood still, and he was the only one moving. Karav’s massive sword almost sang, it moved so quickly through the air, and the hilt radiated more light than the nearest torch.

      What had she been thinking when she fled? That a man under the influence of an ancient spell would not come for her? Nothing stopped someone who fought without regards to honor, tribe or self. Her desperate hope seemed suddenly childish, and yet, she could not fully release it.

      What of her desire to be free? To not be chained for eternity to the savage coming for her?

      Abruptly, she realized there was no one else left standing between them. Tieran’s shoulders were heaving with his breaths, his eyes pinned to hers. What had been fevered before was feral now. She was reminded again of the great cats at her father’s court, and how, sometimes, one escaped. More than once she had witnessed some poor priest in the same position where she was, hoping to lure the wild animal into its cage without becoming its next meal.

      Tieran looked ready to kill her. He took the broadsword and drove it into the ground with little effort. It pierced the earth - and buried itself to the hilt. Sela swallowed hard, not wanting to dwell on the amount of pure physical power the action took. She glanced over her shoulder to see her escape route still blocked by Citon.

      Would yielding and binding appease Tieran’s madness?

      Did she have a choice?

      Too afraid to be frustrated, Sela removed the binding dirk from her hair and raised her hand to the feral warrior slowly, the only offering she had. Like the poor priest tasked to lure in a cat with a scrap of meat … she had only ever seen one priest survive the foolish attempt. The rest had been mauled. Which would she be?

      Shaking from more than cold, she held his gaze and her ground. Tieran moved at last, striding towards her so quickly, she thought he meant to run her over. He snatched the dirk and her wrist then yanked her arm, whirling her into his body. He wrapped one arm around her to keep her against him. His breathing was hard at her back, and she could not see his face. She did not resist, too afraid of what happened if she did.

      Silent, he flicked off the dirk’s sheathe and flipped her hand over, the palm towards the sky. She braced herself for pain and prayed he did not take off her entire arm in his fury.

      His cut was shallow despite the fact he barely seemed to be in control. Tieran sliced his own palm before dropping the dirk to catch it with his left hand.

      Sela wanted to sob in despair. Everything she had hoped for was about to be taken from her! Her mind, her freedom, her fate!

      Tieran clasped her hand to his, and their blood mixed. For a long moment, nothing happened. And then she felt it, the heat of his fevered magic moving through the cool water magic in her blood. His fever subsided, absorbed and balanced by her water. Blue flames rose around their clasped hands and then faded.

      The sensations tickled her – but Tieran wavered on his feet behind her. His grip on her loosened then fell away completely. The warmth of his body left her as he slid to his knees.

      Sela turned, not expecting to see him crippled when the impact had been little to her.

      Tieran was still enough she thought him unconscious, kneeling with his eyes closed. Afraid to draw his attention, she stayed where she was. His breathing grew steady, and his shoulders dropped. As before, when he was close to her, he began to relax.

      Except this was not the moment to relax.

      Sela’s eyes darted towards the nearing battle then to the man at her feet. What was happening to him? Had they waited too long to be bound, and he was dying?

      Part of her prayed he fell into sleep and never woke up. They were bound, which meant, he would know her feelings, none of which were good when it came to him.

      He did not move, aside from breathing.

      Perhaps their bond took time for him to absorb. Or maybe, he was struggling with it. Hopefully, she had time for his anger to settle before he began to figure out what exactly it meant to be bound to a mage.

      Swords clashed above her head, and she ducked. The fighting had shifted and coalesced around them. They were trapped in the midst of the battle with the alley escape route blocked. She had no weapon, and the men swinging swords would cut her to the bone before she could kick or hit anyone.

      Her focus dropped to the warrior.

      “Tieran,” she said anxiously, eyes on the sword buried to the hilt. “There is a battle if you are … well.”

      Tieran wiped his face. With no more urgency than if he was facing a child, he rose. He moved between her and the nearest attacker, blocked the first sword strike with a dagger and then smashed his fist into the warrior’s face. A second slash, and the man dropped, dead. The exchange took less than two breaths.

      Tieran yanked his sword from the ground and sheathed it at his back, unconcerned with the battle now that he had what he came for. To her relief, the madness was gone. With his eyes on their surroundings, he snatched her arm and pulled her with him.

      She expected more, some indication he heard her mind the way Karav had, or anger for the pain she caused him. Tieran’s attention remained everywhere but her as he navigated through the battle.

      They moved away from the center of the village to the edge before he ducked into a vacant tavern. Tieran’s grip was firm as he pulled her through the warm common areas and up a stairwell. He walked past a few doors then opened one. His gear was on the bed – she recognized the saddlebag Karav had left him.

      Tieran tugged her inside and closed the door.

      Sela sighed to be out of danger. She stood in the center of the tiny room while he stripped off his broadsword and cloak. He appeared uninjured, and his movements and the air around him were smooth, no longer agitated.

      Was he satisfied enough with binding her not to be angry with her for running away?

      “We’ll start there,” he said softly.

      She froze. Tieran faced her, and she saw the silent rage in his golden gaze. He was calm, yes, the kind of calm that stemmed from an anger too deep to settle for a hasty vengeance.

      “Start where?” she replied. Karav had always been aware of her emotions but he had not been able to read her thoughts. It was not possible for Tieran to be able to read her mind, was it?

      “You know where.” His voice was low, lethal. “Your thoughts are louder than mine.”

      That’s not possible. Neither was the strange trickle of water magic he gave off that she experienced whenever they were together.

      Sela backpedaled as Tieran took the two strides needed to cross the small room. He planted his hand in her chest and pushed her against the wall then dropped it. He stood before her, waiting.

      Starting to panic, she moved away from the wall. He pushed her back. Sela tried to move again, and he pushed once more, this time not releasing her. He stepped closer until the pressure of his body was against hers.

      “Don’t,” she said, trying uselessly to shove him away.

      “You have one chance to convince me you were not trying to kill me.” He leaned more heavily into her and slapped the wall beside her head with his free hand. “Talk!”

      Trapped, panicking, Sela fought tears. She was not able to escape him now, physically or mentally. Tieran gripped her chin and forced her to meet his golden gaze. What she saw there terrified her.

      “I d-didn’t know,” she stammered. “I never meant to hurt you. I swear it! I wanted … I wanted to free us both. I thought if I went far enough, the m…magic wouldn’t pull you to me. I never meant to hurt you.”

      “You chose to leave. The water did not force you. Your thoughts give you away.”

      “I did. But it barely let me go. If not for the wind mage …” she stopped, throat too tight to finish.

      “You almost killed us both.”

      Her breathing was harsh as she recalled her terror when the water dragged her under and refused to release her. Was that what he experienced, too? Power too great to control? She pushed at him again, needing air and to escape. He leaned into her.

      “Stop,” she whispered, near tears.

      “Was there a moment when you were not manipulating or lying to me?”

      Sela stilled, surprised at his words and more surprised he figured out how much she lied to him in the short time they were bound. At the intense look on his face, something broke within her. Any hope she had of hiding herself from him vanished.

      She cried, her resistance melting into fear and anger that Karav had abandoned her with this man forever. His weight and the wall were all that held her up. She leaned into him, sobbing against his chest.

      Unlike her, Tieran was calming. She felt the release in his body as he relaxed. “I can see what you did. Now, tell me why,” he ordered.

      It took her a moment before she was in control enough to comply. Sela wiped her eyes but did not lift her eyes from his chest. His strong frame was warm and solid against hers, supporting her despite her fear of him.

      “I wanted to be free,” she whispered. “I never meant to hurt you. I didn’t know the water would try to claim me.”

      “You traveled several kingdoms to find me. How are you not free?”

      She hesitated. “The mage bond is one way. The ancient mages were dying off when they created their warriors. The warriors demanded the ability to protect them, even from themselves. The bond is slavery. You did not want me as your curse. I did not want you. You have my mind and control of my body, and I …” She did not say the words. He knew. He was able to read her fear.

      “Have I yet to hurt you?” he asked, anger creeping into his voice.

      “No.”

      “I demanded you yield, but I never forced you.” He pushed her back, until she rested against the wall, and lifted her chin. “I have not raised a hand to you.”

      “I know,” she said, eyes on his. “I just wanted to be free.”

      “Listen closely, mage,” his voice turned to a growl. “You are bound to me. If you ever put anything between us – a secret, a lie, and may your gods help you if you draw a weapon on me – I will do whatever it takes to teach you never to do it again. Neither of us wanted this fate, but I will not tolerate you killing us both because you are upset!”

      Her eyes watered again at the coiled predator before her.

      “And you are free, because I am free,” he added more quietly. “I don’t care if you cause wars with every kingdom in the realm or defy every law written. I will protect you. But if you deny or defy me, if you hide anything, if you refuse to yield when I order it, I will show you how Inlanders treat their enemies. Your scars will never heal. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” she said hoarsely. Her body shook from cold, fear and pain.

      As with the last time, he grew calmer the longer he touched her. The danger was gone from his features, the feral Inlander tamed once more.

      “I never meant to hurt you,” she said again.

      “That is the only reason you are still alive.”

      His honesty terrified her. He eased away from her, his eyes traveling down her body. They paused on her side, where red blood bloomed against the pale color of her clothes.

      “Remove your gown,” he said and turned away.

      For a moment, she did not move, afraid of what he meant to do.

      “Now,” he growled, reaching for his saddlebag.

      Trembling, Sela obeyed and clutched the drenched gown against her chest to cover the front her body. He pulled free a small bag and unrolled its contents: salve, bone needle and horsehair thread, and clean linen bandages. Tieran sat on the pallet and motioned her to him. Sela neared. He gripped her hips and turned her back to him, pulling her to stand between his thighs.

      Face hot, Sela winced as he wiped blood and mud from her side. She ventured a look at the gash over her right hip. She glanced at his face, surprised at how calm he was after the fury he displayed moments before. She felt no different despite the wound on her hand.

      “Is it deep?” she asked, worried by the sight of blood.

      “No.” Tieran peered at the wound before leaning back to grab his tools. “That angle … did you stab yourself?”

      She flushed. She did not have to tell him aloud she fell on her knife.

      “You stabbed yourself,” he repeated more quietly, this time amused. “In the day since you left my side, you have almost murdered yourself twice. How are you alive at all?”

      “I did fight off two men!” she retorted.

      “And stabbed yourself.”

      She shivered, hating to be exposed to him physically and mentally.

      “Did the binding hurt?” she asked, recalling his strange reaction.

      “The opposite,” he replied gruffly. “Like a release from a lifetime of lust.” He wiped the bubbling blood away again.

      “Oh.” She was too uncomfortable standing naked in front of him to ask what he meant.

      His ministrations paused. “You cannot tell me you have never known a man,” Tieran said.

      “I have not,” she replied. “Karav said no man wanted anything to do with a she-mage even if I had been more appealing and learned to hold my tongue.”

      Tieran snorted. At the first prick of the needle, she jerked away. He gripped her hips again and pulled her back.

      “Shame. Your body would please a man.”

      “We are not savages like you Inlanders,” she said, bristling.

      “You have the tongue of an Inland woman.”

      It did not sound like a compliment.

      His next stab with the needle was less gentle. She swiped at his hand.

      Tieran snatched the gown and tossed it. Sela flushed, folding her arms across her breasts and made further uneasy by being completely naked in front of a stranger.

      “Savage is what will happen if you are not still,” he warned. “Have you never been stabbed before?”

      “No.”

      “Karav said you were strong and brave. What would he think now?”

      Her breath caught. They hurt more than they should have. She stared at the wall. She clenched her jaw and did not move when Tieran stuck her again with the needle. Gritting her teeth, she bore through it in silence until he stopped. She sighed when he wiped the wound down.

      “What is your name, mage?” Tieran asked.

      “What does the name of a slave matter to a savage?” she shot back.

      He stood, one hand on her hip to keep her from moving. Sela sighed but did not resist, instead resting against his body, eyes on the ground. Naked, she was all too aware of his size and warmth against her cold skin.

      “Name,” he said softly.

      “Sela.”

      “You are not a slave, but don’t defy me, Sela.”

      She nodded with some difficulty. Tieran leaned over and pulled a tunic free from his saddlebag. He handed it to her. She clutched it against her chest but did not move until he nudged her away. Pulling it on quickly. It reached her knees, but she still felt exposed. She sat on the pallet, knees to her chest. He was still for a moment, gaze on her.

      She sensed he did not know what to do next and guessed they were both on new ground. An Inlander who knew nothing of magic, and the water mage who wanted to be free.

      Could he hear those thoughts as well? Why had Karav never been able to read her mind? What made this savage special?

      “Stay here,” Tieran said at last. He turned and left.

      Sela released her breath and leaned against the wall. She was tired, but she knew sleep was not about to come, not with a battle so close and a warrior she feared bound to her. She did not remember the last time she ate, either. Food, however, did not seem at all appealing. Resting her cheek on her knees, she waited.

      Tieran returned shortly, carrying with him a small pile of clothing and boots. He set them beside her. “I need that tunic,” he said.

      Flushing, Sela climbed to her feet. She turned her back to him and peeled off the tunic then snatched the new clothing.

      “Karav never touched you?” Tieran asked doubtfully.

      “Certainly not. He was a father to me.” Her voice trembled with the words. She dressed in the breeches and tunic. Gazing down at her wound, she frowned. It hurt more now than it had.

      “Salve will ease the burn.” Tieran handed her the small jar.

      Uneasy he had read any thought in her mind, let alone that one, she accepted it. He replaced the tunic he had reclaimed in his bag. This was an entirely different man than the one who chopped his way through half the town to reach her. She understood why Citon had not wanted to stand between them.

      Tieran reached for the jar.

      She twisted away. “I can –”

      He snatched it with one hand and gripped the back of her neck with the other, pulling her into his body once more. Sela sighed. She lifted her tunic enough for him to apply the thick salve.

      “All those men are fighting over you,” he seemed bemused by the idea. “You’re more dangerous towards yourself than anyone.”

      Her face grew red, this time in anger. She moved away from him.

      “Settle,” he warned.

      She forced herself to relax and rested against him.

      “Why?” he asked. “Why do they seek you?”

      “They want the water mage. You savages are the only people without a coast. I can control the oceans. And…” she hesitated, still uncertain of whether or not the rest was true. “…they believe I may birth the next generation of mages. The mage corps has dwindled to only around eight throughout the islands. I never thought to ask why so few mages existed.”

      The hand on her hip stilled.

      She added quickly. “I do not know that this is true. Karav never told me this, and neither did my priests. I am the first water mage born in a hundred seasons.”

      “Karav knew.” Tieran removed his hand from beneath her tunic and tossed the jar. He stepped away from her and sat to remove his boots.

      “He kept nothing from me.”

      “This he did,” Tieran said with confidence that made her face him.

      “Why do you say this?” she asked.

      “A man does not lie beside a woman with a body like yours every night of his life and not make you his without a reason.”

      “Karav would never have touched me in any circumstance. Not all men are savages.”

      Tieran chuckled. “Aye, they are. Tell me, did Karav visit whores?”

      She rolled her eyes at him. “Daily, except for during this journey.”

      “That does not bode well for me.”

      She waited for him to explain. He replaced his muddy boots with dry ones then motioned for her to put on those he brought her.

      “Being near me calms you,” she observed.

      “Touching you calms me,” he replied. “A curse of a different nature. I cannot be more than a horse length from you without the madness.”

      She ignored his barb. She had never noticed if the same was true of Karav, because they were rarely separated and never for more than half a day.

      “This is why you handle me like cattle?” she asked with some frustration.

      “I handle you like cattle, because you are mine to do with as I please.” The casualness with which he said it made her face hotter.

      She bit back a response. It was not the right time to remind him that he was supposed to serve her. Feeling her rebellious streak through their bond, Tieran looked at her hard. Fear replaced her anger. She was on her feet backing away before he stood.

      He fastened a cloak around his shoulders then repacked the worn clothing, except her bloody gown. Opening the door, he led her out. Sela followed. They moved through the tavern and into the village. The battle continued, and the amount of fighters had doubled. Several buildings were on fire while the townspeople jammed the road leading away from the embattled town.

      Tieran crossed to a small barn and entered. The horses were restless.

      Sela recognized the horse Karav left her. Sorrow filled her at the sight of the gray gelding. The barn was warm, and she shivered at the cold that clung to her. Tieran saddled the horse while she rested her cheek against its cheek, rubbing its forehead. He led it out of the stall and mounted.

      Tieran had only brought one horse. Sela assumed he was angry enough to force her to walk, until he held out his hand. She took it, and he pulled her up in front of him. His body was warm at her back. One of his arms circled her while the other gripped the reins. Sela rested back, not fighting him as she had the first time he hauled her onto a horse.

      Tieran urged the horse forward, out of the barn. He guided the horse out of the town but did not follow the road, instead angling into the grassy savannah surrounding the town. The sounds of battle raged on.

      Only when the village was out of sight did Sela relax.

      The cold night chilled her, and she pressed herself back against Tieran. He was solid and warm, and to her dismay, comfortable. Her body fit against his as if his were made for her.

      A trickle of magic reached her, stemming from the shallow lake that had nearly drowned her, this time sorrowful that she was not returning to it.

      “We go towards the lake,” she said, cocking her head to the side.

      Tieran said nothing. They reached the hill overlooking the black mass marking the lake. It was much smaller than she recalled when fighting against it, and she was embarrassed to realize how little control she had retained over her magic once Karav was gone.

      “What is this?” Tieran’s voice was wary, sensing the magic within her stir.

      Sela shifted. “The lake speaks to me.”

      “What does it say?”

      “It’s not words,” she said. “Memories, emotion, visions. A song that flows through your blood. It becomes a part of you.”

      “Like our bond.”

      She tensed enough for his grip around her to tighten.

      “You hate being touched.” He was amused again.

      “Where I am from, men do not touch women without permission,” she told him.

      “Wrong. Where you were from. Where you are from now, the man who claims you does as he pleases.”

      “That is not lost on me,” she said archly. “Will I have every man in your hold pawing at me as they do the whores in the great hall?”

      “No, mage. Just me.”

      She shook her head.

      “What can a lake possibly tell you?” he asked doubtfully.

      “You wish to ridicule me more.”

      “Yield,” he growled, his own body tensing in warning.

      Sela obeyed and dropped her head to his chest again. He relaxed. With a deep breath, she answered.

      “It mourns me. It hoped to claim me before you did, and it envies you. It sings of wells that will no longer run low, because of the rain that comes, and it welcomes the water from the sky. It will rain in two days. The drought this season has been severe. It offers me its magic, if I wish it, to throw the warrior who scares me from his horse.”

      She expected him to lash out at her again for the words. They drew nearer the lake, and her whole body hummed with the magic. Tieran was quiet, and she continued.

      “It remembers when the river buried deep beneath the land once ran from east to west. There were trees. It mourns their loss but recalls a time even longer ago, when this was desert, so it feels fortunate. Before the desert, there was an … ocean?” She tilted her head, uncertain how an ocean could exist in the middle of an island. But the lake insisted it had.

      Was that what she felt when she and Karav had started north? The remnants of ancient water magic, left by an ocean?

      “There’s never been an ocean here,” Tieran said. “Nor magic.”

      “There is magic in all that surrounds us,” she returned. “And in our blood. The priests taught us this magic runs through all the world, from the smallest flower to the largest animal. It brings life and absorbs death. My blood flows with the wild magic of the waters. It’s a gift, one meant to bridge seas and men. But it’s dangerous. The water can try to reclaim me at its will. I was never allowed near an ocean and the lake …” She cleared her throat, not wanting to discuss what brought them to the lake in the first place.

      “Fool,” he whispered.

      “I never meant to hurt you,” she said again, frowning. “You didn’t want this either.”

      “I did not. But I took an oath to Karav, and I intend to keep it.”

      “I thought mercenary savages served no one.”

      “Inlanders take three oaths to others in our lifetimes.”

      She waited.

      “And if you call me a savage again, mage …” he added in a low voice.

      “You have no tribe, no king, no laws, no priests, no honor.”

      “And what has kept me from beating you? From forcing that body into my bed to pleasure me? What makes me let you ride instead of walk?”

      “An oath,” she said, considering. “The Inlanders have an honor code?”

      “We honor our oaths and those of others. We speak with swords, not empty words.”

      “I have never seen anyone fight as you do. Why are you not the ruler of the Inlanders?”

      “It's not our way,” he said dismissively. “My tribe is … was a mercenary tribe. We fought battles others refuse. We sold our honor for the most gold.”

      “Until someone was angry enough to destroy you. Karav said you lost your tribe,” she said. “Who did it? Another kingdom?”

      For a long moment, she did not think he would answer. The lake’s song continued in the back of her mind.

      “Other Inlanders, seeking revenge for wrongs committed by the father of my father,” Tieran said at last. “While our men were at battle, the tribe swept through the villages and burned everyone to the ground. Few of us survived.”

      “You seek vengeance now.”

      “I do.” His words were quiet. “My father’s father broke an oath. Revenge was their right. It's our way. But they punished those who could not fight. They chose to be cowards instead of facing us on the battlefield.”

      For the first time since meeting, she sensed some kind of pain, the first real emotion the Inlander contained, aside from anger. Battle and killing did not cause a man like this pain.

      “You lost someone,” she assessed. “A mate?”

      “Sisters. Three of them.”

      Sela was quiet, pensive.

      “Three oaths,” she murmured. “These are your laws. Each man creates his own.”

      “Aye. It's stronger than any law your king creates and forces upon you.”

      Why was she surprised to find this man was more than a great cat caged by curious priests? Or that he did have a sense of honor, as foreign to her as it was?

      “If I took only three oaths …” She paused.

      “To your gods, king and priests?” he asked in a mocking tone.

      “No,” she said. “One to Karav and one to you.”

      “You would take an oath to me,” he repeated, amused. “I do not believe that.”

      “You should. You can read my mind,” she snapped. “If I lie, you know. If you don’t believe me, ‘tis because you choose not to.”

      “I cannot always read your thoughts, though it happens more often than I like,” he said. “Karav did not curb your tongue, but I will.”

      She shivered, this time not from cold.

      “I might save the third oath,” she said. “I took an oath to Karav when I was young. I swore to use my magic wisely, to help those who needed my magic and only to commit violence in defense.”

      “The oath you took to me would not be so noble,” he said drily.

      She rolled her eyes, not wanting to know what an Inland savage would swear a mere woman to. Polishing his weapons, fetching his food, mending his clothing. Mages did not do these things!

      “Karav kept much from you,” he added.

      “I never left his side for more than half a day,” she said. The emotion in her voice disturbed her.

      “You miss him.”

      “Of course I do. I cannot …” she trailed off, flushing.

      “Finish.”

      “You asked me if mages sleep. Yes. But I cannot sleep alone.”

      “You are welcome in my bed, mage.”

      She ignored him. “I will just have to learn.”

      “This is why you have not slept in three nights.”

      “Does my body tell you this?”

      “It does. It also tells me you have not eaten in as long. I did not know mages were as helpless as children with no mother to tell them when to eat or sing them to sleep.”

      Her face burned with heat and her eyes with tears. “I’m mourning. Leave me be.” Her chest ached with tightness from sorrow.

      “Still want to take that oath, mage?” Tieran asked in the mocking tone again.

      “Yes, Inlander, I do,” she replied quietly. “I am not the coward you think I am.”

      He said nothing. Exhausted, upset, she rested her head on his chest again. The lake spoke to her, easing her tension. It talked until they were too far for her to hear it. The clouds did not clear, but by the time they reached the hold belonging to Tieran’s uncle, it was light enough to see her new world, and for a familiar sense of doom to fill her.
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      Tieran rode unchallenged across the drawbridge of his uncle’s fortress. A page took the horse. Sela slid off, the loss of Tieran’s heat reminding her how cold she was. The warrior said nothing but led her through the silent hold to a familiar chamber. Closing the door behind her, he pulled off his cloak and stretched it over a trunk to dry.

      “Come,” he ordered, withdrawing the salve from his saddlebags.

      She went. The energy from the lake was long gone, leaving her aware of the toll of three days without food or sleep. Tieran pulled her into his body. She leaned against him, too tired to resist. He checked her wound and smeared more salve on it then moved away.

      “Stay here,” he told her, striding to the door.

      Sela sighed and crossed to the hearth. The fire still burned, and she huddled before the heat. When she was warm, she lay down on her side, watching the flames, willing them to put her to sleep.

      They did not. The morning grew brighter, the sound of thunder distant. Rain began to fall and sang to her as it did. Neither it nor the flames lulled her to sleep, and she found herself sobbing in exhaustion and frustration by midday. Chills returned, whether from the cold breeze that swept through the window or her fear. When she calmed, she looked at her hand.

      The scar was there, where Karav’s had been. She rubbed it, unable to understand how she ended up with a guardian like Tieran after living with sweet, gentle Karav her whole life. Even Tieran’s explanation of a people that created their own laws did not reassure her as she dwelled on the image of Karav disappearing over the hill.

      He left because he had to. He never did anything that was not to help her. If he kept secrets of about her duty, he did it to protect her. She wished he had stayed a little longer, or that she had listened more closely when he warned her of danger. One more day.

      She cried again, ignoring the servant that brought her food. The scents were enticing, but no part of her wanted food. The hole inside her was not going to be filled by venison or ale.

      Out of tears, she returned her gaze to the fire. She felt the heat but was still so cold. Was she feeling Karav’s death?

      A servant returned and took away the food before putting more wood in the fire. Sela watched, disoriented. Her chills turned to sweats and then to chills again. The clouds grew darker outside the window until only the fire was visible. The door opened again. She assumed the servant was returning with more food for her to ignore.

      “Was Karav limited by where he went?”

      Sela rolled onto her back, struggling to focus on Tieran. His eyes glowed, reflecting the fire. They were wild again. He did not wait for her answer, instead flinging daggers across the chamber. He threw off his cloak and wet tunic and under-tunic, then his boots.

      She rose, sensing he needed the cool magic of her blood. His adjustment was harder than hers; she felt no real change since binding. His question penetrated the strange fog in her mind.

      “He never went far,” she replied. “Is it the madness?”

      “Madness!” He rose and threw his boots then breathed a heavy sigh. “Madness is being bound to …”

      She touched his arm, at once feeling his fevered body absorb her cool magic. Sela closed her eyes, fascinated by the fact he was pulling her magic. Normally, it flowed between her and Karav, but it was usually her pulling and pushing, not the other way around.

      Tieran took her arms, and she opened her eyes, startled.

      “You’re fevered,” he said, studying her.

      Frowning, he pushed up the tunic over her wound. She swayed into him. He lifted her and carried her to his pallet, setting her down in the center. Sela shivered and rolled onto her side, curling up. Her body screamed for rest, but sleep did not come. She felt as if she lay still forever, shivering and fatigued.

      The pallet beside her sank under Tieran’s weight. One arm went beneath her neck, the other wrapping around her tightly. He pulled her against his bare chest. She pushed at him, unwilling to sleep with the man she did not trust.

      “Settle, mage,” he ordered softly.

      Her body listened, even if her fevered mind did not wish it. Sela huddled against his body, burning up from the inside and soon after, cold enough to shiver. The will to protest faded with her insomnia. Safe and warm in his arms, she fell asleep for the first night in four days.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A loud noise woke her. She rolled onto her back, not recognizing where she was at first. She did not remember the full journey from the town and vaguely recalled the fire burning. A fever dream emerged from her thoughts, one she knew to be nothing but a dream. Tieran had held her against him, his body comforting her as chills wracked hers.

      Tieran would never show her any mercy or kindness.

      Sela sat, weak but finally recognizing her surroundings as Tieran’s chamber in the savages’ hold.

      Wiping her face, she pushed herself out of the comfortable pallet. It was a bright morning. The clouds were gone, the air drifting in from the window cool. Her side ached. She peeled up the tunic. Her wound was red around the stitches and swollen. The pain she felt was from the newly formed skin straining against the stitches.

      The sound came again. A shout from the bailey.

      Sela looked down at herself and grimaced. She was rested for the first time in days, but her clothing was stiff and grimy. She sorted through the trunks along one wall until she found what looked like squire’s clothing. Cleaning herself with water from the washbasin, she stopped to look at the wound again.

      How long had she slept? More than a day, by the new skin forming over the stitches.

      She cleaned the wound carefully, not wanting to disturb the healing process then gazed around for the salve. Tieran had removed it from his saddlebags.

      His saddlebags were gone. She focused on her surroundings. His weapons, saddlebags, boots. He had traveled outside the hold, if he took his saddlebags. She frowned, wondering if he took her horse.

      Another shout. Sela dressed and went to the window. She hauled a chair beneath it and stood on it, gazing into the bailey. The hold’s men were sparring on the lists in the bailey. And running in and out of the hold via the drawbridge, which was noticeably missing one long chain.

      She blinked and took in the scene again.

      Men in red cloaks. Iliu had found her.

      Fear slid through her.

      Was this, too, a fever dream? Like that of Tieran’s arms around her?

      The men in red cloaks were overrunning the hold. They climbed the walls while those living in the hold fought them in the bailey and in the stairwells. Sela climbed down from the chair and swayed, weak from fever and days without food.

      She hurried to grab to the boots she’d worn from the town. They were stiff but dry. She pulled them on fast and snatched a cloak. Swirling it over her shoulders, she yanked open the door and started one way down a hallway. She stopped, disoriented. Shouts and the sound of battle came from ahead.

      She turned and ran the other way. She navigated the hold the best she could, running from anything that sounded like battle and descending what stairs she found. At long last, she emerged into a familiar hallway, the one outside the great hall.

      The hallway was packed with women milling and trying to flee through the door leading to the stables rather than the bailey. Sela hesitated. She started to turn back when she heard the sound of boots on the stone steps behind her. She darted forward instead, joining the masses trying to shove themselves out of the hold.

      Someone grabbed her arm and flung her towards the great hall. Sela gasped, closing her eyes as she fell. She landed on another woman, who pushed her off and rose. More women were thrown into the great hall. Sela scrambled to her feet, her head spinning. She staggered and careened into a table.

      Where was Tieran? She hoped he felt her anger and fear. She would gladly be backed into a wall, if he wiped out all the men in red cloaks first.

      They grabbed the women trying to flee and pushed them deeper into the hall. Sela did not have the strength to resist as one grabbed her and shoved. She joined the group of women cowering at the far end from the door. If she appeared to fit in among the slaves and servants, no one could kidnap her.

      Two men took up positions at the doorway. They began stopping women and grabbing their right hands to examine them before pushing them towards the opposite end Sela was.

      She looked around wildly for an escape. The windows were too high and narrow, and the entrances guarded by Iliun soldiers. Men in red lined the walls, armed and ready.

      The doors to the great hall boomed closed. Sela stood amidst the other women of the hold. Many were crying or talking in worried whispers.

      The Iliun men seemed to be waiting for something. None moved or spoke.

      The doors opened again, and a tall man wearing a sash entered. He walked through the women, scouring their faces. Sela hid behind another woman, her hands shaking.

      “We seek a mage!” he bellowed.

      The sounds in the hall faded.

      He strode down the hall and repeated the shout. Sela’s heart quickened, and she prayed no one there gave her up. For all they knew, she was a slave, like half the women present.

      He returned to the center of the hall with a frown and motioned to his men. Two moved forward and grabbed a woman in the crowd.

      Instead of examining her hand, they forced her to her knees.

      “Mage, show yourself,” the commander shouted.

      Sela held her breath.

      One of the men drew a sword, and the kneeling woman started screaming and struggling. They pushed her to the ground. One pinned her on her stomach while the other rested the sword at her neck. The latter looked to their commander.

      Stricken, Sela stared, unwilling to believe they meant to kill an innocent woman.

      The commander gave a nod, and the warrior raised his sword.

      “Wait!” Sela cried, forcing herself to step forward. Her fear screamed at her to stay hidden, even if they slaughtered everyone in the room to find her. But the quiet whisper of Karav reminded her no one’s life was more valuable than her own.

      All eyes turned in her direction. She pushed through the women while the commander walked towards her. Stepping into his path, she did her best to put her fear away and exhibit the royal carriage of her birthright.

      “Mage?” he asked, looking her over. Tall and lean, his eyes were colder than the underground lake. His accent was clipped, his hair graying at the temples and his cloak lined with silk, an indication of his stature.

      She presented her hand. He took it and examined the scar. Satisfied, he stepped closer to her.

      “Where is your warrior?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” she replied.

      She felt the backhand before she realized it was coming. Sela reeled and landed hard on the stone floor. She gasped, her ears ringing from the blow. One of the warriors hauled her up. The commander nodded again to the two men holding the woman. Before Sela could speak, one of them slashed off the innocent woman’s head.

      Sela stared.

      “A warning not to cross me,” the commander said to her. He waved for the man subduing her to take her away.

      They led her into the bailey, where the fighting had ceased. Sela realized the majority of the men from the hold were gone; women, elderly and children were grouped in the bailey. Tired already after her fevered night, saddened an innocent woman had lost her life, Sela did not resist her captors as they led her through the bailey, across the drawbridge and outside the walls.

      An enclosed carriage waited in the midst of men in red. One of them opened the door and motioned for her to enter. She went silently.

      A plush seat large enough to serve as a pallet was on one side of the carriage and a small offering of food and wine on a crate on the other side. The interior was lit by holes in the roofing, too small to escape through but large enough for her judge the time of day.

      They chained the door behind her. Sela sat on the bench, eyeing the food. Her weak body needed something. She nibbled on bread baked fresh that morning and sipped the wine. Within moments, the large wooden box lurched forward. Uneasy, she sat back.

      They had not tied her, and they had given her food and a place to rest – after murdering a woman in the hold. Sela had never dealt directly with anyone from Iliun. Was this contradictory behavior normal?

      Tieran would be furious, probably at her, for allowing one of his uncle’s kinswomen be murdered. She had not done more to stop the heinous act. Karav would have negotiated or objected or beaten the men down.

      Sela had stood by in shock and watched. What would Karav think? Did he not always tell her to do what was just, to prevent the loss of innocent life and only use her power in defense?

      She sighed. If Tieran hated her, he had every right to. For once, she hoped he was listening to her thoughts and knew to follow her.

      The road was rickety, though the plush bench cushioned most of the bumps. The midday sun peeked through the holes in the top of the cage and rested on the bench. The wagon’s rattling and sway lulled her tired body into a doze. When the noise ceased, she roused herself.

      The night sky peeked through the holes in the ceiling.

      Sela sat up groggily. The sounds of horses and men outside the wagon forced her attention off her body. A glance through the holes in the roof revealed no visible moon. Heart pounding, she waited for someone to come for her.

      The chains outside her door rattled. The door opened to reveal a small group of the men with red cloaks, to include the commander who ordered the woman beheaded. He stood beside a man whose haughty carriage and rich dress reminded her of the nobles from her father’s court.

      Karav hated nobles. When he had taken over her guardianship, she had moved a short distance away from her father’s palace, to a village in the forest too small to be of interest to any visiting noble. Her father spent most of his time there, and she often visited his court, which Karav had despised.

      One of the warriors motioned her out of the wagon. She went. The commander approached and signaled for the others to leave.

      They were in a hold somewhere. She smelled water in the air. They had to have gone east, towards the lake near the border separating the Inlands from its eastern neighbor, Biu.

      “Lady Mage, my introduce my master, Lord of Genitin, nephew to his majesty, the king…”

      She returned her gaze to the commander as he spoke, surprised to find someone of such rank would venture to the Inlands. The hold was older and small, nothing befitting what she knew of how the blood relatives of the king lived in Vurdu.

      The man he spoke of kept his distance.  He wore the red of the Kingdom of Iliu, located west of the Inlands.

      The noble was built much like a warrior with a cool blue gaze and pale skin framed by neatly kept blond hair. He was handsome and a few seasons older than Tieran. Her gaze lingered. A sense of enchantment filled the air around him. He was not a mage, but he wore a talisman or carried an enchanted piece of clothing or weapon, something that touched the magic in her blood. Unable to pinpoint the source of the enchantment, she realized the commander had fallen silent.

      “Where is your guardian, mage?” the noble addressed her.

      “I’m not certain,” she replied.

      “He may have been killed in the battle,” the commander said.

      “No.” She smiled faintly, able to feel the bond. “He’s alive. He’ll find his way here.”

      “By then I hope we are allies,” the noble said. “I have heard of how courageous and fierce Inlanders are. I would not wish him to come for my head.” These words were spoken with humor.

      A civilized man came for another man’s head. Tieran would skin these men alive for taking her then gut them like pigs.

      “Come,” the noble said, stepping aside. “We will talk.”

      There was command in his voice, an indication he was accustomed to being obeyed. Shivering in the cool night, Sela crossed her arms and moved forward. The commander trailed as they walked from the bailey into the hold.

      “I trust your travel was as comfortable as possible?” Lord Winlin asked with politeness that told her he was not really interested.

      “Yes,” she replied. “Thank you.”

      “It was not the ideal way to gain an audience with you.”

      Puzzled by his attempt to be pleasant, Sela looked at him again. She had seen his men fight in the village and in the Inlander hold. He had not sacrificed them or pursued her for a simple audience. If he believed what Citon had told her, that she would become the source of the next generation of mages, then she already knew what he wanted. She also knew well enough how to play to a noble’s pride.

      “It’s refreshing to have a conversation with someone who is not a savage,” she said.

      The noble chuckled. “The Inlanders are hearty and honor-less. With enough gold, they will abandon the holdings that have been in their family for a thousand seasons.” He motioned to the sagging hold. “You cannot have chosen to stay in the Inlands. What made you leave your home?”

      “My guardian, Karav.” Her voice caught at his name. She cleared her throat. “His stone was fading, and he found my new guardian here in the Inlands.”

      “Unfortunate.”

      She was not sure if he meant Karav passing or the Inlander guardian. Sela was unable to help thinking that at least her Inlander guardian was candid with her.

      “I’m a guardian without a ward,” the lord told her. “Much to the embarrassment of my family, who wanted to mate me off to the king’s daughter. Instead, I’m a servant awaiting his mage.”

      “It's an honor, where I am from,” she said.

      His attention was down the hallway, where a man closer to the commander’s age approached.

      “You were right, my brother,” the man said. “Your guardian sense guided us to her.”

      “Lady mage, my brother, Qinlin,” Lord Winlin said.

      She felt him tense at the approach of his brother. Where Winlin’s gaze was cool, his brother’s was cold and steely.

      “Has he told you?” Lord Qinlin asked.

      “No, brother. It's no way to welcome the mage.”

      "My brother’s guardian instincts soften his resolve. However, out of respect for you,” this Lord Qinlin said to her, “I will broach the subject with you after you have rested.”

      Sela did not ask. Her instinct warned her that – whatever it was – it was not good.

      “Take her to her chamber, Winlin,” the older brother said. Qinlin strode away, but not before his gaze swept over Sela. She shifted closer to the mage-warrior beside her self-consciously.

      Lord Winlin’s body relaxed when his brother left. Sela looked up at him, sensing the same protectiveness in him that Citon displayed. It was the nature of a guardian to want to protect a mage, even if the mage was not his.

      “What does he mean to do to me?” she whispered.

      Lord Winlin began walking again. He was quiet for a long moment, leading her through the hold. Sela trailed, disappointed he hadn’t answered. He led her to a wing guarded by several men who stepped aside and bowed as he entered. He opened a door to a cozy chamber and motioned her in.

      She went. He followed and closed the door behind him.

      She paused, tilting her head. The sense of enchantment was stronger here. Still, she could not identify what kind of magic it was or its source. It wrapped through her senses, dulling them, and rendered her thoughts hazy, similar to the experience of being fevered.

      “My brother intends to take you as his mate and for me to become your warrior,” Lord Winlin said.

      Sela’s mouth went lax. “I would refuse you both!”

      “Then he will take you by force. It is not wise for you to do so,” he advised. “The water mage will belong to our kingdom. If it is through my brother, or if I must challenge and defeat your guardian to take his place. Or both, as my brother hopes.”

      He went to the window. She sensed he really did not want to be her guardian.

      “Perhaps you should challenge my guardian,” she suggested, doubting a hundred mage-warriors could defeat Tieran.

      She seated herself, tired from the journey and unable to prevent the enchantment from growing stronger. Her thoughts were becoming foggy.

      “I have no desire to challenge him, after what I heard about him,” Lord Winlin said. “These Inlanders are wild animals. My brother would say I’m a coward, but I have no desire to die.”

      The discomfort she felt with his brother was completely gone with him. Sela almost pitied the man before her. He was kind and troubled. And handsome in a way that made her heart quicken.

      He was also nice to her, unlike Tieran.

      Odd warmth filled her and the air around her. The charge was not familiar, not the same she experienced around Tieran or which had radiated off Karav when he was troubled. It was different from the natural energy surrounding a guardian.

      The enchanted talisman is here somewhere. As soon as the thought emerged from her mind, it was swallowed.

      Karav once told her there was more magic in the world than that of mages from places like Moonbury and Draco. Was this enchantment from outside the island kingdoms?

      The alarm within her faded, swallowed by the fog expanding in her mind.

      “Tell your brother you will take me as a mate,” she heard herself suggesting. “It will give us both time to escape our situations.” A flicker of awareness crept into her mind but was quickly quashed.

      Lord Winlin considered her doubtfully. “It is possible,” he began. “But my brother is hard to dissuade.”

      “Then let us convince him. If we could be bound together with you as my protector, it would make sense for us to wed as well.”

      “You are kind to favor my situation.”

      Another flicker, this one more urgent, stirred in her mind. He was right – she was being unnaturally kind, considering he had kidnapped her.

      Just as quickly, the doubt vanished again.

      She shook her head, uncertain why her thoughts felt scrambled. It was more than exhaustion, more than the toll her wound took on her body.

      “You are too good to me. And here, I’ve taken you prisoner.” The noble’s conflict faded. He approached her, pausing close enough that she noticed his body heat as she did Tieran’s when he was too close.

      I like the way Tieran smells better, she thought.

      “Is that what you want?” Lord Winlin asked.

      She had already forgotten what they were discussing. Her mind was stuck on Tieran’s masculine, earthy scent.

      The warmth and fog swept over her. All she wanted to do was fall into it and agree to anything Lord Winlin said.

      “It pleases me to hear this. I stressed to all of my brother’s men that mages are to be treated with respect. My brother does not feel the same,” he replied. “The Inlanders do not share this respect for you, I believe.”

      She laughed. “No, they do not!”

      “As I have saved you from them, perhaps you will grant me a favor?”

      “Anything,” she breathed.

      “You will tell me where your mage-warrior is? Our plan will only work if he is gone.”

      Another alarm sounded deep inside her and was absorbed by the fog

      “I apologize. What was your question?” she asked.

      “Don’t fight it.” He lifted her hand and kissed it gently. “If we are to escape my brother and wed, we will need to leave quietly. We cannot have your warrior following us.”

      “Of course not,” she agreed. “But I don’t know where he is.”

      “Take what time you need. You must know where he would be.”

      She did not, because she knew nothing about Tieran.

      Lord Winlin spoke again, but this time, the words were lost in her mind. Her surroundings blurred, and she became adrift in sensations she did not understand: warmth, bright colors, and soft whispers.

      She blinked.

      When her eyes opened, she was alone in the room.

      Sela looked around, startled.

      Why did her head feel woolly and her memory not recall much past walking into this chamber? Had someone been with her? If so, who, and where did this person go?

      Her uneasiness returned. The moon had not been visible when she walked into the chamber, but it was now. She had been standing in place long enough for it to drift away from the horizon. She had no memory of what passed once she left the bailey. She was unhurt, aside from the ache of the wound where she had stabbed herself accidentally.

      What just happened? She could not help thinking.
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      Sela curled up by the fire, aware she was incapable of sleeping here. Part of her hoped Tieran came soon. Another part of her feared what condition he would be in when he did. They had not been apart this long, and he did not react well when they were separated at all. Would he be angry about the attack on his uncle’s hold?

      Karav and Tieran were opposites and yet, she found herself anxious for Tieran to appear, despite his Inland savagery. She had never been alone for this length of time. She considered their discussion from the night he cut her. He had terrified her but also forced her to see the truth: he had never hurt her. He had sworn an oath to Karav, and he had kept it when a lesser man might not have. The wild look on his face when he came to claim her…

      It made her shiver in more than fear. She did not understand the thrill that went through her at the idea he had been driven to find her. Claim her. Make her his.

      Sela shook her head. Her mind was muddled in this place. Why?

      Three oaths. She had taken one to Karav. She still felt she would take one to Tieran, though he did not seem to believe her. Their bond was stronger than that which bound mates; they were together until one of them died and would be united in the watery underworld when both were dead. Why would she not consider an oath to him?

      Rolling onto her back, she recalled something else Karav said: Tieran had no loyalty to anyone but her. She had not considered his rather rough treatment a form of loyalty. Her thoughts went to the nobles in this hold, to everyone she had ever met. Even Karav had a loyalty to the priests and king. As far as she knew, he had always done as they bade him with regards to her.

      Tieran would never put anyone’s orders above protecting her.

      Then where was he? Why did he continue to disappear and leave her vulnerable? Where did he go?

      His intensity frightened her, and his ignorance about what she was and the world outside the Inlands rivaled that of a child.

      The more she thought, the more apparent it became that he had tried to stay away from her as much as she did him. She had appreciated it upon meeting him, but after the second kingdom capturing her, she began to believe she needed someone at her side, even if that someone was the savage.

      Like a wild animal suddenly caged, he appeared to be testing the limits of his duty. But she was not a duty. She was an honor! She was his world now, and he was hers. This was how it had been with Karav.

      Tieran was not Karav. Would they always be at odds?

      These thoughts gave way to new ones flowing through her mind too fast for her to catch.

      Why do my thoughts make no sense? Was there a talisman in this room meant to disable her somehow?

      She started to rise and then stopped, suddenly feeling weak, exhausted. Sela lay down again with a sigh. Whatever was wrong, she could fix it come morning.

      The fire burned down and the moon reached the height of its journey across the sky. Fatigued but unable to sleep, Sela gazed at the ceiling. She heard the scraping sound of stone on stone from the corner of the chamber and sat up. The stones in the corner were moving, as if someone was shoving them from the other side.

      Sela rose, eyeing the heavy door she had not noticed before. Creeping towards the main entrance to the chamber, she waited to see who was sneaking into her room before screaming for the guards.

      The unnatural exhaustion hit her again, and she stopped and sagged.

      “Mage!” The voice was a whisper. A familiar mage-warrior poked his head into the chamber.

      “Citon!” she exclaimed. “What are you doing?”

      “Come.”

      “But I love it here.” The moment the words left her mouth, she was alarmed. “I think … I need help.”

      He broke free of the secret passage and crossed to her. Without asking her permission, he lifted her and flung her over his shoulder.

      The sense she did not want to leave – ever – intensified. Until she entered the passageway. The magic lacing her thoughts and mastering her body vanished, and she was able to think clearly again.

      “Put me down,” she said.

      Citon did so.

      Sela touched her head, where a headache was blooming. “What did they do to me?”

      “Magic of some sort,” answered Vinian. He emerged from the darkness in the direction Citon was headed. The wind mage inclined his head once in greeting, his lips pursed. “Come. We must hurry.”

      She had yet to see the mage ruffled, even in the middle of the battle at the village. Sensing there was much danger in what they did, she did not question them. The wind mage led them through the cool passageway. It was silent and musty, wide enough for Citon and tall enough his hair grazed the ceiling.

      The tunnel sloped downward before leveling out.

      The wind mage stopped. Sela barely caught herself before running into him. Standing on her tiptoes, she saw he stood at another stone wall. He raised a hand and tapped an enormous gold ring against the stone. The sharp ring echoed in the tunnel behind them.

      The door grated open.

      Sela shivered as she stepped into the moonlight. The night air was cold. A small party awaited them, and her gaze fell to the familiar face of Lord Winlin. He was dressed for traveling like the warriors with him – except his hands were in chains.

      “We captured him when he left the hold. Seems he was trying to escape his brother,” the wind mage said with a snort. “Come, water mage.” He strode to a waiting horse and mounted.

      Sela stared at Lord Winlin. A trace of the strange magic hovered around him, leaving her no doubt about who had placed a spell on the chamber. She knew nothing of any other kind of magic, aside from that of mages. How had he done it?

      Vinian cleared his throat impatiently. Sela waited for him to settle and then slid her foot into the stirrup to mount behind him.

      Citon motioned for the party to ride. They did so at a quick pace, headed west again, back towards the Inlands. The lake bid her farewell, and she silently promised to visit it one day.

      Sela held onto the wind mage tightly. They did not keep to the roads and wound their way through hills rather than going over them.

      She was not the only one who needed discretion, she assessed. Citon rode close to them, gaze taking in their surroundings as if he waited for an ambush.

      Only when they’d ridden out of sight of the hold did the mage-warrior pull his blowing horse to a walk. He communicated with his men in hand signals. Two took off, one forward and one behind them, while Citon neared the man guarding the noble.

      “What’s going on?” she asked the wind mage quietly.

      “Winlin and his brother are not on good terms,” was the amused reply. “The loyalties of the king’s family and their father’s men are split between the two. It's been a quiet war. This is only the latest battle. But it gave us the chance to grab one of them. Prisoners of this nature will make our progress home easier.”

      “His father will not challenge you for fear of his son’s life,” she assessed.

      “And we can ransom him for gold.”

      “Doesn’t your king supply you with gold?”

      “Biu is the poorest of the kingdoms. We were given what he could spare, but he couldn’t build an army and support us for moons.”

      Sela was beginning to feel as if she did not know anything of the world. Inlanders, enchantments, and a poor king. What other surprises awaited her?

      As if sensing her emotional turmoil, the strange magic of the sea whispered by her. It had no real source, except that it came from somewhere in the north. As soon as the sensation brushed her, it was gone. Her mind went to the lake’s claim of an ocean, a memory she could not yet make sense of.

      “Hello, again, mage,” Vinian said with a smile. “You escaped us once. It will not happen again.”

      She said nothing, grateful to be out of the stuffy hold with its strange enchantments, even if she were back in the company of men she had no intention of staying with for long.

      Citon returned to them. “We are splitting into two groups. We will need all the time we can make to escape to the east with our prisoners.”

      “Through the blasted Inlands again,” the wind mage complained. “We risk drawing her mage-warrior.”

      Citon’s gaze went to her. “The life debts you owe us. We will trade them for our safety from your warrior.”

      “What life debts?” she asked.

      “We pulled you from the lake and ensured your mage-warrior claimed you,” Vinian claimed.

      “You mean, you threw me in front of him and prayed he didn’t kill me,” she snapped.

      “He didn’t.”

      The wind mage was arrogant. Citon knew the truth. They had helped her for the sole purpose anyone would: because they intended to drag her back to their king.

      But … he was right about the life debt. They had rescued her from her own magic.

      “You assume I can control him,” she said with a frown. “If it’s possible, then yes, I will prevent him from slaughtering you. This is the longest and farthest apart we have been. I’m not at all certain he will not cut me down beside you. But I would wager all I own that he’ll find us.”

      “This is why Inlanders are not mage-warriors!” Vinian snapped. “They have no sense of duty.”

      Citon, however, offered a small smile. He wheeled his horse and trotted to Lord Winlin and his guard.

      “Lord Winlin. What is he?” Sela asked as Vinian nudged his horse to follow.

      “An unbound mage-warrior.”

      “He is more, or he wields some kind of magic.”

      “You must be strong to be so far from water and still sense magic,” Vinian sounded approving for the first time since they met. “He bought a spell from a sorcerer he claims came from the western continent.”

      “The lands no one has ever explored?”

      “The very same. The spell lets him alter minds by touching them. He tried his magic on Citon, but my warrior wasn’t vulnerable to it.”

      She shivered. “I don’t like that.”

      “Nor do I. The guard with him has a talisman to protect him.”

      “Is there no honor at all on this island?” she complained.

      “I don’t see your king trying to help you,” the wind mage replied archly.

      “I’m certain they will send help!” she said. “Or maybe they know how strong my warrior is.”

      “Did he really kill two wind mages and their warriors?”

      “Yes.”

      For once, Vinian seemed uncertain. He shook his head then turned his attention to the mage-warriors conversing a few feet from them. All but one of the other warriors rode northwest.

      “Vinian, we need one of your barriers, as discussed,” Citon called to the wind mage.

      “If you will forgive me, water mage.” Vinian twisted and gripped her arm to tug her off the horse.

      Sela slid down to the ground and stepped back as Vinian urged his horse forward. He disappeared behind a hill. She looked at the mage-warriors. Lord Winlin offered a smile. She eyed him, not trusting him, then gazed up at Citon expectantly.

      Citon reached down and hauled her onto his horse behind him. She felt safe with him, maybe because he reminded her of Karav. She settled behind him, ignoring the side of her that knew these men were helping her so they could use her. With Tieran unwilling to take his place at her side, he left her no choice but to choose an ally from among her enemies.

      They rode at a quick walk until dawn began to lighten the horizon. The wind mage returned, barreling towards them from the direction they had come. He slowed his horse as he neared, his face flushed.

      “It's not who you thought,” he said to Citon when he was close enough. “Lord Winlin’s brother pursues.”

      “How close?” Lord Winlin demanded.

      “Close enough we dare not stop.”

      “He has more than the men at the hold,” the noble said slowly. “How many were there?”

      “Twenty, perhaps thirty,” Vinian responded.

      “Then he likely has an ambush somewhere ahead. We are close to the keep from which we stole the water mage. It’s possible men await us.”

      “If your guardian were here, we could fight them all,” Citon said to Sela.

      She was quiet. She had no way of knowing where Tieran was or why he had not come earlier when he sensed her danger.

      “My gold is on a small party behind and a large one forward,” Citon said. “I would rather confront what follows.”

      “You believe we should turn back and take a second route,” the wind mage said, considering.

      “He would not expect it.”

      Sela listened.

      “You realize you and I alone will have to face this small party?” Vinian asked. “I prefer to avoid both.”

      “That’s your mage blood speaking,” Citon said, bemused. “What is a party of thirty men when I can kill half and you can handle the rest?”

      “My power draws more attention than your sword,” the wind mage snapped. “We have no one to help us, if we cannot fight them all, or if there’s an ambush behind us as well.”

      “If you free me, I will fight,” Lord Winlin said. “My brother wants my head. I defied his order with regards to the water mage.”

      Sela eyed him.

      “We’ll head west until certain we are no longer tracked and then east once more,” Citon said with a shake of his head. “They’ll expect us to flee towards our kingdom.”

      Sela half-listened, not at all interested in where they decided to go. She was trying to sense Tieran as he did her without luck.

      Citon altered their course to head east, towards the kingdom of Lord Winlin. They started forward at a quick trot. The sun perched on the horizon when they reached a small thatch of forest. Citon drew his horse to a halt. He swung his leg over the horse’ withers and landed softly on his feet before wrapping an arm around her to pull her down with him.

      “Both of you, stay here,” he ordered her and his wind mage gruffly.

      Sela did not know what the mage-warrior sensed, but she knew to trust him. Karav always knew when danger was close.

      Vinian dismounted, and Sela joined him. He collected the reins of all the horses and draped them over brush and tree branches. Lord Winlin and his guard remained mounted.

      “Do you sense anything with your wind magic?” she whispered.

      “Lord Winlin’s brother has a wind mage whose sole duty is to block me,” Vinian replied. “Citon will warn me, if he needs my assistance.”

      “You and he trust each other a lot,” she marveled.

      Vinian glanced at her. “Of course we do.” The haughty edge in his voice irritated her. “Come.” He started in the same direction Citon had gone.

      “He said to wait here,” she objected.

      “Are you the mage or is Citon?” he challenged. “We do not answer to his kind.”

      She stepped forward.

      He led her through the forest, creeping over brush and around trees. Sela glanced at the weapons he wore, wishing she had thought to ask Citon for a dagger.

      Her fear turned to anger at the idea she might die in this forest this evening, because her own mage-warrior did not want to take his place at her side after forcing her to bond with him. Why should she depend on some other mage’s warrior to fight for her at all? To rescue her from a man using spells to confuse her? Tieran could not have his duty both ways. He had taken away her freedom, yet tried to pretend he had his. If she were not free, then neither was he!

      As reluctant as she was to be around him, she also understood that Tieran’s place and prophetic duty was with her, protecting her. Did the oath he took to her mean so little? Where had he gone that he could not come when his uncle’s hold was attacked, or she kidnapped?

      Vinian was right. As the mage, she needed to remind her warrior of his duty to her. If she were near the lake again, or a river, she could do more than remind him. She could threaten to drown him until he complied.

      Without any source of water to fuel her magic, she was helpless – and frustrated.

      A branch snapped beneath her boot, and Vinian froze. She held her breath. He motioned her to the ground, and she knelt awkwardly. Vinian leaned towards her.

      “There.” He pointed.

      She peered in the direction he indicated. A tiny, dark campsite of less than a dozen men in red cloaks was no more than ten steps ahead of her.

      “The wind claims there are twenty more in the forest,” he whispered. “And a wind mage.”

      Fascinated, Sela listened for the sounds of Citon launching his attack. Could he handle a force of thirty to forty men? Vinian’s mage powers would be limited by the magic of another wind mage, which left Citon on his own to fight off the men from Lord Qinlin’s force.

      The sounds of fighting began from the forest beyond the camp. The men in camp launched to their feet, and she realized the instincts of Citon and Lord Winlin were correct. There was an ambush waiting, disguised as a sleepy camp. Lord Winlin’s brother had either placed men in every direction or predicted where they would go.

      Vinian ducked down as one of the men glanced in their direction. He pushed Sela behind a tree. After a moment, his grip loosened. She leaned around the trunk. The camp was vacant, the men charging through the forest towards the sounds of fighting.

      “And now, for a distraction,” Vinian said. “Wait here.”

      Nervous with the sounds of battle closing in, Sela watched him cross the camp and kneel over the logs at its center. Fire sprang up. Vinian stood back, raising his arms. Air lifted the flames off the earth. Vinian threw the fire into the trees. The leaves caught fire immediately.

      Sela spotted the four men charging through the brush towards Vinian, whose focus was on feeding the fire with more wind.

      “Mage!” she hissed. “Vinian!”

      He did not hear her. She grabbed a small rock and flung it at him. He whirled. She pointed. Vinian’s gaze went to the men emerging from the forest. Magic hummed in the air.

      The four stopped at an invisible barrier, pawing at it. One took a sword to it, but the barrier blocked him.

      Vinian motioned her forward. Sela went, not about to leave the side of a mage who could block an army. He grabbed her hand and darted towards the forest opposite where they had been, closer to the sounds of battle.

      The fire he started arced over their heads and landed at some point ahead. Another blaze grew from the direction they headed, lighting up the battle.

      Vinian stopped, and Sela ran into him. He looked behind them.

      “Their mage just freed the men,” he said. “Come! Quickly!”

      He bolted.

      Sela followed. Branches snagged her clothing. She paused to free her braid and tunic from the bramble. Glancing up, she realized Vinian had not waited. He was charging into the battle Citon told them to avoid. Hands shaking at the thought of being diced in two, Sela focused first on freeing herself from the thorns.

      Men crashed through the woods behind her, terrifying her. She yanked her tunic free and followed the path Vinian had taken. The heart of the battle was going on in a clearing too small for the two-dozen men within it.

      She broke into the clearing and froze, not at all certain where to go. Vinian and the mage-warrior were nowhere in sight. Heart racing, she sensed the man behind her try to grab her and ducked out of his grasp. She darted away.

      Tieran! She gave him a mental shout, praying he was able to hear her. Sela cried out as one of her pursuers snatched her arm. She twisted free, but the sword pointed at her throat kept her from moving. The four men surrounded her. Silently, she cursed the wind mage for abandoning her.

      “Dang mages.” Citon’s grumble preceded the first strike of his sword.

      For once, she agreed with him.

      Warm blood splattered her. The men around her turned their attention to him, and he fought them with the patient skill of a trained mage-warrior. There was none of Tieran’s hot wildness in his moves, only cold discipline.

      When the four opponents were slain, Citon held out his hand, gaze on the forest around them. She took it, and he pulled her towards the sound of more fighting and stopped beside a tree.

      “Stay right here,” he ordered. “Listen to me this time, mage!”

      She nodded, shaking from the close call of losing her head.

      He darted into the battle.

      Sela hunkered down beside the tree.

      The battle was focused and tight in one end of the clearing. Citon, joined by both the guard who had been posted with Lord Winlin, and the bound noble himself, fought for a short time. The guard fell into the chaos, and Sela assumed he was dead. The two mage-warriors, stronger than normal men, remained on their feet and fought back-to-back. At some point, Citon relented and cut Lord Winlin free. The two fought side-by-side.

      Citon’s head twisted suddenly, an indication the wind mage was in trouble. He slapped Winlin on the shoulder and moved away. Both were swallowed by swarming men in red cloaks.

      Sela crept around the tree. It did not seem possible that the two warriors and a mage were going to win this battle. The thirty men they thought awaited them was closer to fifty. While their enemies were falling, it was not fast enough.

      Fire reflecting off the long, bluish blade of a familiar broadsword drew her gaze. Sela moved away from the tree, staring in the direction of the side of the battle near the trees across from her. Her heart leapt in her chest, and warmth raced through her.

      “Tieran,” she breathed, uncertain why his appearance filled her with the conflicting emotions of exhilaration and dread.
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      As he had in the village, Tieran cut a path through the battle.

      His skill was terrifying – and mesmerizing. Enemies melted around him in a flurry of flying limbs, blood, and bodies falling. He did with two sweeps of his sword what Citon and Winlin had done with twenty. Sela cringed at the thought of facing him and his crazed magic. By this point, he was likely mad.

      Tieran thinned out the battle fast. Where there had been too many men to see the bushes on the other side, she now saw the bramble at the base of the trees in the bright light of the fire. Sela started forward, eager to feel less vulnerable than she did with her back to the forest. Picking her way through the downed men, she sensed air magic humming around her and glanced up.

      Tieran had cornered the wind mage. Whatever Vinian tried to do, he failed, for Tieran slammed him into a tree. The look on the wind mage’s face would have made her laugh, if she did not believe Tieran was about to cleave him in two.

      She ran. Too late, she saw his sword swoop down. Citon was there to block, but he was no match for her mage-warrior. Sela skirted the bodies piled in her path and ran to them.

      “Stop, Tieran!” she cried, pausing near him to assess how mad he was.

      He froze. Her frantic gaze went to Citon, who was straining beneath Tieran’s blade. The mage was unconscious on the ground behind him. Citon was on one knee, blocking the blow Tieran delivered before she called out to him.

      Sela closed the distance between them and neared the poised predator that was her warrior.

      Neither he nor Citon moved. Sela slid in front of Tieran. His feral gaze was a sign of the magic tormenting him. She reached up to his face and touched his cheeks. When he did not reject her, she leaned into him until their bodies touched and pushed her cool magic into him.

      He shuddered as her magic hit his hot blood.

      “I owe them a life debt,” she whispered. “You will not hurt them.”

      His breathing was erratic. She sensed his sword lower a moment before his other arm circled her. He hauled her against him hard, trapping her against his body. Knowing he was unable to calm if she was tense, Sela forced herself to yield against him. She pulled his face towards hers as she might a startled horse. His eyes closed, and he rested his chin against her temple. She noticed his scent again, the mix of man and sweat. His body was hard and warm, the arm around her strong.

      For the first time since they met, Tieran yielded to her. She felt his surrender, and it touched her on a level that left her confused yet pleased. She listened to their breathing. Hers was steady. His became slower, until their rhythms synced. It felt as if there was no one in the world but the two of them, sharing a moment unlike anything she had ever experienced with Karav.

      Self-conscious and uncertain why Tieran’s feverish heat was pooling at the base of her belly, she released his face. The intimacy of the moment rattled her. Why did it thrill her?

      Tieran straightened, calm and in control once more. He sheathed his sword at his back and looked at the men he was prepared to kill with disinterest. He released her.

      “Whatever life debt she owed you, it is repaid,” he snapped at them.

      Relieved, Sela almost sighed. She broke their contact and turned to face the others, none of whom had sheathed their weapons in the face of the rabid animal that was her guardian. After a moment, Citon replaced his sword at his hip. The wind mage was wary, the other mage-warrior’s narrowed eyes on Tieran.

      “Citon, Winlin, Vinian, meet Tieran,” she said at the thick silence.

      “How do you let your warrior stray so far that he barely returns for a battle?” Vinian asked, frowning.

      Tieran tensed. Sela glanced up at him, sensing he remained close to snapping. She leaned into him. His arm went to her hip instinctively as her body met his again. She shook her head at Vinian with a glance at Citon, who seemed most able to understand her mage-warrior.

      “Inlanders do things differently, Vinian,” Citon said, reading her look. “Will you be traveling with us?” He addressed this question to Tieran. “We could use a guide through the Inlands. I fear we do not have another route back to our homeland.”

      “Perhaps.” Tieran’s short answer surprised her. “Do you have gold?”

      “Some.” Citon took the response as positive while the two behind him exchanged an uneasy look. “I’ll fetch our horses.”

      “I, uh, will accompany you,” Vinian said.

      Lord Winlin lowered his sword. His gaze fell to Sela’s, and he offered a faint smile.

      “My apologies,” he said with a small bow. He trailed the others.

      Sela muttered the foulest curse Karav had taught her as the man who used magic to warp her thoughts left.

      “You sound like an Inlander, mage,” Tieran replied.

      “If they betray us, kill him first,” she said.

      When the others had disappeared into the forest, Tieran stepped away from her. Sela faced him, searching his face to ensure he was normal.

      “You want to travel with someone?” she asked. “Why?”

      “I may kill them yet.” He struck off into the forest. “Come, mage.”

      “Oh, gods,” she murmured. She obeyed, wanting to ask him something else but fearing his answer.

      He mounted the horse Karav left for her and offered his hand. She looked at it then up at him, finally taking it. He pulled her up in front of him. She felt his tension and relaxed as much as she could against him.

      “Say it,” he ordered quietly.

      “Say what?”

      “Mage,” he growled.

      “Why do you keep leaving?”

      He said nothing.

      “You are like a caged animal testing its boundaries. When you finally figure them out, I might be dead.” There was more emotion in her voice than she wanted. “You need me as much as I need you. We are both in danger.”

      “I don’t want to need you.” The frustration was clear in his voice. “I can handle danger.”

      “Can you tell me the fire in your blood will calm under anything other than my touch?” she snapped.

      His body had grown tenser in response to hers. He wrapped his arm around her, pulling her fully against him. She sighed and gave.

      “We belong together. It’s how it is for now. Whether or not we want it to be that way,” she finished. “I cannot survive the Inlands with three kingdoms hunting me. Where do you go that is so urgent, you leave me in danger?”

      He said nothing.

      “Do you intend to abandon me again?” she prodded.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “It is my concern, not yours, mage.”

      “What could possibly be important enough for you to forsake your oath to protect me?”

      She did not think he would answer, but when he did, his tone was soft, lethal. “Vengeance,” he said.

      She frowned, about to ask him what he meant, when they came into view of the other three, who were mounted and waiting.

      “Winlin has strange magic,” she warned him. “He can alter minds. Don’t let him touch you.”

      “You found this out how?”

      “If you didn’t just leave me-”

      “Answer my question,” Tieran growled.

      “You know how!” she hissed.

      “The mage who proclaims to be pure reveals herself.”

      She twisted to see his face, not understanding what sounded like an accusation.

      “West?” Citon asked.

      “South,” Tieran replied. “West is dangerous.”

      “Lead the way,” Lord Winlin said.

      Tieran complied and turned his horse south, out of the forest and towards the hilly plains of the Inlands.

      “What do you mean? How did I reveal myself?” she asked when they had put some distance between them and the other three.

      “You don’t recall what happened?”

      “No, I don’t. I told you, he used an enchantment on me.” She thought hard, unable to remember anything beyond Lord Winlin kissing her hand. “Just tell me, Tieran!” She squirmed against him.

      “Settle.”

      “You don’t get to abandon me then demand –”

      “Yield, mage.” The dangerous note in his voice made her want to scream.

      Instead, she was forced to comply. Her body was tired and hungry, her head pounding. When she finally relaxed, Tieran spoke.

      “He kissed you,” he said, amusement in his voice. “You enjoyed it.”

      Her face flamed. “I don’t remember that. Gods, nothing else happened did it?”

      “He would not have his head if it had.”

      Sela had no idea what to say. Their bond was strong enough that nothing she experienced was lost on Tieran. It was humiliating to think she would never kiss a man without her warrior knowing. It was worse to think she shared her first kiss with a stranger.

      “Unfortunate,” she muttered. “It was my first.”

      “You jest.”

      “You know I don’t!”

      “And it was not memorable.” He was almost completely calm after their extended connection.

      “No, I guess not,” she agreed. “Though I’m glad you know I enjoyed it, even if I cannot remember.”

      “You would remember an Inlander’s kiss.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’ve seen how you sav…Inlanders treat your women.”

      “Few choose to take an oath to a mate. Those who do, treat them differently.”

      “I’m afraid I cannot believe you.”

      “The same way you do not yet believe I will never hurt you, no matter how mad I am?” he challenged.

      “The same way I do not believe I will be alive by the end of tomorrow, because you have your own agenda that doesn’t involve preserving my life.”

      “Do not provoke me, mage.”

      “What will you do? You won’t hurt me.”

      “I will show you how to put that tongue to better use than baiting me.” His grip around her tightened. She grated her teeth at the silent command.

      “I imagine it will be as memorable as my first kiss,” she snapped then yielded, head dropping back against his chest.

      “Don’t open that door with an Inlander, Sela. You are too innocent to know what’s behind it.”

      Frustrated, Sela fell silent, angry with herself for feeling comfortable in his arms. She dozed for the first time since leaving his uncle’s hold. When the horse stopped moving, she woke. The other three were dismounting and preparing to rest. Tieran led her horse to a small copse against the base of a hill and slid off. He lifted her, surprising her with both the reminder of his strength and the size of his hands, which almost circled her waist.

      “Thank you,” she murmured as he set her down. He ignored her, and she shook her head to clear it of his scent and warmth.

      “I’ll return soon.”

      She looked up at him, frowning. “Where do you go this time?”

      “Is it your concern?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      He faced her. Sela almost wished she had not used such a tone. Recalling how she was nearly murdered every time he left, she then crossed her arms and glared at him. When Tieran approached, she took a step back, until her back met the horse’s warm rump, but she did not lower her eyes. Not wanting to be trapped, she started away. He caught her arm and pulled her in front of him.

      “You throw down the gauntlet and run?” he asked. “If you challenge me, I will respond. And I will not let you back down.”

      “You owe me an explanation,” she mumbled.

      “I owe you no such thing.”

      Sensing she would lose this battle, She leaned into his warm body before he was able to trap her and looked up at him with what she hoped was a beseeching look.

      “Sorry?” She tried. She jumped as his arm circled her and pulled her against him again.

      “Watch yourself, mage.”

      Sela chose to say nothing. He held her gaze, and she tried not to be aware of how warm he was. His scent was ensnaring her senses in a way that left her feeling almost enchanted again. The steadiness of his gaze, his chiseled features, the muscular frame that moved with inhuman speed and strength ... why was she aware of all of him, his every movement, when she could not recall feeling that way about anyone else?

      With his intensity, what would his kiss be like? Certainly she would not forget it!

      Embarrassed by the thought, her gaze went to his chest. She rested against him, listening to the sound of his heartbeat and comforted by the heat of his body through his tunic.

      “There is more than one way to tame that fire of yours, mage.”

      Her face grew hot and confusion spun through her. Was he baiting her?

      Tieran moved away from her towards his horse. She watched him mount and turned towards the small fire the others had built beyond the copse.

      “Sela.”

      She froze, unaccustomed to hearing her name on the savage’s lips and liking how it sounded.

      “I can’t be devoted to your protection while the man who murdered my sisters still lives,” he said quietly. “I do not think you understand what it means for me to take my place at your side. I will perform my duty, but I must have my vengeance first. ”

      She faced him again. He was impossible for her to read and for once, he was sharing his thoughts.

      “I don’t blame you. I’m sorry I appeared before you had your vengeance. You have a duty to me as well. I hope I live through your quest for vengeance,” she murmured, perplexed but impressed he made the effort. “May I ask where you are going?”

      “If the gods have any mercy on me, to a brothel.”

      “What does that have to do with revenge?” she snapped, startled by the flare of anger she experienced at the thought.

      “Don’t leave camp, and you’ll be safe.” He mounted the horse without a look at her.

      Their peaceful moment broken, Sela whirled and marched back to the camp set up by the three men – men who were, by all rights, her enemies. Tieran was consumed by the need for revenge, even if it meant she died in the process.

      The sounds of Tieran’s horse galloping faded. Furious, she sat down with her back against a log and glared at the fire. The other three were passing around rations.

      “Where goes your guardian now?” the wind mage demanded, irritated.

      “To find a whore, apparently,” she replied. “These Inlanders are savages.”

      Citon chuckled. “Are you hungry, mage?”

      She shook her head. She did not remember the last time she ate. Telling herself she was not hungry, she knew it was more a sign of mourning. She missed Karav. Exhausted, fatigued, recovering from her wound, she sometimes hoped she might join him and return to the magic.

      “I have never witnessed a water mage in action,” Vinian said. “It will be interesting, though I cannot imagine you are more powerful than air.”

      “I can be,” she replied in the same haughty tone. “Near the ocean? A large enough lake or river? You couldn’t face me.”

      “I dammed you before.”

      “I had no guardian at that point. I had no control.”

      “True. I imagine I can dam you again, though,” he persisted.

      “I fail to see how the air can challenge a force like the ocean,” she retorted.

      “I fail to see how you believe it cannot!” he replied. “Air is everywhere. Water is not. I didn’t become the most powerful wind mage in my kingdom without –”

      “Like children,” Lord Winlin interrupted, gaze on Citon. “Perhaps I don’t want a ward. How do you handle yours?”

      Sela and Vinian both glared at him.

      Citon smiled. “You grow accustomed to their tantrums eventually.”

      Sela was quiet, brooding alongside the wind mage.

      Her hand went to her side. The stitches were painful, itchy, tugging at the skin around her wound. She had no salve to soothe the burn.

      She was surprised to hear hoof beats soon after Tieran left. He came into view and dismounted. He could not have gone far, and returned with nothing, which left her more intrigued by his purpose in leaving at all. How was he seeking vengeance by leaving their camp for a few moments?

      “We will see who is stronger, mage, when we near the largest lake in Biu,” Vinian said.

      “Very well,” she agreed. “Away from our keepers, who do not understand.” She shivered, feeling the chill of pre-dawn in the air.

      “Aye. I find it amusing you have no power here and I have all mine, yet you challenge me.”

      “I’m a mage as well,” she reminded him. “Where I come from, we are respected and treated equally, even the dreaded she-mage.”

      Citon glanced up at her, amused. Tieran strode into camp and all but flung his saddlebags down. He was agitated again. He paced like an edgy predator and rubbed his jaw, pensive, as if something as important as vengeance was on his mind.

      “At least I am wanted for my magic, not for the bloodline,” Vinian said.

      “When you see what water magic does, you’ll understand,” she replied, eyes on Tieran.

      “Nay, mage, you will discover the truth yourself. As powerful as you may be, you are not sought primarily for your magic.”

      She frowned at him. “I am the strongest mage. Of course I’m sought for my magic.”

      “What he means, Sela, is that these men and all the rest of them pursuing you regard you as a broodmare in heat to be bred,” Tieran interjected.

      She stared at him, face hot. “I’m … I am not … did you say broodmare?” she sputtered. “I am not in heat like some animal! And I certainly don’t intend to be bred!” she retorted. “This may be how women are regarded in the Inlands, but I’m of noble birth. You sava –” She swallowed her words.

      “You what?” he snapped, facing her.

      “Well, if I am a broodmare what are you?” she managed. “A sheep herder?”

      “A stallion gelded by an oath taken to a crafty old man who knew what you were when he sold you to me.”

      Citon’s rolling laugh filled the air. The wind mage’s mouth gaped in silent offense. Lord Winlin grinned openly.

      “My goodness,” Sela muttered, rolling her eyes. “I don’t believe this at all. I’m not an animal. I am of value because I can control the seas around my king’s enemies!”

      “They don’t deny it, do they?” Tieran challenged. He sat down and pulled free a dagger from his saddlebags, along with a whetting stone. “And you know you’re the source of mages.”

      Sela studied all three of the foreigners. The wind mage avoided her gaze while the two mage-warriors exchanged a look.

      “He speaks the partial truth,” Citon said at last. “You are wanted for your ability to control the seas and channels around the islands. But wars can last for many seasons, and sometimes, a century. The king who possesses the sole source of magic capable of producing mages will be victorious.”

      Her mouth fell open.

      “You can produce an army of mages,” Tieran added. “If a war is brewing, what king wouldn’t want you strapped to a bed - ”

      “Tieran!” she exclaimed.

      “They’ll breed you until you produce enough mages to win a war,” he finished.

      “For a savage, you are wise. Your skill with the weapon is unmatched,” Lord Winlin said. “I don’t suppose you can be bribed to join any king’s war?”

      “My family is of a mercenary guild. However, my duty now is to prevent a certain water mage from being raped or killed or stabbing herself again,” Tieran responded.

      “It's good you think of that now,” she grumbled. “I thought you wanted me dead, so you would be free of me.”

      “We tried it. It didn’t work, did it?” Tieran snapped, lifting his eyes from his blade to meet her gaze.

      “If we went to my king, he would protect us.”

      “And you would be his slave. You said you wanted your freedom. Only here can you be free.”

      She looked away, hating that his argument made sense. Whether or not she would be considered a broodmare, she would be forced to murder men at the behest of her king.

      The truth was, she had never wanted to hurt anyone and dreaded the idea of going to war. She could not bring herself to kill in self-defense when cornered in the inne, and she would never wipe out an army or entire town unless forced to do so. Karav made her promise she would not obey any order she found immoral or unfair – and murdering was both.

      “I like your way of handling mages better than ours,” Lord Winlin said, entertained.

      “Speaking of handling, if you ever touch me again without my permission, I will not stop Tieran the next time he wishes to kill you,” Sela said to the unbound mage-warrior.

      “Now that sounds like an arrogant mage.” Citon chuckled.

      “Peace, mage,” Lord Winlin said and inclined his head. His attention went to Tieran. “I will not. I make that promise to both of you.”

      Tieran nodded once, accepting the apology she would have refused.

      “I’m not a broodmare,” Sela muttered, stung by the image in her head. She pulled her knees to her chest and rested her chin on one, feeling exposed and out of place at the notion of being nothing more than an animal in heat.

      “Is that what you and your brother would have done to me?” She addressed Lord Winlin.

      “Aye. And used you to destroy the other islands. He doesn’t believe in allowing anyone to survive. After you won his war, he would do as Tieran said and strap you down until you produced the amount of heirs he desired.”

      She glanced at Tieran, dismayed, and suddenly wondering if that was his plan as well – to use her to create his own empire among the savages.

      Tieran rolled his eyes. “No, mage,” her guardian replied. “The Inlands are not like that. We don’t enslave our people for our own glory.”

      Sela believed him. From what she had witnessed, the Inlanders were not interested in anything but gold and independence.

      “She has not eaten in too long,” Citon said to him. “She grows weak. The period of mourning is almost over, isn’t it?”

      “It's over when I say it is,” she replied. “According to the mage code –”

      “The one you created?” Tieran challenged.

      She glared at him.

      “You told him?” the wind mage demanded of her.

      “I didn’t! He can read my thoughts!” she replied.

      “The period of mourning is over today,” Tieran said firmly.

      Ignoring him, Sela stared into the dancing flames. They gradually lulled her into relaxation. The others spoke around her, but her thoughts were on her former guardian. She did not think she could ever let go of him.

      Twice she glanced at Tieran. Had he felt this pain when his sisters were murdered? Was he capable of feeling anything?

      She crept close to the fire. Dawn came, brightening the dark sky and reminding her she had not slept enough to feel refreshed by the new day.

      Soon after, Citon extinguished the fire, and the men rose. Sela pulled herself out of her thoughts and stood as well. The others started towards the horses. She trailed.

      “We can rest at the next town then travel tomorrow morning,” Tieran told Citon.

      “You think it wise to stop for a day?” Lord Winlin asked.

      “We’ll be safe,” Tieran answered.

      “We faced some trouble negotiating passage through the Inlands,” Citon responded.

      “There will be no trouble.”

      Citon and Lord Winlin exchanged a look. He was not answering their concerns. It was unlike Tieran to speak indirectly about anything. What was he hiding? Did he plan to ambush the men and take their gold?

      The cold morning sank into her skin, turning her thoughts to her fatigue. Sela shivered, tired and miserable. Tieran mounted and pulled her up in front of him. She welcomed his warmth and relaxed into his arms.

      “Inland rules. Do not speak to anyone or look at anyone,” he reminded her quietly. “Understood?”

      “Yes,” she grumbled.

      All the men but Tieran seemed tense as they rode around a hill towards a small village nestled in a shallow valley. Sela was too tired to tense, and Tieran was comfortable in the lawless Inlands. The town was quiet, its residents not yet awake in the early morning, with the exception of five men on horseback waiting to challenge – or rob – anyone who entered the town.

      When they saw Tieran, however, they waved and moved aside, allowing him and his companions through.

      Tieran rode up to a five-story inne that bore the symbol of a sword cutting a blade of grass on its sign. He led them to the stables in the back and tossed a copper coin to a dirty boy lingering in the shadows. The boy took their horses.

      Sela kept close to her guardian as they entered through the back of the inne, recalling her disgust from the short time spent in the hold of his uncle. She had no intention of being cornered by any Inland savages again.

      Tieran nodded in greeting to the innekeeper, who was setting food on the table for a few early travelers. The innekeeper waved.

      Tieran led them to a set of stairs and up to the fourth floor.

      “Three rooms,” he said, indicating the first three doors on the right. “Keep the doors barred. If you go for food, go armed and in pairs. If you’re challenged, strike first.”

      The three nodded, with the wind mage taking the room between the two warriors. Tieran stopped at the fourth door and opened it. Sela hesitated.

      “I don’t get my own room?” she asked innocently.

      At his look, she entered quickly. He closed the door behind her then dropped his saddlebags on one pallet. Stripping out of his weapons, he placed them with more care on the pallet and pulled off his boots. Satisfied, he stretched out on the other pallet.

      Sela frowned at him. “Why are we traveling with them, and why are we really stopping here?”

      He lowered his arm from his eyes to look at her. “Do you read my mind?”

      “No. But I know you’re hiding something.”

      “It's not your concern.”

      She threw her cloak at him. “It is indeed my concern!”

      “You will go where I tell you to, mage!” Irritated, Tieran sat up and flung the cloak away.

      “I will not!”

      Tieran stood. Instead of backing down, she crossed her arms.

      “I have a right to know my own fate,” she added. “You said I was free. This is not freedom!”

      He eyed her and took a step towards her. Sela retreated while refusing to cede the point. When her back hit the wall, she sucked in a breath, waiting.

      Tieran placed his palms against the wall behind her and braced an arm on either side of her head. He leaned down until their eyes were even, their noses almost touching.

      “We stopped here, because I’m going to kill the man who murdered my sisters, mage.” The words, spoken softly, carried the full weight of his conviction and fury.

      “I won’t be used for vengeance,” she reminded him.

      “I don’t need you. I plan to do it myself.” After a breath or two, he dropped his arms and returned to the bed, flinging himself down again.

      She leaned her head back. If anything, she was irritated Tieran had yet to see a use in traveling with a mage. He claimed not to need her. Was it because he doubted her, or because he wanted to do this himself?

      A confrontation with him always left her drained. She sighed in exhaustion.

      “Come here, mage,” he said. “I know you cannot sleep alone.”

      “I’m not sleeping with you,” she retorted.

      “If I have to come to you …”

      “Must everything be a threat?”

      “Now.”

      Sela hurried forward, hating herself for reacting to his tone. She sat on the pallet and pulled off her boots then settled with her back to his side, as she used to Karav. It was harder to relax here than on the horse.

      “He’s gone.”

      “I know that.”

      “You think of him often,” Tieran observed.

      “What I think about is not your concern.”

      The pallet rustled, and he shifted behind her. Sela almost objected when Tieran wrapped one arm around her waist and pulled her into his body. He placed his other beneath her neck, jostling her until she relented and lifted her head to allow his bicep to fill the space between her head and shoulder. Sela started to wriggle out of his grip, uncomfortable with the warmth streaking through her body.

      “Settle, mage,” Tieran growled. He wrapped his arm around her neck and brought her head back to his shoulder.

      With a sigh, she obeyed. Her body went lax. She did not want to be comfortable in his arms, but she was. With the wall of strength at her back and his secure grip, he made her feel more fragile than she wanted to be and safer than she had felt since setting foot in the Inlands. He was warm and solid, his body molded against hers.

      “No more starving yourself or refusing to sleep.” Tieran’s voice was quiet.

      “I’m in-”

      “You are trying to join him in the water magic or whatever it is you believe will happen if you kill yourself. I hear those thoughts.”

      She strained against him.

      “Karav is gone. Refusing me or harming yourself won’t bring him back.”

      Sela stilled, focusing on her breathing. She did not want to admit he was right. She did not want to let go of Karav because that meant accepting that her life relied on a savage consumed by vengeance.

      “Murdering your sisters’ killer won’t bring them back either,” she pointed out.

      “No, it won’t.” Tieran’s tone was clipped. “But it might let me sleep at night without dreaming about how they died.”

      Sela chewed her lower lip. Pain was in his tone. She did not want to admit the infuriating guardian she did not want was capable of emotion and depth. To acknowledge his suffering would threaten the buffer she had placed between them.

      “You wish me to take my place at your side and yet you fail to accept yours is at mine, Sela,” he said, hearing the thoughts.

      The unexpected gentleness in his roughened voice bothered her. She was able to deal with his domineering orders, but learning there was another side to him made it impossible for her to keep the distance between them she desperately wanted.

      The pain and fatigue within her unfurled.

      Karav was gone. She belonged to Tieran, who had been chosen by Karav himself to take care of her. She had no idea where she was going next, how they were going to survive the Inlands with so many enemies, whether she would ever return to her home again. She did not trust her warrior, whose duty to her was second to his vendetta, and did not know what alternative there was to staying with him.

      Admitting any of this aloud, trusting Tieran, meant placing herself in a position where she would be vulnerable again. After losing Karav, she could not bear such a thought. Not when the pain remained fresh.

      And yet … as different as Tieran was, there was much about him she found herself admiring, against her better judgment. If he stepped up and accepted his duty, he would be unrivaled, a mage-warrior matching those of legend. His potential left her in awe, while his obstinacy infuriated her. Was it possible to admire him and hate him at the same time?

      If Tieran read these thoughts, he said nothing. It was a small mercy but one she appreciated.
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      She awoke when she felt Tieran move. Sela reached out for him instinctively.

      “Tieran,” she murmured.

      “I’m here, Sela.”

      Sela sighed. She had been expecting Karav’s voice. The reminder he was gone left her empty, aching. She stared at the ceiling for a moment before asking the question she wanted to the night before.

      “Tieran, why are we traveling with the others? You don’t need them.”

      He did not respond. Sela’s gaze dropped to him. He wore his breeches and boots but was bare-chested, washing his face in a basin near the door. She looked his body over, impressed by the evidence of his strength, even after seeing him in battle and feeling how strong he was when he held her. His shoulders and back were broad, and muscles bunched and released with his movement. She found herself fascinated by the rounded shape of his thick biceps and the way his flared back whittled down to a narrow waist and hips. The transition was like stone worn and shaped by a river, slashed down the middle by a long cut from a sword.

      As if feeling her gaze, Tieran turned. He was always guarded, even in private with her. He wiped his hands on a linen cloth then crossed his muscular arms.

      Sela’s cheeks were warm. She cleared her throat, not understanding why she often felt self-conscious and fevered around him.

      “I can heal the wound on your back,” she said. “It's a benefit of being trapped with a water mage.”

      She held out her hand. Tieran shifted towards her. She motioned for him to turn around. Sela rested her palm against the hot skin beside the wound on his back. The agitated skin calmed with her touch and stitched itself back together.

      He healed faster than Karav ever had. She experienced the faint trickle of water magic once more. It was not hers. It came from him.

      “Better,” she said, frowning.

      What was it about Tieran that made him special?

      He was quiet as he pulled on his tunic.

      She suspected he had no intention of answering her original question at all and leaned over to tug on her boots.

      “I am trying to determine where we are going,” he said at last.

      She looked up. “What do you mean? We are not going back to your uncle’s?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because being there puts my clan in danger.”

      “You should’ve listened to me,” Sela said.

      He settled a look on her, and she busied herself with her boots once more. When he turned away, she glanced up.

      “I know how it feels to leave your family,” she murmured. “I’m sorry the magic forced you to go.”

      “Dress quickly.”

      She frowned, dissatisfied.

      He strapped on his weapons. The sight of Karav’s sword on Tieran’s back made her pause. Were they destined to be at odds with one another for the rest of their lives?

      “Tieran, I…” She stopped when he glanced at her. He’d feel what she wanted to say, but he showed no sign he was going to finish her thought this time. “Will we ever be friends?”

      “Were you friends with Karav?”

      “Yes. We trusted one another with our lives.”

      “It might be possible one day for that to be true.”

      Why did his answer disappoint her? Did some part of her want him to trust her? Her to trust him? “I know where we can go. Where I grew up, the palace –”

      “No.”

      A knock at the door made him tense. He motioned her to step back then opened it. A servant boy stood outside with his eyes on the ground and his hands thrust above his head. They held a satchel. After a glance down the hallway, Tieran snatched the satchel and closed the door. He sheathed his sword and dumped the contents of the leather bag on the bed.

      “This was in Karav’s saddlebags,” he said. “No gold. Only these.”

      “Messages,” Sela said, gazing at the six scrolls of varying quality and size that tumbled out. “This one looks old.” She lifted the message whose parchment was cracking with age.

      “Waste of a good satchel,” Tieran muttered.

      “Tieran, this one bears the seal of the royal house,” she said, surprised. They were all addressed to Karav, which meant they were now Tieran’s. “May I open them?”

      “Why would I care?”

      “They’re marked for my warrior.”

      Tieran’s disinterested glance was enough of a response. He was positioning his weapons around his body.

      Sela started with the one that appeared to be the oldest. Its quality of parchment was the worst, and the unfamiliar seal chipped. It was not the seal of a noble house but of a tradesmen’s house.

      

      My brother, Karav:

      I write to thank you for the silver and to remind you I would rather see your face again than coins. Your nephews grow stronger each day and say they will follow you to the Seat of Vurdu. I tell them they are better off as sheepherders, like their father.

      

      She smiled, reading the spirited message to Karav. It was dated over a season before, before Karav took her away from the palace city on their strange adventure. She had never thought to ask Karav about his past. She did not even know he had a sister. The letter showed the signs of having been read many times. Karav had taken few personal belongings with him, and this was one.

      Troubled by her own oversight, Sela lowered the missive. Worse was knowing Karav’s sister likely would not know his fate. She studied the seal, unable to determine what exactly it was with half of it missing.

      She knew Tieran’s family history after knowing the Inlander for only a sennight. How was it she never thought to ask Karav anything about himself?

      “What does it say?” Tieran asked, sensing her mood change.

      Sela held it out to him.

      “I don’t read.”

      “You can’t read?” she echoed, astonished. “Every civilized …”

      He eyed her.

      “It’s a letter from Karav’s sister to him.” Sela smiled. “It’s charming. His family misses him. They don’t know he’s not coming back.”

      “Men die every day.”

      “I can’t just dismiss him that easily!”

      Tieran said nothing.

      “I don’t see him as a sheepherder, either,” Sela mused. “His family was noble in name but seems to be very poor.”

      “Sheepherder?” Tieran snorted.

      Sela hesitated, eyes on the five remaining scrolls. She was excited but worried about what the one bearing the royal seal would say. Was she being banished from the kingdom after being away so long? Was there a warrant out for her, the way there seemed to be from the other kingdoms?

      Or … a command to return home?

      The seal was broken, meaning Karav had read it. He never mentioned it to her, though.

      She opened it. The long, thick cloth was stamped with colorful seals and careful drawings of the Seat of Vurdu beneath writing that was finer and evener than any she’d ever seen. She frowned. Her father’s seal was missing. It was unusual for it not to appear immediately beneath that of his brother, the king.

      Sela skimmed through the formal, flowery language of the court. Her breathing froze in her chest as she reached the specifics of the decree, and she lowered the message, staring into space.

      “What is it?” Tieran’s impatience was clear in his voice. He took the message and held it upside down. “What are these drawings?”

      “The colors are seals of royal and higher noble houses from those who advise the king,” she said. “It is how they show support for a royal decree.”

      “This is a decree.” He tossed it. “You know my thoughts on such matters.”

      “No kings, gods or priests will tell you what to do.” Sela stretched for it and rolled it. Looking over the remaining four scrolls, each bearing the seal of a high level noble house, she decided she did not want to know what they said. “My father’s seal is not here.”

      Had her father not agreed with the marriage everyone assumed would occur?

      Puzzled, Sela debated not telling Tieran what the decree said. There was a time she thought she would welcome the words within.

      What had changed and when? Was it the newfound knowledge of why her king wanted her in the first place? To use and then breed her like livestock? Was it her desire to be free?

      Or … the silent objection from her father, in the form of the absence of his seal? She had missed him every day since he left. Had he sent word to Karav at all the past fourteen moons?

      “Speak, mage,” Tieran ordered.

      “It’s a decree from my king to return at once to the Seat of Vurdu to marry his son,” she said.

      Tieran laughed. Sela flushed.

      “What makes you laugh? That a woman mage is valued by the royalty?” she demanded.

      “No, mage,” he said mockingly. “That any man – even a king – believes he can give such an order.”

      “Do Inlander women have a choice in who they marry?” Sela cocked her head to the side, studying Tieran more closely. His roughly hewn features and hazel eyes gave no sign he took the decree seriously. Why did she expect him to?

      Maybe because, until now, she had assumed Karav would obey every order their king gave. Yet he had received this order without informing her, and defied it openly to continue searching the Inlands for Tieran.

      “Do kings usually decree who nobles wed?” Tieran asked.

      “Always,” she murmured. “Nobles are required to seek his permission before marrying, or to wed who he directs.”

      “We are Inlanders. We answer to no one and neither do our women,” Tieran said. He made it sound simple. Relief unfurled within her. She didn’t know why she had been worried he would return her. Was not a palace life what she always wanted? And to marry the king’s son?

      “My father doesn’t support the decree, or his seal would be here,” she said and tossed the missive in the pile of scrolls. “Perhaps that’s why Karav didn’t tell me or take me home.”

      “Your father couldn’t just tell the king he refused the command?”

      “That’s not how things are done in my kingdom,” she replied.

      “Here, you can decide whom you marry,” he said.

      We answer to no one. She had never had a day in her life when she did not answer to someone. She still did not, not with Tieran. He was different, though, and Sela considered what she knew about him. He did not have the desire to obey his king or gods like Karav did. No, the Inlander did not recognize any authority outside his own vows, and she was one of them.

      Which left her confused. There was a part of her that yearned to be at court again, in a place where she was never cold or hungry or dirty, where she was safe and protected and treated well.

      It was also a place where her movement would be restricted once more. There was no endless sky or fields and hills if she was to live within the palace walls, and she would become a tool for the king to wield as he saw fit before he treated her as an animal to be bred.

      “Do we not need some level of protection from all those who seek me out?” she asked, conflicted. “The king could grant that.”

      “Aye, he could and then lock you in the dungeon until he was satisfied with the amount of heirs you produced.”

      Her face grew warmer. “Aren’t you concerned that we might not have a choice in where we go one day?”

      “There is no need to think of tomorrow if we can’t survive today.”

      “If I don’t return, they’ll send men to hunt me down. What would you have us do?” she asked. “Live on horseback and sleep every night on the ground?”

      “There is no shame in such a life, especially if it keeps you alive.”

      “Don’t you want a home, Tieran? A family?” she persisted, distraught. “To be able to sleep in your own pallet without worrying about whether or not you’ll wake up to find a sword at your throat?”

      Tieran stilled. The Inlander was quiet before resuming his movement.

      “We both had homes once, and here we are. You can have those things without settling in one place,” he said in a hard voice. “If you disagree, maybe I will collect the gold your king puts on your head and leave you in his dungeon. A life on horseback suits me.” Defensive once more, he reached down to snatch the saddlebags off the ground.

      “I’m not saying that.” She did not know how to express her inner turmoil. “Where are we going today?” she asked instead.

      “You go nowhere,” he replied. “I will take my revenge this morning.”

      “Revenge,” she repeated. “Right now?

      “Aye.”

      He jammed another two daggers into the saddlebags.

      “What does that entail?” she asked. “You are not facing an army alone, are you?”

      “I will do to him what he did to me.”

      “But didn’t he murder your little sisters?” It then dawned on her what he meant. “You’re going to murder his family?”

      “His wife and child.”

      Sela watched him uneasily in silence. While she understood him to be capable of violence, it had never crossed her mind he could – or would – murder a child.

      “There is no honor in this,” she said. “How could you –”

      “This is Inlander justice.”

      “You said this man was committing Inlander justice against your family and murdered them. You also called him a coward!”

      “If you are wise, you will hold your tongue.” Tieran glared at her. He yanked the door open and walked out.

      Sela remained in the middle of the room for only a breath before striding out into the hallway. The image of Tieran murdering a little boy or girl left her feeling ill – and angry.

      “You cannot do this, Tieran!” she called after him.

      He stopped.

      Sela resisted the urge to retreat. “Murdering a child will not bring you peace.”

      “What do you know of what will bring me peace?” he retorted and faced her.

      “I don’t need to know you or your customs to understand pain cannot be righted with more pain!”

      “You have no understanding of the world,” he snapped and turned to leave.

      “If you do this, I’ll leave!” she shouted.

      “Then I will murder them and find you, as always, and you will not like what follows!” he yelled back.

      She wracked her brain for any leverage she had against him. “Then I will marry that Lord Winlin, and you will be forced to leave the Inlands and serve another man’s gods, king, and priests! You will lose your freedom. All of it!”

      He strode towards her. He stopped with his toes touching hers, his body rigid and eyes blazing.

      Sela refused to back down.

      “Do it,” he said in the soft, dangerous voice that made her insides quake.

      She glared up at him, hating that he knew her mind well enough to understand she was losing her desire to chain herself to a man and king she did know, let alone to one she did not.

      “I’m not the only one who values freedom,” Tieran said.

      Furious he meant to follow through and even angrier she had no choice but to spend her life with mage-warrior with morals against everything she believed in, Sela whirled. “I’m taking my horse. You better pray I do not reach a body of water before you find me!” she yelled over her shoulder. “I will drown you!”

      “You won’t last half a day on your own!”

      Her pace quickened until she was running. Tears of anger blurred her eyes, and Sela found herself cursing Karav for abandoning her to the Inlander brute who had no heart and hated her more than she did him. How was she supposed to spend her life with him? He spoke of freedom, but she was little more than a slave to him, forced to go where he went, and unable to speak her mind without him threatening her.

      She reached the stables and jerkily placed the saddle and bridle on the horse Karav had left. The well-bred gelding stood still. She finished and paused, sucking in deep breaths to calm herself.

      What had the savage done with her horse anyway?

      She breathed out a puff of air, forcing herself to calm.

      What would Karav advise her to do? He always had the answers. Without him, she felt lost in every way. Her former guardian had been noble, honorable, and always willing to do what was right, no matter what the expense to himself. He had never once placed her in danger or abandoned her when she was distressed.

      He would never murder an innocent child.

      How could a man like Tieran ever have cared for anyone, when he was willing to murder the helpless for vengeance? At one point, he had to have loved his sisters. Was their loss so great, he was blind to the wrong he was about to commit, or was this Inlander custom? Or a matter of vengeance to settle his wounded pride?

      Her thoughts went to the woman she had not saved at his uncle’s hold. Her inaction left her feeling guilty. What would Tieran feel, when he realized what he had done?

      What would she feel, if she did not act to save a life now?

      Her anger faded. Karav had told her never to obey a command that went against her better judgment. This was not a command – but it did go against what she thought was moral and just. Further, she had heard Karav speak his regrets to her in his final days. Whatever he had done earlier in his life, it continued to haunt him, thirty seasons later.

      Tieran was not rational about his vengeance. Karav would tell her that meant he was driven by emotion, not reason. The Inlander had been reluctant to speak of his sisters when Sela asked about them. She assumed he did not trust her. But was it because he could not bear the pain of speaking of them instead?

      Whatever she thought of him as a guardian, Tieran had, in his past, cared for someone else, enough to blind him to his actions now. At times, she glimpsed the side of him that was more like Karav than an Inlander. He had tried to perform his duty to her with mixed results. Would a normal Inlander had done that much?

      Tieran was a man, and men were capable of making mistakes.

      What would Karav have done, if she were in Tieran’s place?

      This answer was easier. Karav never would have allowed her to go in the first place. He would have told her revenge was not worth the burden of what it cost to see it through, that no man could live with hurting a child, even a rabid Inlander mercenary.

      Sela led her horse out of the barn and mounted. She scanned the surrounding area. Her eyes settled on a lone figure on horseback, racing south up a small hill.

      She set off after Tieran. Urgency filled her, along with the impulse to cry. She could not help feeling the loss of Karav whenever she considered not only what pain Tieran likely bore, but also that of the family whose child and mother he was about to murder. There was no justice, Inlander or otherwise, in killing the innocent.

      The sense of being helpless flooded her. She had watched Karav disappear over a hill to his death, and now, saw her new guardian disappear to a worse fate. The tears that stung her eyes were those of anger and frustration. For the first time in her life, she felt truly powerless to change what was going to happen. Karav may have been her guardian, and may have made all the decisions about her life, but he had never made her feel as if she did not matter, or as if she had no control over herself and fate.

      It was as much for her own sake as Tieran’s that she raced up the hill after him. If she did not try to stop him, if she allowed him to murder innocents, she was a savage no better than he was. Karav had taught her to use her power in defense only, and to take no life unless absolutely necessary.

      Tieran was about to violate everything Karav had taught her to believe in, everything a mage-warrior was supposed to stand for.

      Sela reached the top of the hill and wiped her eyes, halting her horse.

      In the valley between hills, Tieran’s horse stood outside the tent at the edge of a small grouping of tents. He appeared from the interior of the tent outside which his horse waited, dragging a woman by her hair and carrying a little girl no more than five seasons under one arm.

      Sela’s heart and breath felt trapped in her tight chest. She nudged her horse forward, already gauging the distance to be too far to reach Tieran in time to stop him. Even if she did, how could she prevent him from following through? She had no power in the barbaric Inlands and could never pose a challenge to him physically.

      “Please don’t,” she whispered over and over. More tears rose.

      Tieran released the woman and placed the child nearby. The woman rose, but he shoved her back down with a foot in her back. The little girl scrambled on hands and knees to her mother and clung to her. The two were crying, and so was Sela.

      What kind of man murdered a mother and child?

      Tieran drew his broadsword and hefted it. The blue gem in its hilt glowed. He glanced towards the sky.

      “Please don’t!” Sela chanted over and over.

      Tieran raised the sword, positioned to drive it through both bodies. He paused to the top of the swing and then slashed downward.

      “No!” Sela gasped. She stopped the horse close to the three and flung herself off, standing in horror.

      The girl moved, and then the mother did. Tieran had driven his sword into the ground beside them, mere hairs away from the woman’s body. He let out a roar of fury and strode away.

      Swallowing her tears, Sela hurried towards the mother and daughter.

      The woman wrapped her daughter in her arms. Both sobbed and shook, and Sela looked from them towards Tieran, hardly daring to believe the savage had not been able to follow through.

      In that moment, with adrenaline racing though her body, clearing her troubled thoughts, Sela understood Tieran in a way that had eluded her before. His threats, his intimidation, his fiery responses to everything she said, were for the purpose of hiding his pain. He had pushed her away because he had lost those he cared about.

      How had she missed all this before?

      Because I did the same to him. She hated this answer and the clarity it provided into her own flawed behavior.

      Sela gazed at him, struck by what his act of not being able to murder a child showed her about him. He had lived and breathed vengeance for over a season. When he had the chance to take from his enemy what his enemy had taken from him, he could not do it. He had the strength, the weapon, and the justification.

      He’s not who I thought he was. Was she proud or furious? Sela’s emotions were too jumbled for her to tell.

      The Inlander had put some distance between him and the family. His hands were on his hips, his face turned towards the sky and eyes closed. He did not acknowledge her.

      The sobbing of mother and child drew Sela’s focus back to them.

      She helped the woman up. “Go,” she said. “Quickly.” She pushed the two towards their tiny encampment and watched them until satisfied they were safe. They entered the encampment and went straight to the horses. The two of them mounted without bridles or saddles and bolted towards the west.

      The Inlander remained where he was. Drawing a shaky breath, Sela approached him. She circled and stood in front of him. Fury boiled within her.

      She slapped him. “That’s for tormenting an innocent woman and her child!” she said, throat tight. She slapped him again. “And that’s for forcing me to understand who you really are! I want to hate you, Tieran!”

      Tieran leveled his gaze on her without reacting. A flicker of the feral fire sparked within them. He was dangerous to everyone else – but not to her. Never to her, no matter what he claimed. If he could not harm the family of his sworn enemy, he would never harm the woman he had taken an oath to.

      He reached out to her.

      “Don’t touch me!” Sela snapped and moved away. “You deserve to suffer for what has passed here!” Her breathing was uneven, and tears streaked her face with more threatening to spill. “If a man murdered your family, you murder him. You do not pursue his family like a coward!” She spat the words at him. “You have never hurt me, because you promised a dead man you never would. You are better than the coward who is your enemy! Your heart is scarred, but it is good. Whether or not you wish to be, you are honorable! And I hate you for it!”

      Without waiting for him to respond, she strode back to her horse and mounted. Her eyes fell to Tieran’s horse, a mount he had borrowed or stolen from the stables. She trotted towards it, gripped the reins, and then turned towards the route she had come. She nudged her gelding into a canter and returned to the inn.

      Their three reluctant companions were at the stables, preparing their horses. Sela slid off her mount and handed over both horses to a stable hand.

      “You may go, but we are not leaving today,” she snapped at her companions.

      “Did you kill him?” Vinian asked.

      She glared at him.

      “Then I take it your offer to marry me was not serious.” Lord Winlin was smiling.

      “I am not a broodmare!” Sela rounded on him, fed up with men ruling her life for the day. “I will not wed you or anyone else. If I were near a lake or river, I’d drown you all!”

      Citon laughed, earning him the disapproving look of his mage.

      Sela whipped around and raced through the inne, back to the room she had shared with Tieran. She closed the door – and broke down in tears. Throwing herself onto a pallet as hard as the ground, she released the sorrow of losing Karav that had been eating her up inside, along with her frustration and fear of an uncertain future, and the distress she experienced when she believed Tieran capable of murdering a mother and child.

      Worst of all, she felt hopeful for their future together for the first time since meeting him. What if they could become friends and learn to trust one another? Did she want that?

      Confusion added to her tears.

      She cried until a headache formed. Sela fell into a restless doze, dreaming of Tieran watching his sisters die. When she awoke, she was surprised to find him absent. She glanced towards the small window above the bed. It was dusk. She had wasted the day she could have used to escape him.

      Except … she had no idea where to go or how to travel there alone. The three men she had met in her journey would not humor any destination except the ones leading straight back to their kings. And Tieran had no intention of going anywhere at all.

      Since Karav’s death, she had been lost and frustrated, not only because of Tieran’s obstinacy, but because she had no idea what she wanted her future to be. If she could choose to go anywhere, do anything, what would she do?

      She did not know, and she could not comprehend exactly what it meant to be free. Instead of leaving the inne, she remained, because she had nowhere else to go.

      Exhausted from crying, with eyes swollen and throat hurting, Sela closed her eyes. Perhaps, she would remain here until the innkeeper threw her out, then find a lake and drown herself.

      The door opened. She did not have to look to know Tieran was in the doorway.

      “Leave me be,” she muttered, too tired for another confrontation.

      As usual, he ignored her. He entered, closing the door behind him. She felt his agitated energy, as if he had spent the day trying not to be around her while the magic in his blood demanded he return to her side. She listened to the sound of him removing his weapons and then his boots.

      He sat on the pallet opposite her.

      “My sisters were three seasons, seven, and twelve,” he said quietly. “My father died in battle two seasons before, and my mother in childbirth. I raised the baby with no help from anyone, aside from my sisters. I raised her as my own.”

      Sela’s breath caught. She swore she would not let anything he said appease her anger with him, until she heard the careful words.

      “I was obsessed with gold, as we Inlanders often are, and I went with my uncle on a raid. When we arrived, the town was empty. It did not take much to realize we had been tricked. When we returned, my village was on fire, and everyone in it dead. Women, children, babes, horses. These were not good, quick deaths, Sela. My uncle’s family was safe in his hold. I was one of the only five men in my mother’s clan to survive.”

      She sat up, eyes riveted to him. Tieran spoke with no emotion, and the feral fire burnt in his gaze. Even so, she sensed the amount of control it took for him to utter the truth about what happened to his family. His fury and pain ran deep.

      “You are too innocent to hear how they died,” he continued. “I failed to protect what was mine to protect. I swore that day the men who hurt them would suffer in ways a woman like you cannot imagine. I have spent the past twelve-moon planning for their deaths. I spent my time selling my sword for copper and silver to buy allies and tracking my enemy across the Inlands. And then I heard the Gift of Knowing, and you appeared with the duty I never wanted. I left my gold behind and rode until I found you.”

      She frowned. Karav had once told her that her heart was as soft as her tongue was sharp. She had never viewed it as a disadvantage before Tieran’s confession. She wanted to maintain some distance between them and instead, wished she could remove the pain that drove him to consider murdering a child.

      “I did not ask for this,” she murmured. “If I could change it, I would.”

      “Why did you follow me instead of running away?”

      When he looked at her with such intensity, as if he already knew the answer, she wanted to scream.

      Sela sighed and looked away. “I could not live with you doing it,” she replied with the half-truth.

      “You are a proud fool,” he said.

      She ignored the insult, lest she say something to destroy his relative calm. “I wanted to save those people,” she replied.

      “Those were not your thoughts when you were begging me not to do it or after, when I spared them.”

      “What does it matter?” she asked, face growing warm.

      “Your way is not the Inlander way. But perhaps, at times, your way is not wrong.”

      She met his gaze again, this time surprised. “Is that … is that an apology?” she asked.

      “Inlanders do not apologize.”

      “But you just did. You know you were wrong! Will you also admit to being honorable?” She ignored his warning look. “I will write this day on a scroll and remember it with reverence every time –”

      “Quiet, mage,” Tieran growled.

      She obeyed, less because of his order, and more because she understood his pain. It had not been easy for him to walk away this day, to spare those he had plotted to murder for over a season.

      “I’m proud of you,” she said. “But I’m not sorry I slapped you.”

      Tieran’s gaze went to the ground, as if he did not know how to handle her when they were not yelling at one another.

      Sela held out her hand in a peace offering.

      He leaned forward and took it, shuddering when her cool magic soothed the fury in his blood. He shifted closer, as if testing her to determine if she had forgiven him. Sela tugged him over to the bed and stretched out on her side.

      Tieran lay on his back beside her, and she relaxed. The tension and agitation fled from his body with the contact of their bodies.

      “How will you avenge your sisters’ deaths?” she asked.

      “I challenged the man who murdered them to a battle in the morning. He is meeting me by the lake.”

      “Lake,” she breathed. “You need my help?”

      “Never.”

      She rolled her eyes and shifted away, leaving him to deal with his fevered blood alone.

      “Settle,” he warned and tugged her back to him. “You are going. I do want to see if you can do anything you claim you can.”

      I can drown you, she thought.

      “Try it, mage.”

      Sela muttered curses she had learned from Karav. “Does your enemy have a name?”

      “Nyan.” His tone carried a lethal note, as if he could murder the man by saying his name. “Sleep. We rise early.”

      For a moment, she debated telling him how sorry she was about his family. She decided not to. If he heard those thoughts, he said nothing, and she suspected his confession this night was one of the only insights she would hear from the man who spoke as few words as possible and rarely about what he felt.

      Drained from the day, Sela closed her eyes and slept.
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      Tieran rose early the next morning, before the sunrise, as the light of dawn began to creep past the horizon.

      Sela roused herself, not about to let him leave for the lake without her. “What of our companions?” she asked. “Will they travel to the lake, too?”

      “No. We’ll return for them.”

      “You never told me why we’re traveling with them.” She sat up and watched him tuck weapons around his body. “Do you intend to ransom them?”

      “Yes.”

      She rolled her eyes. He was distracted and agitated already, his features grave. Sela stretched out and touched his arm.

      Tieran tensed and stilled. The moment her cool magic reached his blood, he relaxed. He moved away and opened a saddlebag. He held out clothing without a word.

      Sela accepted it. She shook the rolls of cloth free. It consisted of a shift and a gown, plain yet well-made. He had spent a silver on it, perhaps a little more.

      “Thank you,” she murmured, touched by the gesture. Did he feel that guilty about yesterday? Or was her honorable savage capable of occasional kindness?

      She placed the gown on the bed.

      A knock at the door undid her magic instantly. Tieran strode to it, knife in hand, and yanked the door open.

      Sela could not hear the words the two exchanged. When Tieran closed the door, his eyes were alive with anger.

      “It seems Nyan thought to strike first,” he said with eagerness she did not share. “He and his men are waiting for me.”

      “Here?” she asked, frowning. “Not at the lake?”

      “Here.”

      “Does this lake exist, or are you tormenting me?” she grumbled.

      “Perhaps I do not feel like being drowned today,” he snapped. Tieran yanked the door open once more, a new charge in his step, and strode out.

      With hands not yet responding to her sleepy mind, Sela changed clothing quickly, from a squire’s ill-made tunic and breeches into Tieran’s gift.  She fumbled with her boots before securing it around her calves. She snatched her cloak and whirled it on, racing after Tieran, who had already exited the inne.

      When she reached the dirt road outside the inne, she was breathless. Her guardian strode towards the stables, but her focus was on the line of horsemen gathered at the edge of the village. Her eyes widened.

      Tieran had not challenged one man to a duel. Dozens of Inlanders stood waiting at the bottom of the hill up which she had ridden the day before.

      Sela raced into the stables after Tieran, who was readying her gelding.

      “Which man is Nyan?” she asked, pausing in the doorway of the open stall.

      “I’m facing all of the men of his clan,” Tieran replied calmly.

      “Alone?”

      “Aye.”

      “And you call me the proud fool.”

      He gave her an irritated look. “I will have my vengeance or die trying.”

      “I’m glad you are content to die, because it appears very likely,” she retorted.

      “Mage,” he growled.

      “You cannot face them all at once, Tieran!”

      “If you do not curb your tongue, I will chain you beside a lake, close enough for it to torment you, far enough it cannot reach you, until I grow tired of you begging me to free you.”

      Sela flushed but bit back her response. Unlike yesterday, there would be no changing his mind this morning.

      She whirled away and strode out of the stables. She went to the edge of the town, facing the men on horseback. She counted them, and her insides twisted.

      Sixty three. Tieran had challenged sixty-three Inlanders to a battle.

      The sky was clear, and only the town well whispered to her. Unlike the wells near Tieran’s uncle’s fortress, this one was not connected to a great body of water for her to call upon. It possessed enough water for her to disable maybe one man.

      What was one man when Tieran would be left facing sixty-two more?

      She was, again, helpless.

      “Of every forsaken land to be trapped in, why am I here, where there is no water?” she muttered.

      Tieran passed her, mounted on the horse Karav had left her.

      “You may die, but don’t hurt my horse!” she shouted after him.

      His focus was ahead of him, his eyes glowing with feral fire similar to that he displayed the night he bound them.

      “What is this madness?” Citon asked, joining her.

      “This is my guardian choosing death over serving me,” she replied.

      “Sixty three,” Citon said. “I’d say his odds of winning are good.”

      She glared up at him. “They would be, if I were close to a lake or the sea.”

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were concerned, mage.” His smile was faint.

      One of the men on horseback dismounted, and Sela’s attention returned to her guardian. By the tension in Tieran’s body, this man was his enemy, Nyan.

      She felt ill. Did she actually care if he died?

      If so, was it because of what happened the day before? Her thoughts about him had changed within the span of a breath, when he chose to spare his enemy’s family. She did not want to think it changed … well, everything between them.

      “You are both young,” Citon observed.

      She had never paid much attention to Tieran’s age. But compared to the seasoned warrior he spoke to, he appeared young. She was one and twenty seasons, and she guessed Tieran to be five and twenty.

      “He is as lost as you,” Citon added. “At least you knew of you mages and magic. He knew nothing but the Inlands before you.”

      “I did not choose to be born a mage or to make him my warrior,” she objected.

      “Neither of you did. But both of you could stand to try to understand one another better. You are bonded for life. You are the only water mage, the first in a hundred seasons. And I have only heard of a mage-warrior fighting like he does in legends. Combined, no king or priest can control either of you. Everyone in the inne overheard your fight yesterday. If freedom is what both of you want, you have a better chance of obtaining it than any other mage and warrior in history, assuming you can become allies.”

      The words were gruff and gentle, spoken in a tone that reminded her enough of Karav, her eyes watered.

      Sela could not refute the truth in his words, as much as her anger wanted her to.

      “By the end of the day, I might not have a warrior,” she returned with no heat. “He chooses his own fate.”

      “Yet here you are, wishing you were near a puddle, so you could help him.”

      She said nothing, uncertain why she bothered trying to talk Tieran out of it, when his death would ensure her freedom. Against her better sense, was she starting to care for the obstinate savage?

      She could not identify what compelled her to watch when she was better off hiding and waiting for their bond to break. His death was a possibility this morning, but she wanted to be nowhere else.

      Whatever discussion Tieran and his enemy held, it was quick. Tieran stepped away and drew his sword, while Nyan strode back towards his line of men and motioned for everyone to dismount.

      “This is madness,” she whispered.

      “It may be in our best interest to help, if he needs it,” Lord Winlin said, joining them. He stood to the other side of Citon, but he was close enough for her to pick up on the enchantment in his air.

      She leaned around Citon and eyed him. “Do you not wish to become my warrior, if he fails?”

      “Stranded in the Inlands with my brother hunting me and Citon waiting for the right moment to chain me and ransom me to my king?” Lord Winlin shook his head. “You would complicate my situation.”

      If anyone had tried to tell her it was not an honor to be a warrior to the water mage, her father – and Karav – would have struck the ignorant fool down. Yet she had met two mage-warriors who did not view her guardianship as an honor but as an impediment to their freedom.

      At times like this, she wanted to go home, where she was never frightened, even if that meant she became a broodmare for her arrogant cousin.

      She scowled, hating this thought as well. Both her father and Karav believed her to be the strongest mage ever born. What would they think if she chose to cower behind her uncle’s throne?

      If she could almost hold her own with her Inlander guardian, she was not as weak as she often felt.

      Six men, excluding Nyan, charged Tieran, and her irritation fled.

      His movements were unnatural. She had the sense once again that he was moving while the others stood still, for, several breaths later, all six men were dead on the ground. Had she blinked, she would have missed half the battle.

      “That is why I will never challenge your warrior,” Lord Winlin said. “Whatever blood is in his veins, it’s more than mage-warrior magic.”

      “Aye,” Citon agreed. “The first time I saw him fight, I knew him to be different.”

      She glanced at him then back. She had never considered Tieran’s otherworldly speed to be rooted in anything other than his fury and natural prowess. Karav had never moved this quickly, but Karav was more than twice Tieran’s age, and capable of cleaving three men in a row in half from his size and brute strength alone. Did Tieran’s ability have anything to do with the odd trace of water magic she sensed in him from time to time?

      “What else is there?” she asked, puzzled as to how he possessed any magic at all beyond that which bound him to her.

      “Many ancient magics were lost over time, and more than elemental magic exists in the realm. Moonburrians, Dracons, and the Sorcerer across the sea all possess a different form of magic,” Lord Winlin replied. “Perhaps his blood was mixed with one of them. Or perhaps, his ancestors were mages.”

      “There is also the possibility he draws part of his ability from you as well,” Citon said to her. “With his natural abilities enhanced by your bond, you may be the source.”

      “My father and Karav – my former protector – used to say I was stronger than any mage he had ever heard of,” she said, considering. “But they spoilt me. I assumed it was flattery, because no one living had ever met another water mage.”

      “Have you ever been to the great ocean?”

      “Karav would not take me there.”

      “He knew, or sensed, enough of your ability to know the danger,” Lord Winlin said. “Citon and I can sense it, too. Your magic is ancient, powerful.”

      Sela nodded.  Citon and Lord Winlin continued to talk, but her attention was on Tieran.

      Twenty men charged her guardian.

      The swarm of men surrounded him, whose blade was visible tearing through them. She did not need to witness him in action to understand he would never retreat. He would win or die where he stood.

      Sela watched, breathless, as her warrior cut down man after man. She began to realize twenty men could not attack him all at once. There was no room to maneuver or fit them all in the limited space surrounding him. Tieran was masterfully managing the flow of attackers in such a way, no more than five at a time posed a threat to his life.

      More than once, she flinched when a blow landed on him and willed him to his feet when he was knocked off balance.

      “Good,” Citon said, eyes riveted to the battle.

      “No part of this is good!” she replied.

      As if hearing her, one of the men outside the twenty attacking Tieran mounted and drew a bow. He aimed and shot it. Tieran deflected the first arrow with instincts that defied the abilities of any normal man. But busy fighting off two men, the second arrow lodged itself in his shoulder.

      Sela’s breath caught, as much from the thought he really could die, as from the mad display of agility and power he possessed. The longer she stood, the more awestruck she became. He did not move as a man but as a god. There was nothing natural or human about his ability, and she began to understand how tolerant he was of her, when he could have cut her down with little more than a thought. She posed no threat to him on any level, and he had never once hit or hurt her. He scared her, yes, but this seemed to be to cover his pain and to hide his true character from her.

      I want to hate him, she thought, while simultaneously acknowledging it was impossible. If anything, she was drawn to him, curious about him, concerned for him. Admiring his skill was not enough. She admired him.

      Sometime later, Tieran stood, chest heaving and clothing soaked in blood, amidst the twenty-six men he had cut down. The bowman took aim at him again. Rather than wait to deflect, the cagey Inlander whipped out a knife and threw it. It buried itself in the archer’s throat, and the man toppled off his horse.

      Tieran pointed his sword at Nyan in what Sela took to be a direct challenge. If the man cared at all for saving the lives of the rest of his men, he would agree.

      Instead, Nyan shouted for the rest of them to attack. Two more archers prepared to fire, while the remaining forty men charged.

      Tieran disappeared into the flood of warriors, and Sela wrung her hands, hating how helpless she was to help.

      “Now?” Lord Winlin asked, reaching for the broadsword at his back.

      “Now,” Citon confirmed. “Avoid the man he challenged.”

      The two warriors jogged into the melee. They hacked paths through the attackers and headed towards Tieran, whose sword flashed and blurred as it moved.

      Enthralled in the battle, Sela did not notice the presence of someone behind her before he spoke.

      “Tieran’s slave.”

      “I’m not a slave. I’m a …” She stopped, not recognizing the voice. Sela turned to face the speaker and stepped back.

      “His mate?” Nyan was behind her, sword drawn.

      It took her a moment to recover from her surprise. “Of course not,” she replied. “He is my servant.”

      Tieran’s enemy smiled and then laughed.

      She pursed her lips. “Why can you Inland savages not accept that a woman is capable of being anyone’s master?”

      “With a face and body like yours, you are more likely to be a whore.” Nyan’s gaze was hard and appraising, with a familiar flicker of wildness she had witnessed more than once from Tieran.

      She crossed her arms, wishing she had thought to grab her dagger before running after Tieran earlier.

      Nyan moved towards her, and she shifted away smoothly.

      “Did you murder his sisters?” she asked.

      “All three,” Nyan said with a ruthless smile. He moved towards her again, and she hurried out of his reach.

      Sela glanced back towards the battle, judging the three mage-warriors to be too preoccupied to help. If she kept the seasoned man talking long enough, one of them might notice her danger. She tested her connection to the village’s well. Would it be enough to save her, if the mage-warriors could not?

      “Tieran says you did not murder them honorably,” she said, hedging. The water in the well was weak. She called it to her.

      “I showed them an Inlander’s justice for wrongs committed by their grandfather.”

      “And what form did that justice take?”

      Nyan told her in detail.

      Sela’s breath caught, and she ceased moving away, too disturbed by the pictures his words painted in her mind to be aware of her danger simultaneously. How was this level of depravity possible?

      When he finished, he smiled again.

      “You really did those things?” She managed to swallow back the bile in her throat. “I understand why Tieran wishes you dead.” How she kept her tone level, she did not know. She viewed Tieran’s actions the previous day in a new light.

      Before she had recovered enough to move, Nyan wrapped his hand in her hair and wrenched her head back. “Then you will also understand why this savage will not let you live, either.” His breath reeked of stale mead and something putrid she did not wish to identify.

      “You do not want to do this,” she said, grimacing. Desperately, she stretched her senses towards the well in the middle of the town, urging it to hurry. Its response was tiny but eager.

      “Murder his jerk? I do.” Nyan held the sharp edge of the sword to her throat. “I will do to you what I did to his sisters.” He grabbed her arm and began dragging her away, towards one of the buildings in town.

      “I’m not his jerk,” she objected again.

      “He favors you, or he wouldn’t travel with you.”

      Sela went for fear of slitting her own throat on his sword if she resisted. She gave one last look towards the battle before it disappeared behind the building.

      Nyan kept the sword at her throat, forcing her to remain still. He tore off her cloak and sliced through the laces of her gown, his blade piercing her skin as he did so. He shoved her face first against the wall and lowered the sword. His hands grabbed at her breasts and butt and the sacred hollow between her legs. He wrenched her gown off and pulled her shift up.

      Rather than cry out or fight, Sela closed her eyes, ignoring the hands grabbing her body. No fear penetrated her mind – only Nyan’s explanation of how he murdered Tieran’s sisters. Fury unfurled with her, a different kind of anger than any she had ever felt. Whether it was hers, or Tieran’s rage was wearing off on her, she could not tell.

      Seconds later, water dripped down upon her from above. Sela looked up towards the clear sky and the smoke-like form of water moving and curling above her.

      Nyan’s rough hand brushed her thigh, and she unleashed the water against him.

      He gave a startled curse before he was lifted into the air, his limbs and midsection gripped by the murky tentacles of well water. She pushed her shift down, unconcerned with her own disheveled condition when faced with the man who had raped and murdered all three of Tieran’s sisters.

      She stood, frozen in her anger, unable to process her emotions in a way that would allow her to act. Karav had warned her against ever taking a life, unless absolutely necessary. She had not thought it possible to want someone dead, for her soft heart to urge her to kill.

      Before today, she had never met anyone who deserved to die.

      Nyan shouted unintelligible words. Her focus was on the water. Her anger drew more of it, from the water stored in the innes, to the barrels of mead, to the tiny stream half a league away she had not felt before adrenaline and the cool energy of magic hit her blood.

      Clouds formed overhead, moving too fast to be natural, and filled with more water that responded to her summons. Lightning rippled through them. More water amassed around Nyan, supplementing the tiny bit of power in the well water to keep him afloat and away from her.

      The fresh, cool trickle of water through her was refreshing after several moons in the dry Inlands. Sela turned her face towards the droplets of water, rejoicing in the flow of her power and unconcerned by the man held tightly within her grip.

      “Sela!” Tieran’s urgent shout preceded him by a breath or two.

      She faced him as he rounded the corner. He was coated in blood, his sword drawn.

      Tieran’s gaze swept over her before he looked up. He trotted to her. He drew her against his muscular, wired body instinctively, and she relaxed. His hot blood was no match for her cool magic. He shuddered, though the feral fury in his gaze did not settle with his blood.

      “Did he hurt you?” he asked through gritted teeth.

      “No,” she replied. “But he ruined the gown you bought me.”

      Tieran released his breath. “The gown does not concern me!”

      “I wanted to crush him but …” She looked up briefly before returning her gaze to Tieran’s. “I think you should.”

      “You won’t beg me to spare him this day?”

      “No,” she whispered. “What you do to him will be justice.”

      Her mage-warrior’s jaw was clenched tight, his eyes on her face. They gazed at one another long enough for her to grow self-conscious beneath his intense scrutiny. She wanted to tell him she knew what the man ensnared in her water had done but could not voice the horrific truth. She understood Tieran’s anger and why he had disregarded his duty to her. She imagined his suffering and could only wonder how he lived through the dark days after his sisters’ murders. He had been forced to become her warrior amidst it all. In that moment, she saw past the duty she had arrogantly assumed he would perform, and peered into the soul of a man in pain, who had done his best to honor his oath to her, in spite of the agony and loss tearing him apart.

      They were bound by magic, but in that moment, she felt as if they were truly connecting for the first time.

      Uncomfortable with the intimacy of peering into his heart, she eased out of Tieran’s grip.

      He released her, gaze on hers.

      It was rare when Sela could think of nothing to say. She looked away finally and released her hold on the water. Nyan dropped to the ground hard enough to daze him. Overhead, the small clouds cleared, and the water snaked away, returning to where it had come from.

      Sela walked away.

      No sound came from behind her, and she turned the corner, leaving Tieran to his vengeance.

      “Are you well?” Panting and bloody, Citon strode towards her from the direction of the battle. The sounds of dozens of men fighting had died down to the clash of a handful of swords.

      She nodded and hugged herself, unable to shake the images in her head. “Are they all dead?” she asked.

      “Almost.”

      “Good.” Without looking at him, she walked towards the inne.

      “Sela, are you hurt?” Citon called after her, concern in his tone.

      “No,” she answered quietly.

      “Vinian is sleeping. But if you need to speak to him, wake him.”

      She retreated to the inne. Sela climbed the stairs to her room, entered, and sat on the bed.

      She felt both ill and angry, vindicated Tieran would exact his revenge and sorrowful for the loss of his sisters. The feelings were too intense to be hers alone. Was their bond strong enough to convey his emotions to her, as well as hers to him? Or had his emotions been so powerful, they were conveyed to her this once when she used her power? She had felt his pain real enough for it to be hers. Was this yet another indication he was more than a mage-warrior?

      Had she not heard Nyan’s confession directly, she would not have believed anyone to be capable of such heinous acts against a child. Karav had always protected her from danger, but she never knew he shielded her from the darkest truths in the world.

      Seated on the bed, she pressed her back to the wall and wrapped her arms around her knees. Her thoughts were muddled, and she let her mind float among them. She tried not to think about what Tieran was capable of doing to his enemy, or how long he spent doing it. He was, after all, an Inlander accustomed to brutal clan wars.

      Hours passed, and the day grew on. Dusk darkened the sky outside the window, and a cool breeze swept through.

      Tieran’s touch on her arm caused her to jerk away. Sela recoiled, afraid to find the Inlander who threatened her in her room.

      Tieran dropped his hand. He was clean, his hair wet. No signs of blood remained on his body or clothes. He studied her and then turned away, tossing his weapons into a pile on the other pallet. The pallet sank beneath his weight as he sat at the other end of the bed from her.

      The silence was charged, unpleasant. She wondered if he was reliving the deaths of his sisters or if he were dissatisfied with his vengeance. She had never seen him quite like this. She did not think him capable of the vulnerability she sensed.

      After a hesitation, she crawled forward and settled behind him. Uncertain what to do, or even if she should touch him, she finally shifted close enough for their backs to meet and leaned against him. Her head dropped back against his shoulders. The tension in his back eased.

      “Are we leaving tomorrow?” she asked.

      “Aye.”

      “West?”

      “Northwest.”

      Sela could think of nothing else to ask and subsided into silence.

      “Did he hurt you?” Tieran asked in the lethal voice more dangerous than a shout.

      “No.”

      “Would you tell me if he did?”

      “You would know if I lied.”

      “Then why do you feel the way you do?” he pressed.

      “He wanted to do to me what he did to your sisters,” she whispered. “I did not know such evil existed.”

      “He is not the only one capable of committing evil.”

      Sela swallowed, aware of how deep Tieran’s violent streak ran. It was not the time to remind him he had spared her and the wife and child of his enemy. Even he had limitations. She doubted those bounds applied to his enemy. She did not want to imagine what he had done.

      “I tried to convince him, but he refused to believe you were my servant,” she said, needing to lighten the mood of the tiny room.

      Tieran snorted.

      “Are you hurt?” she asked.

      “Minor.”

      Sela straightened. “I can heal you.”

      He peeled off his tunic. Her eyes settled on the multiple lacerations – sword, arrow and dagger wounds – that had landed across his muscular upper body. His vulnerability took on a different form.

      He was not distressed or vulnerable at all; he was half-dead.

      “How are you still on your feet?” she demanded, alarmed. “You are the fool, Tieran! Why did you not tell me you needed my help?” She rested her hands on his back. His skin was warm, taut over muscles bulging from the intense activity of his day. The simple touch sent a charge through her that left her grateful he did not see her shiver.

      The wounds on his back healed. She stood and knelt in front of him, assessing the damage. Stab wounds oozed blood, while angry slashes marred his exposed skin.

      “Are you too proud and foolish to ask for my help?” she snapped.

      “If I die, I won’t have the satisfaction of chaining you beside a lake.”

      She glared at him and pressed her palms to the parts of his chest not bleeding.

      Tieran lifted her chin, gazing down at her. His ale-hued eyes were calm, his features as unreadable as ever.

      “He was rough with you,” he observed. His thumb grazed her swollen lower lip.

      She lifted her chin, but he held it in place.

      “You’ve never flinched when I touched you before.”

      Sela’s cheeks grew warm. “He’s not the first to treat me roughly. You have not been the most attentive guardian,” she retorted. “I don’t know how I have survived this long!” She pulled away. “I can take care of myself.”

      “Unless I give you a dagger.” His amusement was a relief after his tense silence.

      She climbed to her feet. “Since you are the mighty warrior, you can heal yourself.” She started past him.

      Tieran caught her arm. “I have not been the guardian I should have been,” he said. “To you or my sisters. I have not given my oath to you the consideration it deserves.”

      “Another apology the day after the first?”

      He rose, crowding her, and she immediately wished she had swallowed the words. Her attention was torn between the fiery look he gave her and the expanse of bare skin stretched across his wide chest.

      She dropped her gaze. She held her breath, uncertain why his scent was winding through her senses or how she had never noticed how much wider his shoulders were than hers. She could not recall noticing his body as much as she had the past two days, despite how often he used it to intimidate her.

      Tieran stretched around her to pluck his tunic off the trunk. “Choose your battles carefully, mage.” He stepped away, towards the door.

      She sighed. They were back to his expectation of a quiet mage, and her inability to follow through.

      “I need more freedom to speak my mind,” she said. “I need for you to listen, even if you disagree.”

      He leveled a long look at her. “If it involves your protection, you have no say in the matter.”

      “Karav said the same, but not everything does,” she replied. “If we are going to roam the Inlands, then why should I not request to visit a lake or river? Why should I need permission to speak my mind to you at all? You are my companion as well as my guardian. How can I travel with you without saying what I wish to?”

      He wiped his face. “Speak it respectfully, and I will attempt to listen. Call me a savage, or treat me like one, and I will leave you tied beside the lake.”

      “Fair enough,” she said, not expecting him to bend at all. Did he feel the shift between them as well? “Will you tell me why we’re traveling with such dangerous companions?”

      “It takes gold to survive. Both their kings are willing to pay.”

      “As long as you don’t sell me.” She crossed her arms.

      He could not be far from her without the madness creeping up on him, but he made no effort to claim he would not.

      “You’re hurt.” He motioned to her.

      She glanced down. Distressed by the encounter with his enemy, she had not noticed the bloom of red on her shift. She twisted to find its source. Her lower back was stiff, the skin at one side pulling and burning.

      Tieran roughly spun her until her back was to him. “Clothes off,” he ordered and reached over for the saddlebag containing their supplies of ointments and bandages.

      “I can do it,” she replied.

      “Now.”

      Sela sighed in frustration. She hesitated, and then lifted the shift over her head until the entire length of her backside was exposed to him.

      “It’s not deep,” he said, touching her.

      She jerked away, unable to help recalling how his enemy’s rough hands had violated her skin.

      “Settle,” Tieran said, though this time, his quiet voice carried no threat.

      She braced herself for a second touch and managed not to flinch when the cool rag grazed her torn skin. Gradually, she relaxed.

      “You didn’t respond,” she prodded. “You above all other men I have known appear to have a price.”

      “Inlanders respect oaths above gold. I will keep my word.” He tossed the rag and opened the jar of salve. “If they believe I will trade you for gold, all the better.”

      “But would you?”

      “You know that answer, Sela,” he told her. “Trust me. It’s what you want.”

      Did she? Why did the idea confuse her? “I’ve only ever trusted Karav,” she said. “You have given me little reason to trust you.”

      “Aside from saving your life and not doing to you what my enemy would have?” He tossed the salve and stepped away.

      She replaced her shift and faced him, troubled. Of all the thoughts on her mind, trusting him was not the primary one. He studied her as if listening to words she did not voice, and she willed herself not to think.

      “Say it,” he said finally.

      She pursed her lips. “You already know!”

      “Say it anyway.”

      Sela grappled with herself before relenting. “I’ve never been on my own or stranded in a foreign land. I don’t know what will happen tomorrow or even if I’ll survive to see it. If two kingdoms are hunting me, then the other one and mine will be as well. You cannot face four armies. We have no gold, no plan, no allies, and you either don’t understand the danger of our situation or won’t share with me your plan. I have no control over my own life! Further, you have left my safety in the hands of my enemies! I’m … scared,” she said with some effort. “Is that what you want to hear? I’m scared, Tieran! I would go so far as to say I’m terrified.”

      His intent gaze never left her. No retort emerged from his mouth. For once, he did not appear agitated with her outburst.

      “What would make your enemies cease pursuing you?” he asked.

      She blinked, not expecting him to discuss the topic with her rather than order her around. “If I resided in my own kingdom. The Inlands belong to no king. There is no army here to defend me, if we stay.”

      “Perhaps. But you would also become a slave there,” he allowed. “It is believed you can create mages.”

      “I don’t even in know if this is true,” she said. “This secret was allegedly stolen from the High King.”

      “The truth doesn’t matter. Four kings believe it, which makes it true enough,” Tieran said. “If you’re here, you are a threat to no one.”

      “True, but the king that possesses the water mage has an advantage.”

      “Not only because you could fight for them,” he said. “But because of the bloodline. How long has it resided in your kingdom?”

      “Five centuries. Maybe more. The High King’s line originates from Vurdu,” she explained. “That connection is not easily dismissed.”

      “Except he is dead with no heir, and the war looms.”

      She nodded.

      “They would come for you no matter what king possessed you,” he reasoned. “A weapon strong enough to win a war would not be left in any enemy’s hands without a fight. And what would the kingdom that had you do to you, once you won its war?”

      “I am not a broodmare.”

      “So you claim, but what value is there in possessing a water mage if there is no war to fight and no possibility of retaining another water mage to fight a future battle?”

      She flushed.

      “I may have no plan, and I may be an Inland savage who has never seen the world,” Tieran said slowly. “But I know war and battle, and I know the hearts and wills of those who fight them. You are safer here than you would ever be in any king’s court. You are certainly freer.”

      Sela was unable to form a rational objection to his logic. If anything, she was startled by his clear vision. “But how do we outsmart the armies of four kingdoms?”

      “We make pursuing you too costly for them.”

      She waited.

      “We leave early.” He motioned to the bed.

      “How do –”

      “Quiet, mage. Lie down and sleep.”

      She observed him for a moment, suspecting he did not know the answer either. Irritated, she lay down on the bed on her back. Tieran blew out the candles lighting their room and stretched out beside her. He rolled onto his side to drape an arm around him.

      “Do you feel better, now that you have had your vengeance?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “So do I,” she said with a shudder. “I have never met a man I wanted to murder.”

      “No one will touch you again, Sela.”

      “Until I become a broodmare?” she snapped.

      “Even then.”

      Did he mean his words? In the dark room, she could not see his face to gauge how serious he was. After a moment, she rolled onto her side and relaxed against him.

      “Unless you’re my broodmare,” he added with rare humor.

      “I would choose you over Lord Winlin!” she snapped.

      Tieran said nothing. Sela closed her eyes, unwilling to tell him how much peace she felt with his strength at her back and hoping he did not already know.
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      Tieran, along with the three men he hoped to relieve of their kings’ gold, was seated at a table in the common room the next morning. The smell of smoke overpowered the scents of food, sweat and ale. Sela paused to glance out the opened door. Smoke curled towards the sky from a massive funeral pyre at the side of town, where Tieran had fought his enemy’s men the day before.

      The reminder of what she had learned left her feeling conflicted.  She understood Tieran much better. But was that good? She did not yet know. To date, their relationship had been strained at best. How much more would it change? Did she want it to?

      Sela shook her head and crossed to the four men, who were eating meat pies and sipping ale.

      “My brother was spotted to the west,” Lord Winlin informed her. “Tieran is taking us north first then west. We may cross into Iliu. We’ll be near the Emerald Bay.”

      Citon pushed a meat pie towards her. Sela pushed it back and reached for mead instead.

      “How far is it to the Emerald Bay?” she asked the air mage and his warrior.

      “A day, no more, on horseback,” Citon answered.

      “Finally,” she breathed. “Water!”

      “If we journey close enough, we will settle our disagreement,” the wind mage said with a smile.

      Sela opened her mouth to retort, when Citon spoke first.

      “Before we debate the merits of wind and water, we would like to know why you chose to travel with us rather than returning to your home,” he said.

      She raised an eyebrow and looked at Tieran. He had asked her to trust him. Whether or not she did, she did not yet know.

      “My guardian favors you,” she replied. “I go where I’m told.”

      Citon snorted. “Very well.”

      Sela sipped her mead. It was rare when she had to swallow her pride and defer to someone else. Karav may have been pretending to let her make decisions from time to time, but she had never had to admit aloud she knew he was in charge.

      Tieran smiled faintly. “Satisfied?” he asked.

      “I’m not,” Vinian muttered.

      “We are,” Citon said, ignoring his disgruntled mage. “We must tread carefully through the western kingdom.” He glanced at Lord Winlin. “He is our safe passage.”

      “Wise,” Sela said. “You can never go wrong kidnapping the cousin of a king.” Her retort drew the looks of everyone in her party.

      “I’m at peace with it,” Lord Winlin said with a shrug. “My father may listen to me. My brother will not.”

      Sela was quiet. She understood the dangerous nature of looming war, and the need for each king’s representative to be cautious, lest he sparked the fuse that started the war. No king won, if he was caught unprepared, and no king possessed the water mage he needed to win. She thought over what Tieran had said about war and the kings vying to find her. She had not slept well, partially because of the events of her day, and partially because she could not shake the thought that sank into her mind long after dark fell.

      If she remained in the Inlands, she prevented war from becoming a reality. When a king could claim her, he would be more willing to attack, knowing he controlled all the waterways and seas separating the islands of the kingdoms.

      Tieran had been right about remaining in the Inlands, though she doubted he was thinking solely of avoiding war when he refused to leave his homelands.

      She sat up – and a wave of dizziness hit her. She took another drink of mead and shook her head.

      “Sela,” Tieran reached for her.

      Vinian’s head hit the table. Citon sagged in his seat, while Lord Winlin appeared to be struggling to lift his arm.

      Sela glanced towards Tieran, whose hand missed hers and eyes were glassy.

      “Tieran,” she murmured. “I feel …”

      Blackness swept over her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sela became conscious only a breath after the cool energy of the magic in her blood began to sing. Her head pulsed, the effects of some unknown sleeping potion, while her insides hummed with power.

      Confused, she sat up and looked around. The room she was in resembled any of the innes she had frequented the past fourteen moons: all wood, with an uncomfortable pallet, a trunk for storing saddlebags and other supplies, and a table with a lantern on it.

      Except innes did not sway or bolt their furniture to the floor.

      She stood and balanced herself. Her throbbing head was woolly, but it was the call outside of herself that drew her attention.

      Water. Lots of it. Its magic shouted to her, and her blood sang back. Unlike her encounter with the lake, she did not feel out of control or powerless. Her bond with Tieran was intact, stabilizing her.

      Sela went to the door and wrenched it open, thrilled to be on a ship at last. She hurried down the hallway and reached the stairs leading to the upper deck before she began to rethink her eagerness.

      She recalled going to the table with the others, sipping mead and then … blackness. She did not awaken bound or guarded, but who other than an abductor would render her party defenseless before bringing her aboard a ship?

      She cocked her head to the side, listening. The water revealed her location.

      Emerald Bay. Heading west, off the coast of the Kingdom of Iliu. Lord Winlin’s king was southwest of the Inlands. His lands stretched around the island and Inlands to the northernmost point. There was no need to be on a ship to reach him, which left her confused. The army of Citon’s king would have taken her east, across the Inlands.

      If not Citon’s king, and not Lord Winlin’s, then who had taken her? Why was she crossing the Bay and headed to the Great Ocean?

      Nothing lay between the western kingdom of Iliu and the open ocean. A continent no one had visited was said to exist across the expanse of water that stretched for almost half a moon.

      What was the destination, if not to one of the islands?

      She peered up the stairs. Tieran was close, or she would not be able to remain on her feet with the water beating against the ship to reach her. Darkness was visible through the portal, and a cool night breeze swept towards her. Sela breathed in the scent of the sea deeply with a shudder. How long had it been since she had tasted the salty sea in the air? It cleared her headache instantly, and any soreness in her body vanished, replaced by anticipation.

      She started up the stairs and slowed when she reached the door to peer through the portal. No one stood guard, and she detected no movement at all in the space beyond. The ship appeared to be completely void of people.

      Sela opened the door and stepped onto the deck. A moonless sky glowed with stars above. The chilled sea breeze rolled over her, rejuvenating her in a way nothing else could. Her magic burst into cool happiness, flowing within her for the first time since she had arrived to the Inlands. She stood, content to feel her power awakening within her once more.

      After a moment, she roused herself from the pleasurable sensations inside her and took in her surroundings. No one was present on this part of the deck. She twisted, and her eyes went up to the billowing sails overhead. They displayed the unfamiliar sigil of a sword through an orb. In Vurdu and the other kingdoms, the sword represented the warrior corp.

      The orb?

      This ship, larger than any galleon in her kingdom, was from no kingdom she knew of.

      She went to the railing and leaned against it, holding out a hand.

      The sea rose up to greet her eagerly, and she shivered as the cold water and its cool magic fluttered through her. A short distance behind the galleon was a second ship bearing the same sigil on its sails, and a third behind it. The ocean stretched ahead of them, beyond the edges of the largest bay she had ever seen.

      She let the rocking of the waves lull her into a near doze before shaking herself.

      She turned, about to return to the below decks and find Tieran, when her eyes went to the cage hanging off the stout mainmast leading to the crow’s nest. The cage was large enough only to hold a man upright.

      Sela halted mid-step. She would recognize Tieran’s shape anywhere. The caged Inlander was not moving.

      Who would think to cage him but allow her to roam free?

      Someone who knows water mages, she answered her own question.

      She hurried forward, intent on climbing the wooden ladder leading up to the cage. Sela was about to reach the base of the mainmast when two figures slid in front of her, one armed and the other wearing silks rich enough to reflect the starlight.

      She stopped. Her pulse quickened and with it, the height of the waves around the boat. The sails of the ship were filled with wind, but the water reacted to her uncertainty and prevented it from moving.

      “Who are you?” she asked when neither man spoke.

      “An interested party.”

      She glanced up. She could sense Tieran but not reach him. But here, finally, she was not defenseless. She could protect herself and him.

      Sela rolled her shoulders back and allowed the sea magic to fill her. Water slid over the railing of the galleon and pooled at her feet. The effect of her gathering her power was enough for both men to step back.

      “We mean you no harm,” the man in silks said with a heavy accent she did not recognize.

      “You kidnapped my companion and me,” she replied. “You cannot mean me well.”

      “The four kingdoms were closing in on you,” he explained.

      “Do not try to convince me I am safer with you than alone in the Inlands!” she retorted. “I’ve heard enough lies. You will set my guardian and me free, or I will sink your ships.”

      The nobleman was silent. He motioned to his guard, who turned and hurried down the stairs leading below decks.

      “I will be honest with you then, mage,” the richly dressed man said. “I am here to test you.”

      “Test me?” she echoed. “For what purpose?”

      “I am building an army of my own. My kingdom is the last of ten standing on the mainland to the west. The threat we face cannot be defeated by warriors alone. I’ve identified several of you who can help me.”

      Sela was too surprised to respond. How could such a mad claim be anything but the truth?

      She recovered from her shock and was about to ask him more, when he suddenly disappeared. Sela blinked, uncertain she had witnessed him vanishing.

      “You see, I am a mirage.” His voice came from behind her.

      She whirled to face him. He kept his distance, as if understanding the threat of backing her into a corner on her territory.

      “Free Tieran,” she demanded. “Mirage or not, this ship is real, and I will sink it.”

      “Are you capable?”

      “Of course I’m capable!”

      “There has been no water mage in several generations. It is widely believed the line died out, and you are an attempt by your king to distract the other kingdoms.”

      “I’ve never heard such madness!” she returned. “Who are you?”

      “Will you not show me your power?”

      “Tell me who you are, and I will consider it.”

      “You would not believe me.”

      “This is not a negotiation,” she said firmly.

      He paused, as if debating whether or not to acquiesce. She had thought his face shaded at first, but upon closer look, realized it was obscured as if by water. His frame was tall and lean, not that of a warrior, but of a noble who trained with warriors, and his clothing richly tailored, if strangely so, with an ornate belt fastened outside a tunic much shorter than any she had seen and boots that reached mid-thigh. The colors were different as well, garish, bright hues with an abundance of purple and green samite. The gilded hilt of the single dagger he wore was more for decoration than use.

      No one in the island kingdoms dressed in this manner. He was from elsewhere, as he claimed. But from the unknown continent? Every priest, and even Karav, believed the continent to the west to be uninhabited.

      “I am called The Sorcerer. I live in an enchanted palace, which traps me, forbids me from leaving the palace grounds. My family’s enemies long ago imprisoned my line as a means of ensuring we do not unleash our unholy power upon the world,” he said. “They did not know they were also sealing their own fates. I cannot stop the hordes sweeping across my realm when I am caged in my palace. I have had to find a different way to fight them.”

      She listened, conveying her confusion to the water. The galleon ceased swaying and the water around it went still, waiting with her to decide how to react.

      “The Sorcerer,” she repeated, recognizing his title without knowing why. “Your magic is not based in water, wind, or any other element.”

      “It is not,” he confirmed.

      “Your family wishes to unleash unholy magic, or that is the perception of lesser men?” she asked, sensing there was more to his careful story than he let on.

      “You’re astute, mage.”

      When he did not expand on the answer, she crossed her arms. “These hordes you speak of. It is an army?”

      “No human army. But I answered your question. Now show me.”

      “I have.”

      He glanced around, not understanding.

      “Go to the rail,” she directed him.

      The mirage obeyed. Sela already knew what he would find; the sea told her. The water had lifted them ten horse lengths above the ocean’s surface and held them in place on a waterfall pillar.

      “Good,” the sorcerer said. “You are what you claim to be.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Wait a minute,” she said, placing his name. “Are you The Sorcerer Lord Winlin spoke of? Who sold him an enchantment to use against me?”

      “I admit, I did not evaluate his character well before selling the spell,” the Sorcerer said. “He was supposed to bring you to me. I haven’t been able to find you for over thirteen moons. I’ve sent many men after you, and only he succeeded in finding you.”

      “And betraying you,” she surmised. “I’m not interested in fighting any war, yours or mine. Now, let Tieran go.” She willed the sea to return them to the surface.

      “Is it also true he is bonded to you? And you can be bonded to another, only if he is dead?”

      A chill ran through her. “No,” she lied.

      “I sense differently.”

      “What exactly do you want from me?” she snapped. “I have shown you my power. Your war doesn’t concern me. If you think you can kidnap me, you do not understand the nature of a water mage.”

      “Wild, I imagine, like the ocean itself.”

      “Then you should not threaten me!”

      “My threat is towards your guardian. I want you alive.”

      The dread at the pit of her stomach, present since she realized where she was, dissolved into anger. She dared not glance towards Tieran for fear of giving away her concern for him. Cool power slid through her, awaiting her command.

      “You will free us both,” she said calmly.

      “You will return to my palace. Your guardian is worthless to me.” He indicated the cage with a lift of his chin.

      She spun to look up. The second man had climbed the mainmast and was cutting the cage free. She watched, frowning, not understanding his intention, until the cage swung free from the mainmast and out over the edge of the galleon. The man chopped through the rope securing the cage to the ship.

      Tieran plummeted into the sea.

      Sela stood frozen. Her mind raced between panic and the notion she could be free, if she allowed her guardian to drown. She had not wanted him. He had not wanted her. They were doomed from the start.

      But … this was Tieran, a man as uncertain of what was happening as herself, who had taken his duty as seriously as he knew to, who had never hurt her because of an oath. She had seen the truth of his heart, peered into his soul. She understood his suffering, admired him, and had been unable to imagine a future without him when he faced down the small army belonging to his enemy.

      The Inland mercenary was honorable and courageous with unmatched skill.

      I care for him. Whether or not she should have, she did, and not in the same manner in which she had cared for Karav. Until she witnessed Tieran plummet into the sea, she had not connected the thought that she was attracted to Tieran with the idea she cared about him as more than her guardian.

      Was this why she had always noticed his scent, his strength, and his warmth? Was there more between them than duty?

      I have not been the guardian I should have been. I have not given my oath to you the consideration it deserves.

      Tieran was flawed, but he was hers.

      Sela snapped out of her thoughts and faced The Sorcerer. “If I ever venture to your palace, it will be to destroy it where it stands!” she shouted. As she spoke, she strode towards the railing. “Say farewell to your ships, sorcerer!”

      “Mage, wait. I can offer you more gold than you have ever seen.”

      “I am the daughter of a prince, his only heir. I have my own gold.” She leapt on top of the railing and gazed down into the roiling waves. Exhilaration raced through her. She looked towards the two other galleons. The sea swallowed one, dragging it to its depths. The images of her companions were in her mind, and she commanded the waves to carry them to safety. The ocean asked her about the other men – twenty total – present on board the ship. Sela did not stop to consider but asked the sea to send them home, alive. They did not need to die for their master’s foolish attempt to kidnap her.

      Whirling, she faced the mirage.

      “Tell me what you want. Everyone cares for something,” the Sorcerer said, pacing towards her.

      “I do, and you just threw him overboard,” she said.

      “The savage?” He sounded genuinely confused.

      My savage, she replied silently.

      “From now on, any galleon you send to the islands, any ship in any of the waters around your continent, and any waterborne transport, from galleon down to a rowboat, bearing your sigil anywhere in any sea will be swallowed by the ocean,” she said coldly. “Consider this a curse, Sorcerer! As long as I live, no ship of yours will have safe haven, and I will drown you in your palace if I ever travel across the ocean!”

      Without waiting for his reaction, she fell backwards into the Bay.

      The waves caught her, welcomed her, filled her with euphoria after so long apart.

      But first on her mind was rescuing Tieran.

      The water conveyed her downwards, where the reach of starlight was replaced by the glowing of the native creatures inhabiting the sea’s depths. The water warned her that Tieran was not moving, not breathing.

      Alarmed, Sela created a bubble around him and requested more light. Tiny creatures and large ones appeared, lighting up the blackness of the sea’s depths. She breathed easily in the water, which flowed through her from head to toe.

      Tieran’s limp form became visible ahead of her, surrounded by a vigil of glowing sea creatures. Sela’s heart felt as if it turned over in her chest. His cage floated near by, with the signs of some massive creature having chewed through the wood to free him. The water conveyed her to the air bubble, and she entered it. Sela coughed up the water in her lungs. Air replaced it. Tieran floated in the middle of the bubble, unconscious.

      “Tieran!” She cried and reached him. She took his cheeks and lifted his face, unable to recall a time when her strong guardian had been rendered completely weak. Panic was in her breast, and despair in her heart.

      The idea Tieran would die here, in her sea, left her breathless and angry. She was no longer helpless. She would protect him here the way he protected her on land.

      The water in his lungs whispered to her. She opened his mouth and coaxed it forth, until his lungs were empty.

      Still, he did not breathe. His skin was pale beneath the golden tan.

      “Tieran,” she said again, hands trembling. “Wake up!” Why was she just now noticing the light freckles across his nose, or the jaw that could have been chiseled from stone? Had she never appreciated his ale-hued eyes before fearing she would never see them again?

      Sela wracked her thoughts for what to do. Karav had once told her of a technique he used on a drowning man. Was it another of his stories, or had it happened? She never knew with her former guardian.

      She sucked in a deep breath and pressed her lips to Tieran’s. His fire, normally tempered by her cool magic, shot through her, overwhelming the flow of the sea in her veins. Startled, Sela jerked away. The heat settled at the base of her belly and floated above her blood, teasing and hotter than anything she had ever felt.

      She shook the strange effect off. Realizing his mouth needed to be open for the air to reach his lungs, she squeezed his cheeks with her hands. His lips parted, and she pressed her lips to his, blowing air into him. The fever spread through her once more.

      She leaned back, waiting for him to awaken and lecture her about how she had been foolish to challenge a sorcerer.

      He did not awaken, did not move at all.

      Sela tried again. In spite of the unsettling heat circulating through her, she kept her lips pressed to his, sucking in air through her nose and breathing it into him.

      One of his arms circled her, drawing her against him. He kissed her, slow and gentle, his heat racing through her faster. Surprised, Sela found herself reacting, her response one of instinct rather than conscious choice. His lips were soft, warm and tasted of seawater, the body pressed to hers hard and strong, the heat within her growing. His tongue slid between her lips, and she melted into him, loving his taste – a combination of man and the sea. He was as wild to kiss as the Inlands he loved.

      Tieran was the first to withdraw, and her eyes opened. They gazed at one another in the pale blue glow of sea creatures. Sela innately understood the heat racing through her body to be the same she experienced when she saw Tieran shirtless, but much stronger.

      How could she be attracted to a savage?

      How could she ever kiss another man after experiencing him?

      She found herself wishing she could recall how his palm against her skin felt. He had touched her on many occasions, but this time was different. She listened to the sound of his breathing, unable to imagine kissing any man could render her speechless and leave her thoughts scattered, her cool magic boiling.

      “Told you,” he whispered. “If I kiss you, you won’t soon forget.” His free hand cupped her cheek, his thumb brushing her lips.

      She said nothing, too aware of her body and his full lips. Her hands dropped from his face, and she rested her cheek against his shoulder, uncertain what it meant to feel what she did in that moment. His arm remained around her, keeping their bodies pressed together.

      “Where are we?”

      Sela smiled at the terse question. “We’re safe,” she said. She lifted her eyes to study his face. “Are you well?”

      “I’m alive,” he said. His concerned gaze was on the large sea creatures circling their bubble. “What are we doing here?”

      “A madman from a foreign land captured us,” she said, perplexed by the encounter. “But he won’t bother us again. I cursed him.”

      “Curse,” Tieran repeated. One corner of his lips lifted. “How does a mage curse another?”

      “I told the ocean to destroy every one of the ships leaving his ports or bearing his mark,” she answered. “He tried to murder you by throwing you off the largest galleon in the realm! He deserves worse.”

      His gaze followed a massive shark circling them. “A man tosses me into the ocean, and you destroy his entire fleet.”

      “I was imprisoned as well. I didn’t do it just …”

      When Tieran looked at her again, she drifted off, her thought lost. The aggravating expression was on his face, the one that told her he was already aware of the truth in her mind.

      She flushed and pushed at his chest, feeling trapped.

      “Settle, mage,” he warned, his grip tightening around her.

      Sela pushed again then gave up, aware how impossible it was to resist. “If anyone is to drown you, it will be me,” she said, unable to bear the tension between them any longer. “The sea calls. I must go.”

      Tieran released her, as if he, too, were uncertain about what had passed between them.

      Sela fled without looking back. She dived into the water around the bubble of air and joined the glowing sea creatures and underwater currents. Desperate to be away, to feel the magic cool the heat in her blood, she swam among the animals, closing her eyes, and allowing herself to become one with the sea. She did not fear it taking her this time, not with her strong bond with Tieran. She wanted … needed for the magic to clear her mind. Her thoughts when it came to Tieran were of a nature she was no longer certain she understood: confusion, desire, surprise.

      She replayed the images she had witnessed in his hold, of men and women rutting in public, and could not help wondering what it would be like to be naked with Tieran, to experience his combination of commanding and gentleness, to feel his lips pressed against the skin of her body.

      Even the waters of the Bay could not completely sweep away the heat in her blood. Remembering he could feel, if not read, her mind, Sela focused on the sea. She drifted, paying no attention to where she went, until the water grew colder. She became aware of herself then, and aware of the trench she neared. She was about to leave the Bay for the Great Ocean.

      Fear fluttered within her as she experienced the ocean’s power for the first time in her life. It was deep, strong, ancient.

      Too deep. Too strong. Too ancient. Too powerful for her to command, and strong enough to pull her to its depths and never let her go, if it chose.

      She swam away from the edge of the trench, understanding Karav’s claim about how she could never venture to the open sea.

      Her panic was conveyed to the water around her. It carried her away swiftly, until the primal fear at her core subsided. She directed it to guide them both back to shore while lazily twirling and dancing with sea creatures and drifting from current to current.

      How long she spent in the sea, she did not know. It was not until she felt a strong arm around her waist hauling her from the water that her awareness jolted back into place. Her head broke the surface, and she coughed up water. It was midmorning. The sands ahead of her were the famous black beaches belonging to Lord Winlin’s king.

      Tieran pulled her out of the water and onto the shore. A wave snaked up to grab her and haul her back. With her last exchange with Tieran still too fresh in her mind, she was not about to fight the magic.

      “Enough!” Tieran snapped at the wave.

      It released her, and he pulled her farther up the shore before collapsing beside her, panting.

      “How did you do that?” she asked, staring at the sea.

      “Drag you for a league to reach the shore?”

      “Command the sea. And you didn’t drag me that far!”

      His disinterested look towards the water was enough to tell her he neither understood nor cared what he had done. Tieran sat back on his heels, hands on his thighs as he caught his breath.

      “Only a mage can do that,” she persisted. “Only a mage can kill another mage. You are no normal mage-warrior, Tieran.” But had she not always sensed that about him? His blood contained a hum of cool magic faint enough she thought she had mistaken it when she initially sensed it. Was this the source of their strong bond, of his ability to read her mind when Karav never could? Had some ancestor of Tieran’s been a water mage?

      The more she thought, the more she began to believe this had to be true, as impossible as it seemed to be.

      “I wouldn’t know.” Tieran stood and took her arm, pulling her up. “I believe we’re a day on horseback from the Inlands. We need to leave.” He started up the beach.

      Sela remained, her gaze lingering on the waves crashing onto the beach. It had been too long since she felt the ocean in her blood. Her eyes went from the sea to Tieran. She had longed for this moment for so long, only to leave too soon.

      He halted, understanding her unvoiced request. After a pause, he faced her.

      “One night. No more,” he said firmly. “But we stay there and not on the beach.” He pointed to several caves at the base of a cliff wall overlooking the black beach. “You can swim or talk or whatever you do with the water once the sun has set.”

      She nodded eagerly and hurried up the shore.

      “Can your water bring me my sword?” he asked.

      She conveyed the message to the ocean with a thought. “It’ll be here by dusk.”

      He nodded brusquely and strode towards the cave. The shaded hole in the cliff was cool and the length of several horses deep. Tieran entered but did not sit, did not relax.

      Seating herself on the rocky floor, Sela’s gaze lingered on him. “What is it?” she asked. Was he troubled by the kiss? Because she certainly was unable to shake the experience from her mind.

      “We need allies,” he said at last.

      “We do,” she agreed. “But aren’t you worried about placing your uncle in danger?”

      He faced her, pensive. “I’m not certain I have a choice.”

      Sensing he was shaken by the experience of being drugged and thrown in the ocean, she spoke gently. “You may be right about staying in the Inlands,” she said. “The king who has me will declare war on the others. In the Inlands, where there is no ruler, I cannot become the weapon they wish me to be. We may not need to involve your uncle in the struggle just yet.”

      His tension left her on edge. She stretched a hand out towards him, beckoning him to accept the cool magic needed to relax him.

      Tieran eyed her hand before crossing to sit beside her. His side pressed to hers. At once, his muscular frame relaxed. She had noticed his reaction to her touch before without appreciating how he yielded to her. He needed her as much as she did him.

      Not that he would ever admit it. She gave him a sidelong look, her eyes falling to his lips. Hers tingled from the kiss they shared.

      “You believe the war will not start until you are kidnapped by some king,” he said. “When men prepare for war, they make it inevitable.”

      “Then they can fight it without me,” she said. “Before coming here, before you, my fate was to serve my king. But if I have a choice, I don’t want to destroy whole armies of men or the cities where they come from.”

      Tieran snorted. “It’s not in your nature.”

      “But it’s supposed to be,” she said, troubled. “My kind have long been used to fight battles, and did I not threaten the sorcerer I met last night? And destroy his ships?”

      “What did the sea do with the men on those ships?”

      She did not answer.

      Tieran glanced at her. “You don’t want the destiny your kings and priests chose for you anymore than I do,” he said. “I am a warrior, and you are a mage. Neither of us fights at the command of another. You fight for me. I fight for you. That is how it should be.”

      “Now,” she said before she could stop herself. “That’s not how it was, before you had your vengeance.”

      “That’s how it is until one of us dies.”

      She felt herself relax. Tieran finally understood his duty.

      “I am sorry about your sisters,” she said quietly.

      “It is done. They are at peace.” The resolute expression on Tieran’s face warned her he had said all he would on the topic.

      Disappointed, Sela’s gaze went to the wall of the cave opposite her. The sea’s gentle rhythm ebbed and flowed within her, and she closed her eyes.

      “Did I not tell you I am powerful?” she asked somewhat defensively.

      “I never claimed otherwise.”

      “You did so!”

      “When? What were my words?”

      Sela paused to think. She could recall no instance when he said she could not control the ocean.

      “You cannot survive the Inlands alone, and I made no secret of that,” Tieran continued.

      Sela grumbled a curse, focusing once more on the pull of the ocean.

      Tieran ignored her.

      They sat until midday, before Tieran left to scout the area around them for signs their enemies had found them. When he returned, he carried a water bladder and food wrapped in a cloth. He passed her half the bread and a hunk of cheese.

      She frowned. “Did you steal this?”

      “Do you want to starve?”

      “The sea contains coins from sunken ships. I will ask it to bring us some, with your sword,” she said.

      Tieran nodded and sat, eating quietly.

      Sela watched him, wanting to ask about the kiss. Unable to work up the nerve, she ate the small meal and returned to the place of peace, listening to the ocean. She did not know when she would next visit the sea and intended to enjoy it while she could.
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      Dusk fell. Sela emerged from the cave, exhilarated already, and ran down the beach towards the water. As promised, the ocean had pushed Tieran’s sword and loose copper, silver and gold coins from shipwrecks up onto the sand.

      She ignored both and held out her arms. Before she reached the wet sand, the sea snatched her and pulled her into its depths. She surrendered to it, allowed the rocking in her blood to sync with the ebb and flow of the tides. The rare, peaceful sensation of being one with herself and her magic left her in ecstasy. She let the water sweep her out to the sound and return her, content to swim among its many creatures and float along the currents.

      After some time passed in a dreamlike state, she neared the surface of the Bay. The sky above was dark. A sliver of a moon and starlight filtered through the water, making the waves sparkle.

      Relaxed, tired, satisfied beyond anything she had ever felt, she allowed the ocean to wash her up onto the beach. Sela sat in the surf happily with the magic humming through her body as the water rushed past her, through her.

      She felt Tieran’s gaze and twisted. He sat on the beach, out of reach of the waves, his elbows on his knees, watching her. Did the tranquility in her blood soothe him as well? He did not appear agitated despite the distance between them and the time she had spent in the ocean. He made no move to drag her from the sea’s depths.

      The sight of him filled her with confusion once more. A thrill went through her, warm where the ocean was cold. Something had changed between them. If she sensed it, he would as well. What did it mean?

      Turning away, Sela concentrated on the ocean and its magic.

      A wave bowled her over, and she laughed. Standing, she lifted her arms. The sea created waterfall pillars in front of her. She sidestepped, and they followed her motion. Unwilling to let her one night with the sea go to waste, Sela began dancing with the waves. The water responded, creating shapes and moving with her, at times wrapping her in waves and other times, content to writhe and twirl near her in sync with her movements.

      “Sela.” Tieran’s call penetrated her joyful dance. He had moved closer to the wet sand.

      She turned.

      “Tomorrow will be long. We both need sleep.”

      She sighed. Her time with the ocean was coming to an end, and she was not at all ready to leave it. A streak of mischief flared within her. She sent a wave towards her guardian, dousing him from head to foot.

      Sela laughed.

      Tieran blew out a breath, displeased.

      “I’m almost done,” she said and whirled away. The sea joined her in the happy dance. She spun and spun and spun, laughing breathlessly at a column of water mirroring her movement.

      Tieran caught her, one arm wrapping around her. She collided with his body. He bore the impact with ease and held her close. The fever returned, creeping into her blood, competing with the magic. The water playing with her erupted into a spray of droplets that rained down on both of them.

      Her arms dropped, and she gazed up at him. No one had ever looked at her with the intensity Tieran did. In that moment, she became both overly aware of herself and lost to anything but his eyes, which glowed golden in the moonlight, and the feel of his hard body against hers. Breathless from her dance as well as his look, she rested her palms against his chest and waited.

      “You’re as wild as an Inlander.” Tieran pushed a wet strand of hair from her face. His eyes dropped to her lips.

      Heat bloomed at the base of her stomach. A fever mixed with the cool magic, both racing through her blood. Would he kiss her again? Would he touch her differently than he did when tending her wounds or trying to control her?

      Tieran’s eyes went to her lips. Heat flared in his eyes, and she held her breath in anticipation of experiencing his kiss again.

      He abruptly released her and stepped away. “Now,” he said and turned his back to her.

      Startled by his rejection, Sela stood in place, grappling with the heat in her blood. What had happened? He had seemed interested and then changed his mind.

      Did he regret the kiss they shared? Had it somehow offended him?

      Tieran never backed down from anything, and she had the sense he was … retreating, if not running from her.

      Sucking in a deep breath to settle her rattled thoughts, Sela walked towards the cave. He had started a fire inside at some point while she danced with the waves. His sword and the coins were piled on one side of the fire. She paused near the blaze.

      Tieran stretched out next to the fire, facing it, with no space between his body and the fire for her to lie.

      Sela frowned, unable to explain his sudden shift or the flutter of new emotion inside her. She lay down beside him and glanced at the back of his head. How did she ask the question she was embarrassed to know the answer to?

      Why had he not kissed her a second time?

      The memory of their first kiss was enough to make her body flush from the top of her head to her toes. She rolled onto her side and pressed her back to him, frustrated she could not read her protector’s mind, and wishing he could not read hers.
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* * *

      Tieran kept his distance the following morning as well. He led her away from the cliff and the sea, towards one of the coastal villages perched on a bluff. They did not enter the town but waited in a grove outside it.

      Sela sat quietly, eyes as much on Tieran as they were on the village he observed. He had spoken only a handful of words since they woke that morning. He had not looked at her, either.

      Disturbed by her guardian’s indifference, she began to suspect he had not wanted the kiss to happen and did not know how to handle her, now that he felt her reaction to him. If he regretted it this much, why not tell her, so they could return to the relationship they had before?

      Is that possible? She had never been attracted to the cousin her king wished her to wed. She had never experienced any sort of fever when she crossed the paths of attractive men in her father’s palace or elsewhere. And she had definitely never felt her cool magic respond to the touch of anyone.

      Was it better to pretend nothing ever happened? Could she be near him without thinking about it? Without her blood heating when he touched her?

      Already, she missed the sea’s calming influence. Sela leaned her head back against the tree whose trunk was at her back. The sea’s call remained strong. It was close and yet, too far to soothe her restless blood. Unable to fully understand her reaction to Tieran, or his sudden distance, Sela could not help feeling a tremor of despair whenever she considered she would never visit the sea again.

      Sensing the shift in her mood, Tieran glanced towards her. He did not speak but returned his attention to the village.

      “Wait here,” he said and rose. He strode away from their concealed location.

      Sela leaned forward, eyes never leaving him. Her guardian trotted toward the dirt road winding away from the city between lush, green hills. An older man on a wagon pulled by two horses was headed away from the village.

      Tieran approached the driver and waved a hand at him. The driver slowed. The two exchanged words before Tieran handed him some of the coins the ocean had brought them. When the driver nodded, Tieran turned to face her direction.

      He waved for her to join him.

      Sela went, in no hurry to leave her sea behind.

      Tieran went to the back of the wagon and opened the door leading into the dark interior packed with food, supplies, and clothing. He climbed in. She followed. The enclosed space smelled musty and was too filled with boxes and bags for both of them to sit comfortably. Tieran pushed to the side farthest from the door then sat.

      Sela joined him, uncertain where she was supposed to sit. He reached up to take her arm and pulled her down. The touch rattled her, sent fire dancing within her. She gritted her teeth and willed herself not to react to him. She settled between his legs.

      The older man stacked boxes in front of them before closing and locking the door. Breaths later, the wagon jolted forward.

      Tieran’s arms went around her, and she relaxed against him. Her shoulders fit between his. She put her arms down, jerked back when they encountered his hands, shifted to find a place to put them and then gave up. Their quarters were too tight, and holding her arms up above her head would be too awkward to maintain. She rested her arms down and tried not to think about the man at her back.

      “Do you trust this man?” she asked doubtfully.

      “He is an Inlander. Inlanders can be bought. He will take us where we wish to go.”

      She had not been able to tell the driver was an Inlander. His plain appearance told her only that he was likely a peasant. But Tieran would know his own kind, she assumed.

      Sela leaned her head against his shoulder. The fever inside her subsided without completely disappearing. She was comfortable enough in his arms to want to sleep.

      “Are we going to find allies?” she asked in an attempt to stay awake.

      “I haven’t decided.”

      His answer was more clipped than usual. How was it possible for her to miss their contentious exchanges? Was it better to be civil and know he was upset, or to have another heated argument because he was concerned about her?

      The farther the wagon ventured from the sound, the less magic she felt. Sela’s distress grew the longer they rode.

      “We will return on the full moon,” Tieran said softly.

      “We will?”

      “Every full moon.”

      Her brow furrowed. Happiness bubbled within her, but she sensed an effusive response was not appropriate for Tieran’s mood. “Thank you,” she said instead.

      He was silent.

      She stared into the darkness. “Are we going to your uncle’s?”

      “No.”

      She waited.

      “I’ll fetch my gold first. If we need allies, we will buy them.”

      Sela said nothing more. How long they traveled, she did not know. The driver stopped twice – once late afternoon and a second time past dusk – to let them stretch their legs and eat. The scenery changed with each rest, with the second stop resembling the Inlands. Sela sensed no water magic at all.

      She climbed back in the wagon and settled into place in Tieran’s arms. They tightened around her, and she rested against him, despondent after the brief joy of frolicking with her sea.

      She dozed off and on, dreaming of water, swimming with the sea creatures, and the fear she experienced when confronted by the open ocean.

      The wagon jolted to a halt, waking her. Groggy from the little sleep, Sela sat up straight. The driver unlocked the door and opened it, displaying a brilliant Inland morning. She shaded her eyes and blinked before creeping forward. She exited the wagon and stood, observing the savannah stretching in every direction. The breeze rippled through the grasses, resembling waves, in a way that made her homesick for the sea.

      She sensed a lake nearby without seeing it, perhaps behind a hill. And … something else was here. A flickering of sea magic.

      She looked around, uncertain how she could feel the ocean when it was a day’s travel away. The magic came from no direction she could identify. Unlike the lake, whose call she could pinpoint, this new magic permeated her surroundings.

      She heard Tieran and the driver speak without paying attention to either. She shielded her eyes with a hand, peering towards the hill hiding the lake and then around her again.

      Not a well, not an underground water source, not a stream or second lake.

      What was calling to her? Why was it familiar? Was the source of the elusive voice of the sea that she had noticed sporadically since entering the Inlands near here?

      The wagon rolled away, down a road overgrown with grass.

      Tieran strode towards one of the few clusters of trees in the Inlands. Several of them were blackened by fire, and the grass beyond them was littered with the charcoal remains of a small village. No other people, horses, or villages were within sight.

      Sela followed him curiously, unable to shake the sense magic was present.

      Tieran paused in the shade of a large tree, observing the area where the small village had once stood. Sela stopped beside him. His gaze was fiery, lethal, his features drawn and his body rigid enough to snap. Any question she had about where they were died before it reached her lips.

      “This was my home,” he answered through clenched teeth.

      Her heart went out to him. Sela looked out over the ruins of his village. She did not want to know what went through his mind as he returned to the site of where his sisters were murdered. Nothing she could say would help him.

      He walked toward the charred remnants of his home.

      She remained in place, doubting even she could calm him.

      She gave him his privacy and sat at the base of the tree. Tieran walked through the village deliberately, pausing at several points along his path.

      Was he imagining what had happened there? Or did he recall a happier time, before his enemy swept through and destroyed everything?

      She wanted to think she would remember only the good but could not help remembering the last time she saw Karav disappearing over the top of a hill, walking confidently towards his death.

      A tug of cool magic came from behind her. Sela peered around the tree, uncertain what to expect from the mysterious magic. She glanced towards Tieran. He crouched at the edge of the village, his attention completely absorbed by his memories.

      Sela rose and left him in peace.

      The flicker of magic retreated, but not before she sensed its source behind a small hill. Sela walked towards it, through the pale, waist high grasses of the Inland savannah, beneath the mid-morning sun whose heat made her long for the sea once more.

      When she reached the hill, she was breathing hard. She turned to face the village.

      Tieran had not moved. His head was bent.

      She studied his hunched form, hating that anyone could hurt as he did. She wanted to run to him and throw her arms around him and use her cool magic to bring him peace.

      Was peace even possible after what he had lost?

      Tieran was not a man who would want to be considered vulnerable. If he chose to share his pain, she would listen. As much as she did not wish to, she had to grant him his space.

      Helplessness crept into her again, along with a sense of loneliness. Were these her emotions or his? She could not tell.

      Hugging herself, Sela circled the hill. No water sources appeared in the savannah on the other side.

      The whisper of magic came again, this time from behind her.

      She faced the hill. How was the lump of earth in front of her radiating water magic?

      Frowning, she was about to return to the village when her eyes fell to an anomaly in the side of the hill. The grasses grew in a different angle along a square patch.

      Sela approached. She made out the outline of a door that had been covered by grass. Pushing the grass aside, she ran one hand over the door to find a knob or other means of opening it. Her fingers bumped into metal, and she pulled the grass out from around it. The rusted ring was heavy. The door held no lock.

      She pulled at it.

      It did not budge.

      Bracing her leg against the side, she used both hands and hefted it with all her strength.

      The door gave a little then sprang free suddenly enough to disrupt her balance. She landed on her backside. The space behind the door was dark, the smell emanating from it musty. Her nose wrinkled. She stood.

      Familiar, cool magic trickled into her more strongly.

      Finally! She had found the source of the magic teasing her since she entered the Inlands!

      Sela climbed up into the doorway and blinked rapidly, trying to make out anything beyond the darkness. The sound of water dripping reached her ears, and sunlight illuminated the uneven stone flooring leading away from the door. She entered, one hand on the wall to her right. The floor sloped downward. Her eyes adjusted to the darkness, and she began to realize it was not completely dark inside. Glowing moss lined both sides of the wide hall through which she walked. The faint scent of the sea was in the air as well.

      At first, she thought the gaping patches of darkness lining the corridor were holes. When she saw the skeletal arm stretched outward from one, she realized she had stumbled upon catacombs. She shivered and crossed her arms, uncomfortable in the resting place of the dead.

      The crypts on either side of her lined the corridor sloping downward, deep into the earth, in a lazy spiral. The farther she walked, the stronger the magic grew, and the more intrigued she became.

      From what she had seen, Inlanders burned their dead. Why did this place exist at all? And how could it smell of the ocean when the sea was so far away?

      Glowing moss filled in the spaces between the dead and had grown to cover the ceilings.

      She stopped. While the call of the magic came from ahead of her, she had felt a faint spark that faded just as fast.

      Sela took a step back.

      The spark returned.

      She moved forward, and it vanished again.

      She peered up and around, unable to identify the source, before her eyes fell to the hollowed out, open crypt in the wall beside her. She moved to stand closer, and the magic returned.

      “Who are you?” she whispered to the bones within the grave. Her eyes scanned the skeleton covered in clothing. Its manner of dress reminded her of the paintings of ancestors her father displayed in his great hall. No one had dressed like this in the history of her family’s paintings, though.

      The form in this grave was small without being childlike, with plenty of space between its head and feet and the edges of its tomb.

      With a grimace, Sela leaned closer to make out the details of the skeleton’s dress. No sigil marked its gown, which appeared to be well tailored and ornately decorated. She held out her hand over the bones. The cool flicker of magic tickled her palm, giving Sela no doubt as to what – or who – she had found.

      “You’re a water mage,” she murmured. From what the priests taught her, the lawless Inlands had been independent for a thousand seasons at least. She had memorized the names of every water mage for the past two thousand seasons, and none of them were known to have lived, or died, in the Inlands.

      How old was this mage?

      “What are you doing here?” she whispered, awed by the idea she had discovered a new line of mages.

      The dead had no answer for her.

      Unable to find any other details about the body that might help her identify when this mage had died, she leaned away and continued walking.

      After another few steps, another flicker of ancient water magic reached her. She studied the second body. It contained no markings or sigils, and its clothing was more plain. Sela continued walking, only for another spark to flare inside her and then another. All came from the right side of the corridor, which she began to believe contained the crypts belonging to women.

      Five more sparks caught her attention before she reached the end of the catacombs. She tilted her head, able to hear the faint roaring of the ocean somewhere beyond the stone wall in front of her. Placing her palms against the wall, she felt the vibration of water flowing on the other side.

      The sea was present. Though how the ocean came to be trapped beneath this hill, she could not imagine. The longer she spent in the catacombs, the more intrigued she became.

      “Sela.” Tieran’s voice was quiet, his approach silent.

      She glanced over her shoulder at him without lifting her hands. “What’s behind this wall?”

      “Behind it?” he echoed. “Dirt. Grass. I don’t know.”

      “How old are these catacombs?”

      “This is a sacred place, Sela.” His tone carried no warning, but she heard the reverent note in it.

      She turned, studying him in the dim glow of plants. For a moment, she could not help comparing the lighting here to that of the sea creatures underwater when Tieran had kissed her. She dismissed the memory before it fevered her once more.

      “I thought Inlanders burned their dead,” she murmured.

      “Tribal leaders from my mother’s line have always been buried here,” he said. “You should not be here.”

      She hesitated, hearing his firmness. “I apologize, Tieran. But I feel the ocean. It’s beyond this wall.”

      He was quiet for a breath before walking towards her. She stepped aside, hating herself for noticing his scent and the warmth of his body as it brushed against hers. Tieran placed his palm against the wall.

      “Do you feel it?” she asked.

      “I feel something.” He lowered his arm.

      “These are your ancestors?”

      “From my mother’s side, yes.”

      “Did you know they were water mages?”

      “That’s not possible.” His gaze fell to her. Sela tried not to be aware of the distance between them. “There’s no magic in the Inlands. Certainly not water magic.”

      “But it is,” she insisted. She stepped away before his nearness disrupted her thoughts. She paused beside the oldest of the mages. “She was a mage. All of them as well.” Sela indicated the next six tombs.

      “You know this how?” Tieran sounded uneasy.

      “I can feel it.” She held her hand out above one of the skeletons. The spark lit up inside her, tiny but present. “Can you?”

      Tieran approached her from behind, stopped beside her and rested a hand on her hip. Sela held her breath.

      “Yes,” he answered. “I can when I touch you.”

      “I don’t know how, but you have a long line of water mages in your ancestors.” She shook her head. She wanted to comment on the strangeness of water mages in the barbaric, waterless Inlands but chose not to. “That’s why I’ve always felt the magic in you. You’re no normal mage-warrior. You’re a warrior in whose blood flows the power of a mage.”

      “I’m no mage.”

      “You carry the blood of ancient mages. My mother did not have my power, but she had the magic in her blood,” she explained. “I imagine your ancestors also carried mage-warrior blood. Perhaps the mages guardians are there.” Her eyes went to the men’s side of the corridor.

      “These are mated pairs across from one another,” he said, indicating the tombs. “Is that usual? For a water mage to mate with her warrior?”

      “I don’t know. The women in my mother’s line have always married nobles chosen for them by the king,” she said thoughtfully. “You have no less than twelve water mages among your ancestors. Could you imagine how powerful a water mage would be, if your line and mine were to mix?”

      The moment the words left her mouth, her breath caught. They were wrong. So very wrong.

      Sela began walking up the sloping path, back towards the entrance and away from Tieran. The retort she expected from him did not come. She hurried ahead, unable to deal with the tension between them in such an enclosed space.

      She breathed deeply when she stepped out of the catacombs and into the sun. Tieran followed her, his expression grim, if not troubled.

      “I apologize, Tieran,” she said again. “I heard the ocean and followed.”

      He glanced at her before turning to close the door leading to the catacombs. “I’m not concerned.”

      Surprised, she did not know how to respond. Tieran was upset, but it was unlike him to keep his anger to himself.

      “Tieran, what is it?” she pressed. “Your quietness is driving me mad!”

      “I thought you would prefer it this way.”

      “You have never once done anything I preferred!” she retorted. “I would rather you be you than … this.”

      He snorted, the only sign of his amusement. When satisfied the door was closed securely, he faced her.

      “I brought you to my home for a reason,” he said.

      “For gold.”

      “Yes.” He wiped his mouth. “But also to remind me.” He walked away, back towards the burnt out village.

      Sela trotted after him. “Remind you of what? You’ve had your revenge.”

      “That’s not what I mean, Sela.”

      She shook her head, frustrated.

      Tieran did not stop walking when he reached the village but led her to one of the many burnt out foundations towards the center. He stopped then, jaw clenched.

      “My sisters died here. My mother and father as well.”

      She gazed around the space in respectful silence.

      “The Inland wars are nothing compared to what you will draw to us.”

      Sela lifted her chin in defiance without speaking. Tieran was beginning to realize the truth of their situation. It was not the time to remind him she had been trying to warn him of their danger all along.

      “I have thought the past few days it would be better for you if you married your cousin and had an army to protect you,” he added with a scowl. “I have also thought you are mine, and I will never lose what is mine again, even if that makes me a fool.”

      “Did you think to ask me?” she questioned, irritated he would decide her fate without consulting her.

      His gaze fell upon her.

      “You’re my guardian,” she said. “As much as I hate to admit you’re right, I would rather be here than some king’s prized possession at court. I will not fight a war where I am forced to take innocent lives.”

      “We may die here, Sela, and soon.”

      She shifted her weight, distressed by the confident warrior’s sudden loss of faith in their destiny. “You won’t let that happen,” she replied. “We can find allies. Your uncle might help us.”

      “Dare I endanger the lives of my remaining kin for the sake of a mage?”

      She flushed. The words were spoken without heat, but the impact was the same as if they had been shouted at her. “That is a decision you must make,” she said and turned away. “I would never fault you for choosing family over duty.”

      She walked away stiffly. The depth of his concern left her feeling like the helpless burden she had always been to him. Protected by her father, Karav’s family had never been threatened, but Tieran’s would always be in danger.

      Sela allowed the tug of the catacombs to guide her path. She wanted to uncover why the sea appeared to be speaking to her in the land-locked Inlands. Doubting Tieran would choose her over his kin, she tried not to let his unspoken rejection wound her.

      Why did she feel crushed? She had peered into his heart and lost her ability to push him away while he appeared unscathed by the changes between them.

      She returned to the entrance of the catacombs. Instead of entering, she sat at the base of the hidden door and concentrated on understanding the water magic’s faint whisper.

      For once, Tieran did not pursue her. Her sorrow expanded as the day grew on. After all they had been through, would he abandon her now?
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* * *

      Dusk fell several hours later, and still he did not come to her.

      Sela sighed, prepared to convince herself to give up any hope of Tieran being at her side. She rose and circled the hill. Expecting to see a fire, she was surprised to find none. The closer she walked to the charred village, the quicker she went.

      Tieran was gone.

      “Tieran!” Sela reached the edge of the village, searching the area visually. If he had gone hunting, would he not have ordered her to remain where she was until he returned?

      How could he have left at all, knowing the madness would claim him?

      “He’s gone.”

      She whirled. The translucent mirage of the Sorcerer stood a short distance behind her.

      “Did you take him?” she demanded.

      “Trapped in my palace, I can do little,” he reminded her. “And my armies cannot cross the ocean. I lost all my trade ships today.”

      “That’s your fault!”

      “I misjudged you.” His image flickered without completely disappearing. “I came to negotiate.”

      “I have other concerns requiring my attention.” She turned away, alarmed by his claim and hoping to find some sign Tieran was not gone for good.

      “I will tell you where he is, if you grant me one request.”

      She frowned. “How do you know where he is?”

      His form materialized in front of her. “One of my few abilities is that of observing from afar. Though I cannot see you at all times, I happened to be looking when he was taken.”

      “You’ve been watching me?” She glared at him.

      “Yes. For a moon or two.”

      She shook her head and chose to deal with the more pressing matter. “Tieran would never be taken if he were alive and not under a spell.”

      “The men who took him bound him with a leather whip and dragged him off without resistance. They wore the sigil of a crossed sword and arrow. If what little I know of your people is correct, it is the symbol of the mage-warrior slayers used rarely but maintained by priests to punish rogue warriors. They disabled him and placed a collar around his neck.”

      Sela’s pulse raced, and her breath caught. Karav had told her about the slayers, which priests used as the last resort to kill a rogue warrior who could no longer be controlled. “How do I know you tell the truth?”

      “Because I need something from you. I will trade whatever you ask for in exchange.”

      “Tell me where he is,” she whispered. “Once I verify he is there, I will grant your request.”

      “I’ll show you.” The Sorcerer’s form vanished, only to appear forty horse-lengths away, near a hill opposite the one where she felt the ocean.

      She hesitated and then followed, determined to find Tieran, even if she had no plan for freeing him without being captured.
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      It was well past dark when she reached a hill overlooking a shallow valley. Sela spotted the glow of a small bonfire long before she knelt in the grasses atop the hill. The mirage escorting her stopped beside her.

      A dozen warriors in purple, the color of the Kingdom of Masu, the northernmost island in the chain, had camped out in the grass around a large tent beside the bonfire. Her eyes skimmed over them and rested on the figure of Tieran in a metal cage. Around his neck, he wore a metal collar. He was seated and resting, slumped as if tired. The guard beside him bore the sign of a sword and arrow and appeared even larger than Karav.

      From what Karav had told her, the collar contained an ancient magic that pre-dated the mage-warriors. It was used to bring in, and control, rogue warriors who disobeyed their kings or priests. Only two kingdoms possessed the rare metal: hers and Masu, who had once been an ally of the High King.

      “I have fulfilled my part of our trade,” the Sorcerer said.

      “You have,” she murmured. “I assume you want the curse lifted.”

      “While I would love not to have my armies drowned at sea, I had a different favor in mind,” he responded dryly.

      She glanced at the mysterious figure still taking pains to hide his face. “What can possibly be more important than that?”

      “I want you to travel to my kingdom at a future time I determine. You may bring your savage. You will have safe passage through my lands, but you must agree to come when I beckon you to.”

      “I’ve never heard of anything more bizarre,” she exclaimed quietly. “You could save your armies and trade, and you choose to command me to visit you instead? I was serious about pulling your palace into the ocean.”

      “I am desperate. I will take that risk.”

      “You must be.” Sela shook her head. “Very well, Sorcerer. I will journey to your kingdom at your will.”

      “Thank you.”

      She did not wait for him to disappear and stood. “There is a chance I will be dead by then.” She motioned to the encampment.

      “You mean to confront them all?”

      “I mean to surrender. I don’t know what happens next.”

      “Strategy must be the savage’s strength.”

      She glared at him and took a step.

      “Wait,” the sorcerer said reluctantly. “I cannot cast any spell. But I will reveal a secret you have begun to unravel already.”

      Sela smiled to herself. If the proud Sorcerer were willing to help her for free, he was as desperate as he claimed to be.

      “According to the scholars of my kingdom, there used to be four islands long ago. Two collided and formed the largest of them.”

      “This island used to be two,” she mused. “How will this help me?”

      “A channel runs through a fault between them. Its weakest point, where the sea pushes up against the fault, is at the bottom of the catacombs. I believe this is what you felt underground.”

      “How …” She turned to face him.

      The mirage was gone.

      Had he been spying on her when she ventured into the catacombs?

      Sela looked long and hard back the direction she came. What use was the insight, if she was about to be captured by an enemy?

      Squaring her shoulders, she strode down the hill behind the cage, intent on helping Tieran somehow. Two of the guards spotted her and moved closer. Neither drew their swords, leading her to believe they were expecting her.

      Tieran noticed her as well and rose, moving to the back of the cage. “Sela,” he said. “Leave. Now.”

      “No,” she replied, pausing at the cage. She reached through to touch him. He took her hand and shuddered. She studied the collar. It was locked and glowed faintly. To free him, she needed the key.

      “I cannot protect you, and you cannot fight anyone without water,” Tieran’s voice was quiet, terse. “Please leave, Sela.”

      “They won’t kill me.”

      “There are many fates worse than death.” He held her gaze, jaw clenched hard enough for the muscles of his cheek to tick. “Watching them hurt you is one of them.”

      She smiled, touched by his concern. “I won’t leave without you, Tieran,” she replied. “Never.” She moved away, towards the bonfire.

      He cursed. “Sela!” He rattled his chains.

      She drew a deep breath and paused at the center of the encampment. “Fetch your lord,” she ordered the guards surrounding her.

      One of them disappeared into the tent. A breath later, a seasoned warrior, trailed by a noble in dress too fine for the Inlands, exited. The warrior stepped aside. When the noble saw her, he smiled.

      Sela kept her composure. She did not know this noble from any other, but his blue eyes were bright, and his clothing pristine. He appeared out of place, as if he were preparing to attend court, and not stranded in the Inlands.

      “As you claimed,” the noble said, glancing at the warrior. “She came.”

      “I had no choice,” Sela replied. “Now that you have me, free my guardian.”

      The slap came before she could move. Sela’s ears rang. Her cheek burned, and she tasted blood in her mouth.

      “When my lord wishes you to speak, he will order it,” the warrior with leathery skin said.

      Sela wiped blood from the corner of her mouth, eyes on the noble rather than the soldier. “You let your slaves speak for you?” she taunted.

      The warrior raised his arm again, but she refused to back down.

      The noble’s smile widened. “Let her speak, Keni,” he said. “After all, she is the niece of a king.”

      “Not our king,” Keni said, though he stepped back.

      “When she’s ours, you may strike her at will. Until then, she will receive what hospitality I decide to offer.”

      A chill slid down Sela’s spine.

      “I am Henli, heir to the House of Berin,” the man said.

      She studied him. “I know all the noble houses of Masu, and Berin is not among them.”

      Henli released an irritated sigh. “This is true. But we are the wealthiest family on any island, and I have high hopes of marrying into the king’s family as a reward for capturing you.”

      Sela guessed his family were tradesmen but did not ask. “You’re a mercenary.”

      “I prefer the term opportunist,” Henli said. “Your guardian will not be set free. To harness your power, we will have to replace him.”

      “I sense no other mage-warrior here,” she replied.

      “Before his death, the High King sought to murder existing mage-warriors outside your kingdom, perhaps to keep you within the family. The last remaining warrior in Masu is safely hidden.”

      “If you think to murder my guardian now, we will never make it across the ocean.”

      “I’m aware. We would have killed him already if this weren’t true.” Henli motioned to the slayers positioned on either side of Tieran. “Your answer to my next question will determine how much pain I put him in. He only needs to be alive to cross the channel safely.”

      She turned. Six guards with spears surrounded Tieran’s cage. Bound in chains, weakened by the collar, he had no chance of escaping anything they did to him.

      “Do not agree to anything, Sela,” Tieran said. His eyes burned with feral fire, and he pulled at his chains, ignoring the soldiers intent on hurting him.

      Sela’s heart turned over in her chest. Anger filled her. If they were near the ocean …

      “A bounty has been placed on your head by every king in the islands, including your own. It is not enough to be the first to capture you. Someone must be the one to claim you and return you to his king,” Henli added.

      “What is your question?” she demanded.

      One of the soldiers stabbed Tieran in the side.

      Sela gasped and started forward, only to be grabbed and held in place by none other than the master-at-arms, Keni. Tieran showed no outward sign of pain despite the blood seeping through his side. Another soldier stabbed him in the calf.

      “Stop!” Sela cried. “Tell me what you want from me!”

      “Sela – ” Tieran’s voice carried a note of warning.

      “I can’t lose you, Tieran! I won’t lose you!” she shouted at him. She rounded to face Henli, her blood boiling while fear laced her thoughts. “Whatever it is, I’ll do it. Stop this now!”

      “That is the answer I wanted,” he said. “Come with me.” He strode towards the tent.

      With a look back at Tieran, Sela followed. Dread weighed heavily in her gut. She thought hard about her alternatives. There was only one that interested her: the secret revealed by the mysterious Sorcerer. If what he said were true, she remained helpless, unless she could reach the channel she had felt at the bottom of the catacombs.

      How did she escape with Tieran, let alone return to the hill before being captured?

      “My terms are simple,” Henli said, drawing her attention away from her thoughts. “My family has bought the loyalty of the mage-warrior who will take your guardian’s place. The Inlands are too dangerous for him to travel here. The ceremony will occur after we safely cross the Sapphire Channel,” he said, referring to the passageway between Vurdu and Masu.

      His intention was no different than that of any other she had met. “Very well,” she said. She would play him as she had initially played Tieran: agree openly while seeking an escape route.

      “To assure your cooperation …” Henli opened one of the trunks stacked against a wall of the tent. “You will be bound with this.” The tradesman removed a metal cuff similar to the one Tieran wore around his neck, down to the faded rainbow patina. “If you resist, or try to escape, or go farther than ten horse lengths from me at any time, the magic in this will cause your guardian immense pain.”

      Sela met his gaze, unwilling to show her dismay. Lord Winlin’s attempt at using magic to seduce her was appearing far less threatening than the other methods of assuring she cooperated that she had encountered.

      The noble handed the cuff to Keni, who gripped her wrist and locked the metal around her forearm. She took note of the key he slid into his pocket. He released her. She let her arm drop. The metal was heavy, cold against her skin.

      “You will remain here, beside me, until we reach the channel,” Henli added.

      She said nothing, her mind already working on an alternative plan. The lake was near. If they traveled by it, there was a chance she could gather enough magic to …

      What? She needed the key first. Or she would have to kidnap Henli and take him with her. By the looks of him, it would not be hard, if not for his force of several dozen men.

      The tradesman turned away, satisfied he had cornered her. He pointed to a pallet near the trunks. “That area is yours,” he said. He motioned to Keni next, who leveled a look on her before disappearing out of the tent.

      Sela sat down to plot. If she could not fight, and Tieran was disabled, who was there to help her? Another kingdom’s party, waiting to capture her without any concern about the magic that might tear Tieran apart?

      In the end, she could think of one person who would always come to her aid – if she could alert him.

      She stretched out on the pallet, worried about Tieran bleeding out in a cage.

      Somehow, Sela slept. She awoke sometime before dawn to a quiet, dark tent. Henli’s snoring assured her he continued to slumber. She sensed no one else in the tent, and the world outside it was likewise quiet. Light from the bonfire seeped through the tent walls.

      She sat and looked around. The Sorcerer had watched her on many occasions without her knowing it.

      “Are you here?” she whispered into the darkness.

      No answer.

      “If you are, I will grant you a favor.”

      She held her breath and waited.

      “What would you do, if I weren’t watching?” His voice was faint. The Sorcerer materialized in front of her.

      “Why are you always watching me at all?” she retorted.

      “What do you want, mage?”

      “For you to send a message.”

      “In exchange for what?”

      She considered. Having control over the fate of his navy and sea trade guaranteed he would answer her whenever she beckoned him.

      “I will not pull your palace into the sea when I journey to your kingdom,” she said finally.

      “How do you know my palace is near a sea at all?” he replied, annoyance in his tone.

      “You’ve made no attempt to claim it’s not,” she reasoned. “If not the sea, some large body of water must be near, or you would have told me otherwise either time I made the threat.”

      “You are wearing on my patience and good will.”

      “And you claim to be desperate.”

      The mirage vanished. She waited, uncertain if any man could be desperate enough to bargain with her when she offered so little. He reappeared, and she released the breath she was holding.

      “Very well,” he said grudgingly. “But this is the last favor. I am not accustomed to being at anyone’s beck and call.”

      Sela ignored him, not caring if he were offended. “I need for you to take a message to my father. Tell him where I am and that I need his help.”

      “Your father. He could never reach you in time.”

      “With the help of his wind mages, he might make it in two or three days. He’s my only hope.”

      The mirage disappeared once more. She sensed he was not returning this time, if ever before he needed her.

      The noble’s snoring stopped. She gazed into the darkness in his direction and tugged at the cuff around her forearm. Keni had the key, and she knew nothing of where he was in the camp. If she were to find him, how would she remove the key without him knowing?

      Despair scattered her thoughts when she considered it was not possible to save herself or Tieran before her father reached her. He would always come. Of this, she had no doubt. He would move the ocean for her, but his greatest efforts would not matter, if she were to set foot in Masu first.

      She tugged at the cuff. It was solid and radiated faint magic. The lock had disappeared once the key was removed, making it impossible to force open or pick.

      Sela lay down once more, restless and worried. Just as she was about to drift off, a shout came from outside the tent.

      Henli bolted to his feet. Sela sat up, listening. Yelling and movement came from outside the tent.

      Keni flung open the tent door. “We must leave. Now!” he called.

      “What is it?” Henli asked.

      “Iliun. I told you we were too close to their kingdom!”

      The tradesman muttered a curse. Keni dropped the tent’s entrance and disappeared. Sela climbed to her feet. While she hoped Lord Winlin was leading the attack, she doubted he had time to reach them. She had sent him as far from the beach where she and Tieran washed ashore as possible.

      Which left his brother, Qinlin, who she cared for even less than the tradesman in the tent with her.

      “Mage!” Henli snapped. “Awaken!”

      “I heard,” she said. “I am ready to leave.”

      The sound of him rustling around told her he had not yet adapted to life in the Inlands, where one had to be ready to fight or flee at a moment’s notice. She ventured to the tent’s opening, concerned about Tieran, and peered out.

      Keni’s men were scrambling around the encampment, readying horses and preparing gear. Her eyes fell to Tieran. His cage was being loaded up onto a wagon. He appeared pale beneath his golden tan, and unsteady on his feet.

      A lump rose in her throat. If he died, it was her fault. She had brought this fate upon him without knowing the price either of them would pay. She could not bear the idea he might die here, where she was helpless.

      She found Keni with her eyes and studied him, seeking any kind of vulnerability that might give her an opportunity to grab the key. The soldier was on edge and moved with discipline and a sharpness she did not think she could outmaneuver. Doubting she could catch him off guard, she found herself back where she started: trying to figure out how to free Tieran and escape before they reached the channel.

      Henli pushed her out of the tent. “What I would give for a servant,” he muttered, wrestling with his sword belt.

      Sela shook her head. Early on in her life, she had been similar – unable to dress or bathe herself without the help of a servant or two. Karav had retrained her over their seasons together. He spoiled her in his own way without allowing her to fall into the typical pattern of the nobles.

      After watching the coddled, oblivious tradesman struggle to fasten his belt, she sighed.

      “You have it on wrong,” she said and reached out to take the ends of the belt. She pulled it free, untwisted it, and strung on the scabbard as Karav had taught her.

      Henli eyed her. “I cannot bear these Inlands. How can the daughter of a prince survive here?”

      She shrugged. She had thought the same when she first arrived, and up until Karav’s death. In fact, she was not certain what changed her mind.

      Tieran. Perhaps it was not the Inlands she had accepted but the wild warrior who loved them.

      She replaced the belt around the noble’s waist and fastened it. “Can you use a sword at all?” she asked.

      “Not well enough to satisfy Keni,” he replied. “If someone nears me, I can stab him, but I don’t fight willingly.”

      She hid a smile and stepped away.

      Several men on horseback pounded to the south while the wagon with Tieran’s cage headed north.

      “There is a lake to the northeast,” she said, thoughts on the underground channel. “Lord Qinlin’s army is much larger than this, but with a lake, I can wipe them out.”

      “Why would I listen to you?”

      “Because you have Tieran,” she replied softly. “He is more than my guardian. I would not risk his life.” The words were true, even if she had no intention of helping these people.

      Henli was quiet for a moment before striding forward. He bellowed for Keni.

      Sela remained where she was. The two exchanged words. Keni glanced towards her with a frown. Initially, he shook his head but by the end of the discussion, he stormed away unhappily. Sela understood this to mean the tradesman had won the discussion despite Keni’s accurate misgivings.

      They were brought horses. Henli took her reins and started northeast, leading her away from the tent and bonfire.

      Sela held back the gleeful shout she wanted to give knowing they were headed back towards Tieran’s land. Her excitement lasted until she began to realize she had no plan for reaching the catacombs, even if they passed within a horse length of the door. She could not risk Tieran being hurt worse by leaving on her own. If she escaped, it would have to be with the noble or the key.

      She had a better chance facing Henli than his master-at-arms.

      Fortunately, she experienced her first real piece of luck since entering the landlocked Inlands. A man on horseback barreled up the hill, passed her, and pulled his horse to a halt beside the tradesman.

      “My lord!” he exclaimed. “Keni recommends fleeing quickly. He will join you when possible.”

      Dozens of men bearing Iliu red spilled over the hills into the small valley in which Keni and his men awaited them. Unless he had a plan, Keni and his soldiers would quickly be overwhelmed.

      Henli was observing the attack, concerned.

      “You do not want to cross paths with Lord Qinlin,” Sela advised. “He leaves no one alive. He tried to murder his own brother, who traveled with me before.”

      The tradesman glanced towards the warrior, who made no attempt to refute her exaggerated claim.

      “Very well,” he said. He started forward, tugging her horse with him.

      The wagon carting Tieran’s cage had already disappeared beyond the next hill. Flanked by two soldiers, Henli galloped forward, towing her away from the battle raging in the valley behind them.

      Sela glanced over her shoulder several times, dreading the appearance of Lord Qinlin’s men more than she did journeying with the ignorant noble ahead of her. If what Lord Winlin had said of his brother were true, she did not want to risk falling under his control again.

      They reached the next hill, circled it and slowed.

      “My lord –” One of his Henli’s objected.

      “Unless you know your way around the Inlands, we will wait!” the tradesman snapped. “I cannot tell north from west here!”

      Sela coughed to cover her laugh.

      The wagon bearing Tieran disappeared around another hill. Frustrated she was close to neither the key nor her guardian, she stared in the direction of Keni and the key. Too much time passed without any of Keni’s men cresting the hill. The sounds of battle reached them across the savannah, and her dread grew heavier.

      “I know where we can hide,” she said at last. “It’s close to here.”

      “I don’t trust you, mage.”

      “Then as soon as we arrive, you can send one of your guards to tell Keni where we are,” she retorted. “It’s on our path, and it’s hidden. The Iliuns will never know where we are.”

      Henli hesitated. His eyes were on the hill from the direction they had come.

      A warrior in red appeared over the hill, followed by a second.

      “If we ride now, we’ll reach it in time to hide,” Sela urged, aware she had a better chance with this man than Lord Qinlin. “My fate is tied to yours.” She lifted the arm with the cuff. “I have no reason to mislead you.”

      Henli’s jaw was clenched, his focus on the riders headed towards them. “Very well. What direction?”

      She pointed towards Tieran’s home and the hill concealing the catacombs.

      The four of them bolted in the direction she indicated. Soon after, they were spotted by the men cresting the hill, who gave pursuit. They were far enough behind for hills to conceal Sela’s party, though not for long.

      The group of trees beside Tieran’s burnt out village came into view a breath after she felt the stirring of the ocean in her blood. Sela sought out the sacred hill.

      “There!” she cried, pointing. “Behind the hill!”

      Her party changed course and circled the hill, slowing as they did so.

      “There’s nothing here,” Henli said, anger in his voice.

      Sela leapt off the horse and went to the door of the catacombs. Adrenaline raced through her, heightening the presence of water magic in her blood. She braced her legs against the hill and tugged at the door.

      One of the warriors dismounted. He pushed her aside and wrenched the secret entrance to the catacombs open.

      Henli slid off his horse, peering into the gaping hole uneasily.

      Sela waited behind him. When he made no move to enter, she shoved him through the door. “This is our only chance!” she snapped, following him. “There is nowhere else within leagues of here to hide.”

      Henli caught his balance and glared at her. He motioned to one of the men. “Take the message to Keni of where we are.”

      The soldier bolted away.

      Sela took the tradesman’s arm and tugged him with her.

      “Where does this go?” he asked, resisting.

      “Beneath the ground.” She said with a shrug. “I haven’t explored it all. But we’ll be safer the deeper we go.”

      “Bring the horses in,” Henli ordered the remaining guard. He went with her, and she released him.

      She ventured far enough for them to fit all three horses into the catacombs. After a moment, her eyes adjusted to the dim glow of moss.

      The smell of the ocean was faint, and magic touched her blood.

      “There’s no lock on this side,” the guard said.

      “I doubt they were concerned about anyone escaping,” the tradesman answered, his eyes on the crypt beside him.

      “Come away from the door,” Sela said and walked forward, down the sloping path. “We can search for an escape route.”

      “Stay here,” Henli directed the guard. “Alert us if anyone discovers us.”

      Sela walked with barely held impatience, senses outstretched and thoughts on the secret revealed by the Sorcerer from a distant land. Her step slowed when she crossed the path of the first water mage. If what the Sorcerer said was true, then perhaps it made sense for there to be water mages in the landlocked Inlands. Would ancient mages have heard the ocean beckoning them to this place? Was that why Tieran’s family had settled here hundreds, if not thousands, of seasons before?

      Whenever she thought of her guardian, her throat tightened, and she wanted to run after him.

      Sela cleared her mind of Tieran. If she did not discover the weak point in the fault, neither of them had a chance of living through the tumult in the Inlands. She recalled the story the lake had revealed to her, on the night Tieran bonded them, about there having been an ocean in the Inlands long ago.

      It had to be talking about the same events the Sorcerer revealed, the convergence of the two islands.

      Deep in thought, she did not know how far she had gone, until the dead end appeared in front of her.

      “How do we escape?” Henli asked in annoyance.

      “It cannot just end,” she said. Sela approached the wall and placed her palms against it as she had earlier.

      There was water on the other side. A channel, the Sorcerer had called it. The shallow point between the two islands that had collided.

      “How did you find this place?” the noble asked.

      “This land and crypt belong to my guardian’s clan.” She focused on the cool magic. If she had any hope of accessing it, she needed the wall gone. “He’s the last in his line.”

      “These Inlanders must be ancient people.” The noble was peering into one of the crypts.

      She glanced at him and then back.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, facing her.

      “There’s a door here, a second way out in case they find us,” she lied. “I think it’s locked by ancient magic.”

      “Older than the magic in your bond?”

      Sela lifted her arm and pressed the metal to the wall. To her delight, the vibration she felt on the other side of the wall grew stronger, answering the magic in the cuff.

      “Where is this door?” Henli pressed his hands to the wall and pushed.

      “It’s there.” She closed her eyes and concentrated hard on connecting to the source of water beyond. Was the channel tiny, or far beneath the surface? Did it contain enough magic to help her?

      A shout of warning came from the direction of the door.

      “Hurry, mage,” Henli urged her. “I don’t have the skill Keni does with a sword. If they separate us, or slay me and take you, your guardian dies.”

      Panic spiraled through her. Sela focused on the spark of magic in the cuff. It was unfamiliar to her, too ancient for her to know if it was elemental magic or magic of a different nature.

      Come to me! She ordered the magic trickling through the wall. With no water on her side of the wall, she had no way of making her will known. She was too weak.

      “I need their bones,” she said.

      Henli was silent.

      “Quickly! One bone from each of those five crypts!” She pointed.

      He went.

      She watched to make sure he went to the right tombs. The tradesman grimaced and picked up the bones with his hand covered by his tunic.

      Had she ever been like this? Sela no longer had to wonder why Karav spent so much time training her not to act in the manner of other nobles.

      “I’m sorry, Tieran,” she whispered, wincing at the thought of desecrating his ancestors.

      Scowling in disgust, Henli returned with one bone from each of the first five water mages in Tieran’s line. The sound of a set of footsteps closing in on them made them both turn towards the wall again.

      “I’m too wealthy to die here, mage,” Henli growled.

      Sela gathered the bones in one arm and leaned her body against the cool stone wall, certain to touch the cuff to it as well. The magic remaining in the deceased water mages sparked within her, adding power to her feeble attempts to reach the water beyond the wall.

      The wall vibrated.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say this wall is fortified by magic,” she grumbled. She considered briefly the idea the Sorcerer had tricked her before recalling how desperate he appeared to be. He would not lead her to her death when he wanted her to journey to his kingdom.

      “Swiftly, mage!” Henli urged.

      Sela closed her eyes and screamed internally, forcing what magic she possessed and drew off the bones and cuff out of her and through the stone wall to whatever waited on the other side with the only message she could muster. She released her breath, uncertain if she was successful.

      “Why are you stopping?” Henli demanded, using his full weight to push against the stones.

      She waited, eyes on the wall.

      “Do not move!” someone shouted at them.

      The wall began to tremble, and a distant roar sounded from behind the stone. Dust rained down upon them while water squeezed between the stones.

      Sela coughed and stepped back.

      “Mage …” Henli sounded ready to run.

      Not about to let him hurt Tieran again, she held out her hand. “I am the only one who can protect you!” she told him. “Take my hand and pray!”

      He eyed her then glanced at the wall.

      Water sprayed them, eating away at the mortar holding the stones in place. Salt water, she realized, licking her lips. She coaxed the water towards her. The wild, frenzied energy of the ocean responded eagerly. She started to laugh. The Inlands that contained no water had a direct connection to the sea!

      “This is not the time for madness, mage,” Henli said tersely. “Do you mean to drown us?”

      Already, the water reached her calves. Lord Qinlin’s men began to retreat.

      “I mean to free us,” she responded.

      Gushing water eroded the stones around the edges, pouring into the lower chamber of the catacombs.

      Sela released the bones in her arms and closed her eyes, filled with the raw, cold power of the ocean. She willed the water to spare the bones of Tieran’s ancestors as well as her unwanted companion.

      Henli pulled away from her, alarmed by the water that reached his chest.

      “It won’t hurt you,” she said and tightened her grip. “Don’t let go of me.”

      The water magic swirled around her, through her, speaking to her without words.

      The Sorcerer had been right about the two islands colliding – but wrong about the channel. The sea was not trapped between the landmasses, and not flowing through a channel.

      This was not the shallower Emerald Bay or the Ruby Channel she had crossed with Karav. This was the ocean, deep and dark and ancient. The bottomless depths she had sensed at the edge of the Emerald Bay also ran directly beneath the fault. Her breathing quickened, and the same fear she experienced in the Bay returned.

      The water submerged her and the noble clutching her hand. A look towards him revealed the protective bubble keeping him from drowning. She sucked in water, loving its salty flavor and the story each drop wanted to tell her.

      Any question she had about why Tieran’s water mage ancestors settled here vanished. Like her, they would have been drawn to this place without knowing why.

      The water whipped them past the wall, pulling them down into its depths protectively. Sela reveled in the sensation, the power, the magic. She recalled swimming in the Bay while Tieran watched, kissing him beneath the waves, marveling at the strength of his frame when he held her.

      She also remembered how he had shut her out after.

      The water mourned with her, more so when it learned his current fate.

      She focused on returning to the surface, on saving her savage.

      The sea, however, had different plans.

      It pulled her deep into its depths, into the place she had been afraid to go. Past the shelves and corals, past the reach of light, past the point where any creature could survive, deep into a trench as ancient as the ocean’s magic.

      Panic bubbled up within her. The ocean felt as if it were crushing her from every direction. It wanted what she did not know was possible: to scatter her physical form and become her. The intimacy of the demand scared her. Never in her life, even when she yielded to Karav’s and Tieran’s strength and decisions, had they possessed her.

      Sela breathed in the depths. Instead of speaking back and forth with the water, her thoughts became one with it, merging at a level where she could no longer tell which thought was hers and which was the ocean’s.

      It was then the ocean revealed its greatest secret. She was not a woman gifted with the ability to speak to the seas.

      She was the ocean, in the form of a woman. The ocean was alive, filled with fluid emotion, while she possessed the logic of a human. Combined, they were more powerful than any other element or magic in the realm.

      Sela released the hold over herself preventing her from complete surrender. Her body could not hold the power of the entire ocean, unless she acknowledged they were one and the same. As she freed her mind, she became aware of all the ocean knew, the history spanning tens of thousands seasons, the movements of every current, the name of every sea creature. The ocean was the original magic, the first element created.

      Once, long ago, the two islands had merged, as the Sorcerer told her. The fault between them, where the two land masses met, ran from north to south. The land was thinner along the fault – two beaches and shallows that had collided – and the ocean closer to the surface. The fault was vulnerable not to rivers or lakes or the erosion of time, or to any force men could muster.

      It was vulnerable solely to her, the ocean. To possess her power, to yield her magic and shed the helplessness plaguing her, she needed to break the seal between the two islands. Only then could she save her savage.

      Sela became aware of both her body and the consciousness of the ocean. She sailed upward through the depths, renewed by the soul-deep revelation of where her true power originated. Karav had feared sending her to the ocean, perhaps because he knew she would not be able to survive it without a stronger warrior.

      The sea swept her back through the catacombs and upward towards the surface. She and the noble traveled with the column of water surging out of the catacombs. She coughed and stumbled at its sudden release, landing hard on her knees as water pooled around her.

      I am the ocean. The ocean is me, she said to herself. The idea was overwhelming and left her dazed with surprise.

      “We must have gone to the bottom of the seas!” the noble exclaimed, splashing into the mud beside her. “I never want to do that again.”

      “Then you shouldn’t have cornered a water mage!” she snapped. “You should be grateful you lived through it. No other man in history has gone so deep and survived.”

      A horse neighing drew both of their attentions. Henli scrambled to his feet, yanking her up with him.

      “You can let me go now,” she objected.

      He ignored her, and both looked towards the crescent of soldiers on horseback surrounding the hill in front of them. They bore Lord Qinlin’s sigil on their chests.

      Sela glanced over her shoulder. The ocean water continued to shoot upward and out, its power thrumming through her body.

      She felt it bubbling beneath the fault upon which she stood. Sela released a deep breath. The ocean hummed through her, following her thoughts and predicting her actions before she made them.

      She knelt and placed a hand on the ground.

      The noble went with her, refusing to release her after their journey into the ocean’s depths.

      “Come to me,” she urged the water. She felt it respond, bubbling up beneath the fault, pushing at it, seeking one small crack within the land.

      “Arrows,” Henli warned.

      Sela ignored him and the warriors preparing to charge. Instead, she coaxed the ocean upwards, towards her.

      The earth beneath her trembled. A geyser shot up several horse lengths in front of her, and then a second. The tremble turned to a quake strong enough to knock several horsemen off their mounts.

      The ground split, collapsing into the churning sea beneath it. The crack spread and widened. The earth under the men and horses collapsed, and the ocean swallowed them.

      But the sea did not stop there. It reared up against the earth, smashing through and racing away from her down the fault line. The channel it left in its wake churned with power and widened itself until it was the width of a river.

      “I won’t be letting you go anytime soon,” Henli said in a horrified whisper.

      Hills fell, and the grasslands along the fault disappeared for as far as she could see. The fault behind her began to collapse in on itself as well, leaving her and the noble on a tiny island in the center of the channel.

      Sela rose. She laughed gleefully, not expecting this gift from the sea or to feel its power in the middle of the Inlands.

      “I hope you have a second key,” she said.

      “What does it matter?” Henli replied. “You are still unable to go far from me without hurting your guardian.”

      “Do you have to be alive?”

      He glared at her.

      “The ocean can drown you and carry you with me as far as I need to take you.” As she spoke, a wave rose up to the height of the noble and took his shape, mirroring him and his movements.

      Sela laughed again. The sea was playing with him, harmless until she decided otherwise, though the noble did not know that.

      “There is no other key,” he answered fast. “I entrusted it to Keni.”

      She groaned in frustration. “There is no chance Lord Qinlin left him alive. You had better hope the key is with his body and they haven’t burned it yet.”

      The noble’s attention was elsewhere. The hills to the south were teeming with warriors.

      “Three,” he breathed in awe. “Three kingdoms.”

      Sela’s breath caught as well. The Masun, Iliun, and Biun armies stretched out beyond the hills, converging uneasily in one place, with the single intent of capturing her.

      “Why are they not fighting amongst themselves?” she asked, frowning.

      “Perhaps because they know it will take all of them to defeat you. Or perhaps they will wait for another army to best you then attack the winner.”

      She tested her strength. The ocean continued to break the fault between islands. “I need to find Tieran,” she said, unable to help the panic within her breast.

      “I suggest you fight the kingdoms off. And the one behind us.”

      She turned, surprised to see the hooded forms on the hills to the south.

      “They bear no banner,” Henli observed.

      Sela’s mind was elsewhere, on the Sorcerer who had once tried to kidnap her. The man on his ship had worn a similar cloak and hood to hide his face. Had he been lying about not being able to use his power outside his palace? Had he sent his army to kidnap her as well?

      Her bond to Tieran remained. If her guardian had been captured, he was at least alive.

      “Strategy is not my strength, but I would advise attending to those attacking first,” Henli said.

      She faced the three armies. All of them had begun their charges over the hills, racing one another to reach her before the others did.

      “What is your strength, if not strategy or swords?” she snapped, irritated by her worthless companion.

      “Gold. My family is richer than the king.”

      “Gold will not help you survive this war!”

      Had the Inlands ever hosted this many wealthy men, armies, and nobility?

      “I won’t drown you. Let go of me,” she said.

      Henli did so reluctantly, his gaze on the attackers barreling towards them. “Hurry, mage.”

      Sela lifted both of her arms, and the sea rose up on either side of her. Towering waves stretched towards the sky while cool magic surged inside her, rendering her giddy with power. Water sprayed her, and she licked her lips, loving its complex flavor.

      She built the tidal wave even higher, urging the ocean to become as wide as it was tall. The sea thundered, widening the fault as it shoved the islands apart. When the white crests atop the wave were too far overhead for her to see, she drew a breath and unleashed the tidal wave upon the attackers.

      The ocean smashed to the ground and roared forward, as deep as a river and as wide as several hills. It swept away her attackers, swallowing them and spitting them out far enough away they were no longer threats. The water reached the top of the hills, upon which a second wave of attackers waited. Rather than risk drowning, they unleashed arrows in her direction.

      Henli cowered behind her.

      Waves leapt from the tidal wave to drag the arrows beneath the surface long before they could reach her.

      Aware of the army at her back, Sela placed a wall of water behind them. She lowered her arms and called the ocean back to her from the hills. It raced eagerly to her and slid into the depths of the fault.

      Not one horse, soldier or weapon remained where a hundred men had charged her. She smiled, happy to have her ocean once more after being trapped in the Inlands.

      “You murdered them all,” Henli said in awe.

      “I didn’t murder any of them,” she corrected. “I moved them far away.”

      He gave her an odd look.

      “I am no one’s weapon. I do not kill,” she said firmly. “But I will defend myself and my guardian.”

      Not one warrior in the three armies left his place atop the hills.

      “You always had your mother’s temper.” The shout pierced the wall behind her.

      Sela whirled, heart leaping in her chest. She dropped the wall.

      A party of five from the fourth army had reached the bank. The man leading them lowered his hood.

      A wave lifted her and Henli across the fault before she fully registered who stood in front of her.

      “Father!” she exclaimed when she reached dry land. Sela ran to him and threw her arms around him. She had not known how much she missed his familiar scent and warm hug before this moment. His rough beard scraped her forehead.

      “My beautiful sea star,” he murmured into her hair.

      “How did you travel so quickly?”

      “I left the Seat of Vurdu several sennights ago, against my brother’s wishes. When Karav’s messages ceased, I became concerned,” he answered. “I’ve been searching the Inlands for you. I received an unnatural message yesterday from … a ghost. He alerted me to your whereabouts. I traveled here directly.”

      She silently thanked the Sorcerer for upholding his end of their trade.

      “I’ve come to take you home, Sela,” her father said.

      She lifted her head from his chest, troubled. “Father, I will not fight a war for anyone. Not even my uncle.”

      His smile remained, along with the warmth in his eyes. “We will talk, my sea star. But first.” He turned and beckoned one of the hooded men forward. “I found your guardian left for dead.”

      She twisted to glare at Henli, whose life she had spared.

      Tieran lowered his hood and stepped forward. Her heart somersaulted within her breast, and heat pushed at the cool magic in her blood. She could not look away from him.

      “Sela,” he said coolly without coming closer.

      Recalling the strange distance he had placed between them, her smile faded. “Tieran,” she greeted him.

      He still wore the collar.

      “Does this man need killed?” her father asked, lifting his chin towards Henli.

      “Not yet,” she answered. “He has bound me by some ancient spell. If I leave his side, Tieran suffers.”

      “Where is the key?” Tieran asked, glaring at the noble.

      “Past your home to the south,” she answered.

      He started forward, towards the churning ocean channel running between the split islands.

      “Tieran,” she called, alarmed. “You are wounded. I can heal you before you challenge the three armies standing between you and the key!”

      “I’ll manage,” he replied in a clipped tone.

      She watched, astonished, as the ocean lifted him up and over the channel, leaving him safely on the other side. Did it understand her concern for him? Or was the water mage blood in his line strong enough for him to command it? Because the thought to help him had not come from her.

      “Your guardian is not to be trifled with,” her father said.

      Tieran drew his sword and twirled the hilt around his hand. The jewel embedded in the hilt glowed even brighter than before. She did not want to look away from his tall, muscular form. Aware of her father studying her, she turned away finally.

      “Come,” he said. “We will establish our camp here, beside the water.”

      She nodded and walked with him. Already, his men were beginning to lay out the beams and canvas needed to set up their resting place. Sela gave a sidelong glance at her father, troubled.

      Would he command her to wed her cousin, now that he had found her?

      How could she hurt him by refusing? She loved the man who had always doted on her, who had not pushed her off on a nursemaid and instead, raised her with Karav’s help, against the traditions of those born into the royal court. She was not raised with the other children of royal blood but in and near her father’s palace, beneath his gentle watch.

      Anything he asked her to do, she would.

      She glanced over her shoulder towards Tieran.

      Almost anything, she conceded. Tieran had put distance between them for a reason she did not understand. Was it better to accept her cousin’s hand in marriage or to spend her life wondering why Tieran had changed so suddenly?

      She knew the answer already. After the kiss she shared with Tieran, she would permit no other man to touch her.

      She sat beside her father as the tents were erected, listening to him discuss the latest news and chaos at court. His brother was moving to claim the throne of the High King, while her cousin had been injured in a skirmish with the Kingdom of Masu, which also pursued the High King’s throne. Her father, ever the peacemaker, was attempting to negotiate with all the kingdoms to avoid war.

      As she listened, she could not help smiling. She had had three of the best men in the realm in her life, and she had never felt as grateful for all of them before her adventures in the Inlands.

      “I had planned for you to help me keep the peace,” he finished, eyes shifting from the tents to her.

      “Is peace even possible?” she asked, distraught.

      “With the right kind of encouragement, I believe so.”

      “Such as a water mage who can wipe out a kingdom,” she murmured.

      “Or close down trade routes until a kingdom capitulates.”

      She twisted her hands in her lap. “Father, what about what I want for my life?” she ventured. “I was raised to be a weapon, but my heart lies elsewhere. I do not wish to kill anyone.”

      “Your power could stop a war, Sela.”

      She nodded, not at all certain how to bridge her desire not to kill with her hope of avoiding a war.

      “My brother has made his will clear. He intends to wield you as a weapon.”

      “And marry me to his son,” she added. “In the Inlands, every man makes his own fate, his own laws. They answer to no one.”

      “Karav always said you were wild,” her father said quietly. “No king can ignore your power, Sela, or what possessing the water mage will do for his kingdom.”

      “I would give my life for you, Father, and for my guardian. I do not want to fight on behalf of anyone else.”

      His silence was not one of disappointment but of consideration. She waited for his response with bated breath.

      “I need time to think,” he said at last. “My loyalties lie with our king, but you are my daughter, and I value you above all else.”

      “You can rule the Inlands.”

      “If your warrior is a representative of his people, they will not be ruled,” her father said ruefully. “Injured as he was, he killed five of my personal guard and held a knife to my throat before I told him who I was.”

      She hid her smile, proud of Tieran.

      “He also swore to murder me if I lied to him.”

      She laughed. “He is wilder than I am.”

      “And not a man my brother would allow at court. I believe the priests would throw him out of the mage-warrior corps as well.”

      “He is the strongest mage-warrior in existence,” she said confidently. “Water mage blood runs in him. He can command the ocean, albeit not as much as I can.”

      “Can he? I have never heard of this.”

      She nodded once more. “He has massacred wind mages and their warriors and entire armies.”

      “You favor him.”

      “I admire him.”

      “That is why you wish to stay here.”

      Sela flushed. Her father saw what she had hoped he did not, because she was not certain herself. “I don’t know what I want.”

      “You would make me choose between my daughter and my king.”

      “I want to help you, Father. But I do not wish to hurt or serve anyone.”

      “Perhaps there is a compromise,” Henli spoke from behind them.

      Sela had forgotten about the man she would not allow to move farther than an arm’s length from her. He sat nearby, listening.

      “If you do not wish me to drown you, you will respect your place here!” she retorted.

      Her father chuckled. “Let the man speak, sea star,” he chided. “I know his house well. Peace among the kingdoms is a necessity for wealthy tradesmen.”

      “If your king had any idea of what this mage can do, he would want her far away from him,” Henli complained. “Let her stay in the Inlands. Let the Inlands become the place where peace is negotiated, with the water mage who will not let anyone leave until all have agreed to the terms of your peace.”

      “You speak as well as your father,” her father said with a faint smile.

      “He also kidnapped me and threatened to murder my guardian!” she reminded him.

      “A crime for which we will ransom him,” her father assured her. “Would you consider this, my sea star? I will be here with you.”

      “As long as all kingdoms respect the Inland traditions.”

      “I will decree it.”

      Was her father granting her the ability to decide her own fate? She was afraid to ask.

      “Come. You must rest,” he said and stood.

      The first tent was erected, the large one bearing the sigil of her father’s royal house and flying his banner. She trailed him into it, taking in what luxury he had thought to bring with him. Her eyes fell to a copper basin behind a screen, and she sighed. How long had it been since she had a warm bath?

      A pallet awaited her behind a second screen, covered in furs and pillows. She grinned, touched her father recalled her love of pillows and thought to bring them with him. She threw herself onto the bed, and relaxed.

      A breath later, she was on her feet.

      What were all the luxuries and gold in the world, if she were enslaved to a king? Or if she lost Tieran?

      “Father,” she started, feeling his eyes on her. “Whether or not your plan works, I won’t leave the Inlands.” She lifted her gaze to his face, hating the thought of disappointing him, yet unwilling to yield either.

      “My sea star, I cannot predict how my brother will react, but I promise you I will always love and protect you, to the best of my abilities,” he said with a warm smile. “No woman in your bloodline has been permitted to choose her fate or whom she fights for. But your independence may be the key to peace. If any king refuses to respect this, or pushes war, you are close enough to the ocean for it to protect you if your warrior and I can’t.”

      Tears stung her eyes. “Thank you, Father,” she said and hugged him once more.

      “I know you want to wait for him,” he added. “Do not venture too far to call upon your magic. Tomorrow, we will determine what our course of action will be.”

      Sela left his embrace. She grabbed Henli’s arm as she hurried past him.

      She could not think to rest when Tieran was alone, fighting armies. Sela went to the edge of the channel and gazed in the direction he had gone earlier. It was midday, and he had left in the morning.

      Placated by the ocean, she freed her thoughts and magic to run wild. She sat and waited, unconcerned with the afternoon sun, or the coolness of the air when dusk began to fall. Henli, as if understanding his danger, was mercifully silent.

      Night draped the land in front of her in darkness. Sela stood then and stretched her stiff body. The water conveyed her and Henli to the other side of the channel, and she began walking. She passed the site where the catacombs had stood. The ocean assured her the skeletons were safe and intact, waiting for her to find them a new resting place.

      She passed the remnants of Tieran’s village. A whisper of water magic stopped her, and she turned to face the trees beside the burnt out dwellings.

      Sela walked through the grasses and paused when she reached Tieran. The collar was gone. Uncertain why he had not chosen to return to her, she hesitated.

      “Did you find the key?” she asked, aware of the lurking tradesman at her back.

      Tieran tossed it to her without looking at her. Sela unlocked the cuff around her forearm and turned to glare at Henli. He needed no further encouragement to leave her and return to the channel.

      Relieved to be rid of him, Sela faced Tieran again. His distance was much worse than his anger. She hesitated and then sat beside him, their sides touching. His body pulled her cool magic into it, healing him. She studied his profile before looking away, towards the destroyed village.

      “Has your father come to take you home to marry your prince?” he asked in irritation.

      “No.”

      “You never mentioned you were a princess.”

      “You serve no king or god or priest.” She sighed. “Why would it matter?”

      He did not answer.

      Troubled by his silence, she shifted to stare at his face. “What have I done to disturb you?” she demanded. “Are you angry with me? Have I offended you?”

      For a long moment, she did not think he would respond.

      “I cannot do this.”

      Her pulse slowed and then quickened. “Do what?” she pressed.

      “I cannot be your mage-warrior. I’m an Inlander. We are not like you.”

      “Where is this coming from?” she snapped. “You risked your life for me, and I for you. We are bound. You took an oath to me!”

      He glanced at her, a familiar fire in his gaze.

      “Is this because of what happened … under the sea?” she asked hesitantly. “Did I repulse or anger or insult you?”

      “You are worthy of a prince.”

      “I don’t want a prince!” she retorted. “I want to be free. I want to be an Inlander, and I want you to yell at me again or threaten me or show me somehow what you feel. Tieran, you have never, ever withheld yourself from me like this!”

      “I cannot be your guardian, if you are not mine,” he said through gritted teeth. “If any other man lays a hand on you, I will murder him. When Inlanders take an oath to another, it is for all time, but I am torn by the knowledge I cannot be your guardian under these conditions.”

      “I don’t understand. What conditions? Because you took an oath to me, but I have taken none to you?” she asked, agitated.

      He met her gaze.

      “You are the only man I want to touch me, Tieran. I will take an oath to no man but you. I will marry no man but you! Unless you are too stubborn to see what’s in front of you!”

      The words left her mouth before she could consider whether or not they should be spoken. They felt too true, to natural, for her to regret them. Flustered, she wrung her hands together in her lap.

      Tieran’s full attention was on her.

      “I don’t know how Inlander oaths are spoken,” she said, face hot. “I don’t even know if that’s what you want. You’ve been ignoring me for –”

      His kiss silenced her. Where she had been too surprised to respond the first time, she found herself answering his lips with hunger of her own. Sela cupped his cheeks in both hands and leaned into him. Fever raced along the magic in her blood, and her power flowed into him. His tongue slid into her mouth, and she melted into him, enamored by the flavor of the salty ocean and man.

      Tieran lifted his head. Breathless, she gazed at him. His palms rested against her cheeks, and heat burned in his eyes.

      “I would take a thousand oaths to you,” she whispered, embarrassed by the husky note in her voice.

      “I only need one,” he said.

      “My father is allowing me to stay here. We can be free together,” she said. “Is this why you have been indifferent? Because you thought I would choose a prince over you?”

      “The first time you lay in my arms …” He drifted off. “A fire that cannot be extinguished. It is how many Inlanders describe finding their mates. I knew then I couldn’t be your guardian, unless I was your everything. I fought it and focused on my vengeance. With my enemy dead … you are madness, Sela, and resisting you is agony.  When you kissed me, I couldn’t deny it any longer.”

      She smiled, touched by the sentiment from the man who rarely expressed his feelings.

      “Would you have left, if your father decreed it?” he asked. His skin was hot against hers, his intent gaze scattering her thoughts.

      She shook her head. “I choose my own fate,” she vowed.

      “Unless I decide otherwise,” he said, his smile faint.

      “You hear the roar of the ocean? It responds to my command!”

      “But I never will.”

      She rolled her eyes and pushed away from him.

      “Settle, mage,” he warned softly.

      His expression silenced any objection she might make.

      “I’m an Inlander now,” she said firmly.

      “There are no Inlands anymore,” he pointed out.

      “The world is about to change,” she agreed, thoughts on her father’s plan to enlist her help to enforce peace rather than win a war. “I won’t let anyone hurt you again.”

      Tieran laughed, the first such sound she had heard from him. “As long as you don’t carry a dagger.”

      Her cheeks grew hot. “That happened once,” she objected.

      “I’ll protect you, mage,” he said, settling his forehead against hers. “Even from yourself.”

      Sela’s heart sang. The cool magic passed between them, while heat bloomed within her. She wanted to remind him she had never ventured down this path, never known a man intimately, and did not fully understand what to do.

      “I know, mage,” he responded to her uncertainty. “I’ll be gentle. We have a lifetime. I’ll be patient.”

      She smiled. “Maybe I don’t hate your ability to read my mind so much anymore.”

      “You’ll find it more useful later.”

      While she didn’t understand what he meant, she smiled anyway.

      Tieran shook his head. He stood and held out his hand. Sela took it, and he pulled her up.

      Tieran’s gaze returned to where his family had died, and his expression grew somber again.

      “We can stay here,” she said. “It’s near the channel.”

      “I’m not certain yet,” he replied.

      She squeezed his hand.

      “Not all of my memories are painful. There is a place near here where I used to take my sisters,” he said. He started away, past the thatch of trees. “It was the last place I took them the morning they were murdered.”

      “I’m honored you want to show me,” she whispered.

      “I’m the last of my clan, and you are the only water mage. You may become a broodmare yet.”

      “I am not a broodmare!” she snapped. “I’m the only water mage in existence, daughter of a prince and niece of the man who hopes to become the High King! Our children will be royalty and mages, not weapons to be used by any king who wishes to!”

      He smiled. “They’ll be Inlanders. Wild and free. Assuming the Sorcerer across the ocean doesn’t kill us.”

      “I’ll drown him if he tries.”

      Tieran faced her. “You are mine.” He studied her face. “I am yours. I take my second oath to you, as my mate. I will protect you and care for you as only an Inlander can, to the last breath and the last drop of blood in my body.”

      The ferocity with which he spoke the vow left her breathless and grinning. Her insides bubbled with desire and happiness and cool ocean magic.

      Tieran kissed her on the forehead and began walking again.

      “I still plan on defying you,” she said when she had caught her breath.

      “Good,” he replied. “I look forward to teaching you the many ways I can tame that tongue of yours.”

      The fever inside her left her too hot to respond. It was with no small amount of interest she dwelled on what he meant, and how much she anticipated learning all he had to teach her.

      They walked into the darkness, away from the remnants of his village.

      Sela had no way of knowing what would happen the following day. But it would not matter, as long as Tieran was by her side.
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      “Have you considered apologizing?”

      Ignoring the question, the Sorcerer focused on the bowl of water over which he stood. There were four bowls situated atop pillars in his cozy war chamber. Each bowl was a window to one of the women he watched. Crystals of all colors decorated every free space in the chamber, their hum thick in the air.

      “We lost the north fleet.”

      He looked up in annoyance at the middle-aged man whose mirage presence shadowed his doorway. “She has sworn to come when we need her. This is more important than a few ships.”

      “A few ships used to prevent our enemies from taking our last port.”

      “She swore every ship in my port would perish,” the Sorcerer replied. “That includes those of our enemies.”

      The Sorcerer’s eyes settled on the charts and scrolls littering the table in the center of the chamber. The ongoing battles depicted in different colors of ink changed and morphed on the chart on top. The scrolls displaying the battles already fought no longer shifted and moved, while those yet to be fought were blank.

      “I know what I’m doing, Itin,” the Sorcerer added softly. “She is the first. This is a victory for us.”

      “What of the other three?”

      “They’re not ready yet.”

      “We don’t have much time.”

      “I know, Itin,” the Sorcerer said. “Do what you can.”

      Itin’s image vanished, leaving the Sorcerer in his chamber, alone to calculate how long he had remaining to save the last kingdom of ten left standing in his realm.
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