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Praise for the novels of Shiloh Walker

THROUGH THE VEIL

 

“[A] hold-on-to-your-seat tale of demons, hunky warriors, and witches served with a mix of love and betrayal. Fun! If you enjoy otherworldly, action-packed adventures with a hot and steamy romance, this is for you.”

—Fresh Fiction

 

“A good read . . . Walker obviously has an unmatched imagination.”

—Romance Reader at Heart

 

“Walker does an excellent job of creating a world whose inhabitants are fighting for their very existence. Dark and evocative, this tale is filled with danger, betrayal and a destined love.”

—Romantic Times

 

“Action, adventure and romance abound . . . An engaging tale.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

“A fabulous action-packed romantic fantasy . . . Fans will believe that the world on the other side of the veil exists, which is key to this fine tale.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

THE MISSING

“Suspense that can rip your heart open and leave you raw . . . The characters are absolutely fantastic, from the leads to the side characters. The setting is wonderful . . . If you enjoy suspense/thriller/romance novels, heavy on the suspense, then I highly recommend Shiloh Walker’s The Missing.”

—Errant Dreams Reviews

 

“Walker pulls it off brilliantly . . . [She] certainly has a future in paranormal and/or romantic suspense.”

—The Romance Reader

 

“Great romantic suspense that grips the audience.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“A page-turner from the very start. Intense and fast-paced, the action is gritty, the emotion heart-wrenching and the characters lively. Sexy and romantic, this tale has plenty of action—of the erotic kind—and is loaded with suspense. No wonder Ms. Walker is loved by fans everywhere. This is a winner.”

—Fresh Fiction

 

CHAINS

“This book is a double page-turner. The story is thrilling, and the sex just makes it better—two great reasons not to put it down until the end!”

—Romantic Times

 

“Breathtakingly wonderful . . . Smoothly erotic . . . Utterly amazing . . . Will definitely keep your pulse racing!”

—Errant Dreams Reviews

 

“Exciting erotic romantic suspense.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

FRAGILE

 

“[A] flawlessly sexy suspense novel . . . Exhilarating.”

—Romantic Times

 

“An excellently crafted mystery and romance!”

—Errant Dreams Reviews

 

“Suspense, romance and an ending that I can’t say anything about—because that would be a spoiler . . . I recommend reading this one.”

—The Best Reviews

 

“Intense, sexy . . . Ms. Walker has created another unforgettable . . . fast-paced, edgy tale.”

—Fallen Angel Reviews

 

HUNTER’S SALVATION

 

“One of the best tales in a series that always achieves high marks . . . An excellent thriller.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

HUNTERS: HEART AND SOUL

 

“Some of the best erotic romantic fantasies on the market. Walker’s world is vibrantly alive with this pair.”

—The Best Reviews

 

HUNTING THE HUNTER

 

“Action, sex, savvy writing, and characters with larger-than-life personalities that you will not soon forget are where Ms. Walker’s talents lie, and she delivered all that and more . . . This is a flawless five-rose paranormal novel and one that every lover of things that go bump in the night will be howling about after they read it . . . Do not walk! Run to get your copy today!”

—A Romance Review

 

“An exhilarating romantic fantasy filled with suspense and . . . star-crossed love . . . Action packed.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“Fast paced and very readable . . . Titillating.”

—The Romance Reader

 

“Action packed, with intriguing characters and a very erotic punch, Hunting the Hunter had me from page one. Thoroughly enjoyable with a great hero and a story line you can sink your teeth into, this book is a winner. A very good read!”

—Fresh Fiction

 

“Another promising voice is joining the paranormal genre by bringing her own take on the ever-evolving vampire myth. Walker has set up the bones of an interesting world and populated it with some intriguing characters. Hopefully, there will be a sequel that ties together more threads and divulges more details.”

—Romantic Times
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For Ann W. and Angie W.,  
who believed in this new world from the start.

 

And for my family,  
always for my family.  
I love you.




 ONE

[image: 002]

The first time she saw the man, Laisyn Caar knew he was going to be trouble.

Syn really, really didn’t have the time nor the inclination to deal with it. Obviously, fate didn’t give a damn.

Like a lot of the refugees they’d taken in over the years, he wore threadbare clothes and he carried little in the way of material goods. Many refugees arrived on the base camp on solar-powered gliders or riding a baern. The big pack beasts could carry two people easy, and because they were somewhat protective of their owners, they proved to be very handy guard animals.

This man was on foot. He had a pack strapped to his back and enough weaponry to have her eyebrows going up.

All those weapons were the first thing that set him apart.

Even though he was surrounded by other refugees, he looked to be traveling alone—that was the second thing that set him apart.

It wasn’t wise to go anywhere alone. Not here. Not even now that the Gate was out of commission. They no  longer had to worry about raids from Anqar but it was far from safe in their devastated pocket of the world. Demons ran amok in the heavy forests covering the valleys at the base of the Roinan Mountains. There were still Warlords as well, those who had been in Ishtan when the Gate collapsed. Syn suspected those Warlords weren’t too damn happy about being trapped in a primitive, inferior world, good only for the slaves it provided for them.

Going anywhere alone was a bad, bad idea.

But there he was—a lone, rather wild-looking wolf amid a bunch of scared and nervous sheep.

His hair was black, as black as her own, but it didn’t have the same blue-black hue to it. It was dense and dark, no hints of red or brown. He wore it pulled back in a stubby tail that left his rough features unframed. He had high cheekbones, a broad forehead, and his mouth looked as if he never smiled. Broad shoulders stretched the worn cloth of his tunic. If it had ever had sleeves, he’d long since ripped or cut them off. His arms were long, tanned and roped with muscles. He had thick wrists, and she had suspected part of the reason for those rather impressive arms was the blade she saw sticking over his shoulder.

It wasn’t a sword. She didn’t need to see it to know that—long swords weren’t exactly the weapon of choice. Pulsars were—handheld weapons that delivered a pulsating blast that could either disable or kill. But all of her soldiers carried blades and they could use them if they had to.

Somehow, Syn suspected this man would prefer the blade over the pulsar he had strapped to his thigh.

The most arresting feature about this man wasn’t his weapons, or his face, or the way he seemed to take in everything with one quick, trained glance. It wasn’t even the patch he wore over his left eye, although her gaze did linger there a minute. She imagined his lack of vision on that side didn’t slow him down one bit.

No, the most arresting thing about him was the way he carried himself.

He kept to the back of the group, and if she didn’t  know better, she might have mistaken him for one of her own. Except for the threadbare clothes and noted lack of cavinir, the flexible body armor most of the rebels wore, he blended in perfectly with her troops. Ready and aware, fully prepared for danger even this close to the camp.

It made her wonder how rough the journey from Sacril had been. It also reminded her that she had a job to do, and she forced herself to look away. It may be great fun to briefly ogle one of the more interesting men to enter through their gates. But doing so didn’t get the job done.

Right now, she needed to get ready to speak with the commander, she needed to speak with the men who’d accompanied the refugees and then she had to speak with the refugees themselves. And that was going to be such fun.

Sighing, she flicked a hand through her short, dark hair. “At least this is the last time.”

She hoped.

The Roinan territory was just too dangerous now. The refugee camps had been decimated over the past few weeks. Most of the refugees entering through the main gate didn’t realize it, but in a couple of days, they were going to be on an eastbound convoy. Kalen was evacuating the territory. Civilians wouldn’t be forced to leave, but they couldn’t remain in the camp, and the only people getting an escort were those on the convoy.

If they didn’t join the convoy, they were on their own.

Once these refugees were out of here, the rebel army would focus on the demon infestation and only on the demon infestation. Splitting their time and energy between helping the refugees and culling the demons had proven too dangerous. They were losing lives, they were losing ground and they were losing both too fast.

It had to stop. Considering their limited resources, they had to focus on the threat presented by the demons. It was the only logical choice.

But somehow, Syn suspected these men and women weren’t going to be pleased with logic.
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It was organized chaos.

There was no other way to describe it. Xan stood on the sidelines, watching as the soldiers herded every last refugee into a long, low-ceilinged building.

Two men stood at the door, questioning each person that entered.

“Any combat experience? No? Sit on the right. Yes? Sit on the left. That’s all you need to do for now.”

Any and all questions were ignored. But that didn’t keep the refugees from asking. The line moved interminably slowly. Xan kept a light hand on one of the straps that held his pack in place, the other on the shorter blade at his waist. He had dealt with enough thieves over the past few months to know that none of them was above robbing people blind right under the noses of the only law this part of the world had.

From all reports, this forsaken territory had been cut adrift, left to falter or thrive on its own as the rest of the world recovered.

Well, perhaps the Roinan territory was not completely on its own. The outside still took in refugees. Xan had heard they even had “programs” designed to help the refugees integrate into life outside a war zone. Motivated by guilt, perhaps. It might be the only way they could allay the guilt they carried for allowing these people to fight a war that should have been fought by all.

At one time, that war had been fought by all.

The Gates—bridges that connected an alien world to this one—were controlled by Anqar and had allowed slavers to raid this world. And the magic needed to control them was one wielded by Anqarians—by their Warlords and Sirvani.

For centuries untold, Anqar had preyed on this world, kidnapping women and using it as their breeding ground, The Anqarian Warlords needed women with strong, talented blood—preferably witches—to keep their race strong, and  fewer and fewer women were being born to their people. When the time came for them to seek a bride, they looked across the Gates to this world . . . and took one by force.

But then, over time, for reasons none truly understood, the Gates started to falter. And as the Gates fell, the raids across the world became more infrequent, until finally, only one strong Gate remained.

The Roinan Gate.

When that happened, the world outside of the Roinan territory seemed content to pretend that everything was just as fine as could be.

For some time, only Kalen Brenner and his army of rebels stood between the one remaining Gate and the rest of Ishtan. The rest of Ishtan seemed quite content to let it remain so.

But they took in the refugees who couldn’t fight.

Sometimes, they even sent back supplies.

When they remembered.

Xan finally reached the door and met the gaze of the soldier closest to him. The man looked Xan over from head to toe and then a smile of camaraderie lit his face. “I don’t think I need to ask if you have combat experience, do I?”

Xan just shrugged.

“You do have combat experience, right?”

He gave a curt nod and was waved inside. He didn’t sit. He took up a position with his back against the wall. He wasn’t the only one. A handful of others were doing the same, guarding their backs, even now, when they were in the one safehold this territory had. One by one, each of them met his gaze. A quick glance, a nod, and then they all resumed their survey of the crowd.

Xan settled in beside them and started his own survey. It was a sorry lot of people, that was for certain.

As more and more people packed in, he gripped his blade tighter.

What in the hell had he gotten himself into?
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It was standing-room only. Close to three hundred, she figured. Fortunately, a fifth of them were soldiers who’d made the decision to return east. They’d served at Sacril, one of the rebel outposts, and when Kalen made the decision to call them back, most of them had decided they’d just as soon join the convoy. It would be added protection.

Syn would be glad when this was over. She would be glad when she could give her troops a clear, direct focus—the demons. She would be glad when she no longer had to balance and juggle numbers to figure out how to provide the safety the refugees needed without compromising the safety of the camp and without cutting back on the efforts to secure more of their land.

In short, she would be glad when this day was over.

It was hard enough maintaining order in the postwar chaos, but dealing with a bunch of lost and scared civilians had her wishing for a dark, quiet room, a hot bath and a big, bottomless glass of frostwine.

Later, she could get the dark, quiet room and probably even the hot bath. She needed that hot bath, too. If nothing else, it might ease the raw ache of cold settled inside her. She was always cold these days, always chilled. Nothing helped for long.

The frostwine could do a decent job of warding the cold off for a while, especially if she could have it with the bath. But that particular luxury was one she didn’t have. One she probably wouldn’t have again for years to come. Frostwine, like so many other luxuries, was something that was lost to them. Just like the world she’d almost forgotten—a world that wasn’t dominated solely by war.

For now, she told herself. For now . . . Someday, you’ll be able to start rebuilding that world. After you make it safe again.

She followed along behind Bron and Kenner, letting them clear the way while she took in the last group of refugees. The last . . . It was hard to even consider that idea.  For as long as she’d been here, there had been refugees arriving at the camp. Most had come seeking to serve in the army, but over the past year or so, that number had slowed to a trickle. Too often now, those arriving at the camp had requests for “security” while the refugees tried to rebuild. Or food. Shelter for a few nights. Aid in rebuilding their homes.

The rebel army’s resources were stretched thin as it was, and these people wanted Kalen to give them yet more.

Those with half a brain had abandoned this area years earlier. It seemed as though the only ones who remained were those in the base camp—the rebel army. Except that was far from the truth. Every week brought in more refugees, many of them so gaunt and thin, it hurt to even look upon them.

She didn’t need to ask their stories.

She already knew.

They fled to the mountains, fled to the north, to the south. They couldn’t go east—this was their home. Going east, to them, seemed too permanent, some kind of unspoken acknowledgment they had given up. They had to stay. They wanted to rebuild. They just needed some help . . .

That was the story.

In actuality, they needed their heads examined.

It would be years before these mountains were completely safe again. Maybe longer.

And the typical soul just wasn’t equipped to fight the demons that crept out in the night. So they ended up at the different outposts, or right here at the base camp, begging and pleading for help that the army couldn’t keep giving.

Something had to change.

She knew Kalen had made a wise decision, but that knowledge didn’t make her job any easier.

With her men at her back, Syn forged her way to the front of the hall. Bron and Kenner took their respective places on either side of the dais as she strode up the steps, the soles of her boots making deliberate thuds on the wooden floor.

With every step, she felt more and more eyes cut her way. Slowly, the dull roar of voices faded down to a muted murmur as one by one, row by row, the refugees took note of her.

She was here to make an impact. She stood a good head shorter than most of the people in the room and although she was strong, she knew she didn’t look it.

But Syn knew that attitude made all the difference.

And attitude, she had in spades.

She stopped in the middle of the dais and linked her hands behind her back. It was loud, people whispering to one another, looking all around, staring at Bron and Kenner with wide eyes, and then up at her with confusion.

“My name is Laisyn Caar. Around the camp, I’m known as Captain. My superiors call me Syn.” She lifted her voice, knowing it would carry through the door and even out into the common area in front of the west hall. Most of the talkers fell silent.

“Let me make a few things clear right up front.” Now just a few were whispering.

One of them was a woman sitting next to the man who’d caught her eye. She was leaning over him, all but climbing into his arms trying to get his attention. Syn dropped off the dais, talking as she went.

“This is a military base. It may not be recognized as such to those out in the rest of the world. But that is how we see it. That is how we run it.” She took her time, making her way up the aisle, occasionally looking at some of those sitting down and watching. As she passed, those still whispering fell silent.

All save one.

She drew her culn from her belt and twisted it. Immediately, the metal baton expanded to three times its size. It was now nearly as long as she was tall, and solid.

She used it to tap the shoulder of the only person still talking.

“And that means, when I am talking, every last one of you will shut up.”

The brunette turned around and stared at Syn with irritated eyes. “Excuse me—”

Syn lifted a brow and repeated herself. “When I am talking, every last one of you will shut up.”

The woman went red. Then white. “Who in the hell—”

Somebody next to her jabbed an elbow into the woman’s side. Syn pretended not to see it. “What’s your name?”

“Vena Saurell.” She glared at Syn, a disdainful look on her face. “And who are you? The commander’s personal assistant?”

Syn smiled. “No. I’m one of his captains. I’m third in command, and I have the authority to have you hauled out of this camp, this very second, kicking and screaming, should I so choose.”

“Like hell.”

Syn glanced toward the door. The two soldiers standing at ready stepped inside and flanked Vena. “I’m going to start from the beginning. My name is Laisyn Caar. Around the camp, I’m known as Captain. My superiors call me Syn. Let me make a few things clear right up front. This is a military base. It may not be recognized as such to those out in the rest of the world. But that is how we see it. That is how we run it. And that means, when I am talking, every last one of you will shut up.”

Still smiling her nice, pleasant smile, she cocked her head and said, “Now, Vena Saurell. Are you going to shut your mouth or should I have my men escort you out of the camp?”

“You can’t make me go out there alone. It’s not safe.”

“No. It’s not safe. And yes, I can.” She wouldn’t. She’d just have the woman tucked away inside a dormer, with the door locked, until she could be placed on tomorrow’s convoy. She’d done it before and she had no problem doing it now. “Now, am I clear?”

Vena glanced at the two soldiers flanking her. They didn’t look at her. They stared straight ahead, just like a good soldier should. Then she looked at Syn and nodded, slowly. Something ugly flashed in her eyes but she fell silent.

“Good.” Syn twisted her culn and it folded back in on itself. Tucking it back into the loop on her belt, she returned to the dais.

There always had to be one person. Always one person who had to challenge her. After all these years, Syn was almost used to it. But it still annoyed the hell out of her. She focused on those sitting on the right side of the room. “Are there any among you that have any sort of real combat experience?”

A few lifted their hands. She nodded and then focused on the other side of the room. “Every one of you told the men at the door you have combat training—is that correct?” Some nods, a few muffled affirmatives. Back in the back, her newest, dearest friend Vena just glared at Syn. Smiling at her, Syn asked, “Vena, I take it that means you have real combat experience?”

“I—” She opened her mouth to say something, then snapped it shut. Either somebody had gouged her with an elbow again, or she was growing something more than just a brain stem. Instead of saying anything else, she just nodded.

Damn. Syn would much rather just get that woman off of her base.

Looking back at the nonfighters, she asked, “Are any of you healers, witches, psychics or medics?” There wasn’t a witch among them—Syn had already looked. It didn’t surprise her, but it was disappointing. They needed more witches. Unfortunately, though, witches, as a whole, had the common sense to get out of a bad place when it was clear the bad was only getting worse.

There were two medics and one psychic. She made mental note of their faces and then selected out the others who’d claimed some combat experience. She gestured all of them to the front and then looked at the remaining civilians.

“This is a military camp,” she said, her voice soft, but firm. “We’re still fighting a war here, even though the Gate is gone.”

Something about the gravity of her voice had them stirring uncomfortably in their seats. Syn could see it.

Her gut twisted as she went on. “As of today, a new policy is going into effect. The army is making the demon threat its new focus—until that threat is contained, it will be our only focus.”

People started to whisper among themselves, and some of them were watching her with outright hostility.

“We’ve called our men in from the outposts. Sacril and the other outposts are being abandoned for the time being. We will no longer maintain them.”

“But—”

Syn lifted a hand. “Please, let me continue. When I’m done, if there are questions, I will answer them. In the past month, attacks on the outposts have increased. Attacks on the eastbound convoys have increased. Attacks on our hunting groups, our scouts, have increased. The demons are becoming more aggressive, more violent. The army’s focus must be containing that threat.”

“But we’re safe here.” This came from a middle-aged woman, her voice soft, her eyes censuring.

“We don’t have the resources here to feed, protect and see to an additional three hundred souls,” Syn said quietly. “And if we allow nonfighters now, then in a few weeks, we have more coming seeking refuge. As of today, the only civilians allowed in the camp are those who can provide us with certain useful skills—namely, witches, healers, medics and psychics. Since none of those apply to you, you’re being sent east tomorrow on the outbound convoy.”

Voices rose.

She lifted a hand and cut them off. “This isn’t up for discussion. I’m sorry. But we’re not here to play bodyguard; we’re not here to provide security for you while you rebuild your homes. For the next few months, probably the next few years, the mountains will be too dangerous for civilians, and we don’t have the manpower to offer you any kind of protection, not if we want to concentrate on eliminating the current threat.”

“What threat?” one of the men demanded. He stood up, glaring at Syn. “The Gate is gone—we don’t have to worry about raids anymore. We just need some help . . .”

Syn shook her head. “You need more than some help. Every last one of you. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have abandoned your homes and gone to Sacril. You come to us seeking shelter, or food, or hoping we can provide you with some sort of bodyguard detail while you rebuild your homes. One of the last confrontations with Anqar decimated nearly half of our forces. We have roughly fifteen hundred able-bodied soldiers and we’re already stretched thin—we can’t possibly provide the security needed to every last soul that asks. It can’t be done.”

“But this is our home,” he gritted out.

“I know that. And I am sorry. But this isn’t up for discussion.”

“I want to talk to the commander.” He glared at her.

Syn angled her head to the back. Kalen Brenner had quietly slipped in just a few minutes ago. His timing, as always, was impeccable. “Feel free. There he is.”

The man turned around. Kalen strode forward and stopped in front of him. “This is your home,” he said, his voice flat. His silver-gray eyes were not unkind, but there was nothing soft in that gaze, nothing yielding. “I’m aware of that. It’s mine as well. I can fight to protect it. I can fight to protect your land. I can fight to clear it of the demon infestation—then we can truly call it home again. And it will be safe. But I can’t do that if my men and I are playing bodyguard for all the civilians who want their homes rebuilt.”

“But . . .”

Kalen shook his head. “There are no buts. If you want your home rebuilt that badly, then do it. I can’t force you onto the convoy tomorrow—I won’t force anybody. But I can force you out of my camp. If you want safety, go east. Find a life there. This isn’t the time to rebuild here.”

He scanned the faces of the civilians. Syn did the same, seeing the disappointment, the grief, the denial in their eyes. They’d come here with hopes, dreams of rebuilding  their lives, and in under five minutes, Syn had been forced to smash every one of those hopes and dreams.

Sometimes she hated her job. The cold knot inside her chest grew, expanded until it seemed to encompass everything—all of her. She suppressed the need to shiver, kept her teeth from chattering. But still, she was so cold.

The job. Focus on the job.

Kalen joined her on the dais, off to the side. Syn didn’t waste any more time. She gestured to the civilian medics and the lone psychic. “You three remain here. The rest of you, you’re dismissed. Outside, there are some of my men who’ll get your information and explain about the convoy.”

They departed, an air of defeat clinging to them. Syn was sorry for it. But they’d be alive. Alive . . . and maybe in a few years, they could return to the mountains. She had to take comfort in that. If they allowed them to stay here, they’d likely be dead within a year. Hell, a month.

Her men and women couldn’t protect everybody—there just weren’t enough of them.

After the door closed behind the last one, she focused on the remaining civilians. “Medics and psychics are always needed here. You have the choice to stay, or you can join the convoy tomorrow. It is your call, completely. But if you stay, be prepared to work. Be prepared to work hard. And be prepared to die.”

Horror flashed through the eyes of the youngest medic. Syn focused her gaze on the young woman’s face and said, “We’re still fighting a war. We can’t go a week without a demon attack and they are getting more desperate and more aggressive with every passing day. Those are the ugly facts of life here. If you can’t handle them, then you need to leave. Any of you three want to leave? Do it now.”

Not one of them moved.

“You’re going to be trained to fight. You’ll be expected to take part in daily training. You’ll be placed on job rotation. You’ll have one rest day a week. Other than that . . . you work. You eat. You train. You are ready to fight,  should the need arise. This is our life—if you don’t want that fight, then leave.”

Still, none of them moved.

Damn. She wasn’t as good at scaring people off as she used to be.

With a curt nod, she gestured to one of her men waiting by the door at the back. “This is Lothen, one of my men. He’ll get you a permanent dormer and get you added to the job rotation. If none of you have any questions, you may go now.”

Now it was just the fighters she had to deal with.
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“Man, she’s a serious bitch.”

Xan didn’t bother looking at her. Vena Saurell wasn’t letting that slow her down. She seemed determined to glue herself to his side, staying with him even as he waded through the crush of people gathered in the common area outside the west hall.

“Don’t you think? I mean, hell, I came here to fight and all, but she doesn’t have any right to tell these people they aren’t worthy of protection.”

Ignoring her wasn’t going to make her disappear, he decided. So he stopped in his tracks and crossed his arms over his chest.

“I don’t recall hearing her saying that. What I heard was a woman willing to fight to secure these lands—she can’t do that if she’s too busy taking care of refugees.”

The woman’s lip curled. “Seems to me that the purpose of this whole damn army is to protect the refugees.”

“The best way to do that is to eliminate those who are preying on them,” Xan replied with a shrug. “Once the demons are gone, the refugees will no longer need the protection of the army. It is not an easy choice to make, but it seems a wise one.”

“Maybe.” Vena made a face. “I’m not too impressed. But she doesn’t need to be such a bitch, does she?”

“If it keeps people alive, she can be the queen bitch,” somebody said from behind Vena.

She went red and then white. Xan barely managed to restrain his grin as she turned to face the commander of the Roinan rebel army.

Kalen Brenner was a name known pretty much throughout the world. One would have to have lived under a rock to not know this man. Vena obviously hadn’t lived under a rock.

Syn stood at his side, her slender arms crossed over her chest. With a faint smile on her lips, she glanced up at the commander and said, “Captain Bitch, Commander. We don’t have kings and queens here.” Then she dismissed Vena and focused on Xan.

Xan had spent much of his life learning to school his emotions, his reactions, everything. In that moment, he was very glad.

He would hate for his reactions to show in just that moment.

He looked at Captain Laisyn Caar and thought only one thing:

Want.

It was a powerful, all-consuming urge that damn near obliterated every other thought in his mind.

Feeling more than a little dazed, he stared at her, committing her features to memory. He’d felt a stir of interest when she’d addressed the whole of the group earlier, but now, standing this close to her, interest didn’t begin to touch it.

She had cat eyes. Green-gold, with a hint of amusement and disdain in them that was ridiculously arousing.

She was slender, almost delicate, with narrow arms, narrow hips and only the slightest of curves. Her mouth was bow-shaped and full—very soft, very kissable.

Her eyes weren’t the only catlike feature, either. The smile on that very kissable mouth, her softly pointed chin, even the way she held herself.

She studied him, her gaze lingering on the hilt of the  long knife she could see over his shoulder. Xan held silent as she finished her survey and then looked at him. “Interesting blade you have there—it’s a bit larger than the standard-issue ones we have on hand. Pulsars and blasters are more widely used here than knives.”

“I can use either,” he said, absently touching a hand to the pulsar strapped to his left thigh.

She lifted a brow and nodded toward his knife. “And how good are you at the blade?”

He just smiled. The knife fit in his hand like it had been made for him. And it had—he’d made it himself. He’d been crafting his own blades for years.

Syn’s smile widened and then she looked away from both Vena and Xan, dismissing them. “Commander, we’re scheduled to meet with Elina and Lee in the next few minutes.”

The commander nodded. Neither of them spared Vena or Xan a second look.

Xan only lingered long enough to admire the view as she walked away. Then he let the crowd swallow him, leaving Vena standing there, still blushing furiously.
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“It’s not going to happen,” Kalen said shortly.

He didn’t even bother glancing at the report disc Elina had put together for him.

Lee, Elina and Syn stood in front of his desk. Elina didn’t look surprised, but Syn could tell the woman was pissed.

Lee glared at her husband. “You didn’t even read the damn report.”

“I don’t need to,” he said flatly. “I’m considering the safety of all in making this decision, and the answer is no. No amount of reports will change that.”

“Well, of course not,” Lee replied. “Not if you don’t bother to read them.”

Kalen flicked a glance up at her. The silver of his eyes flashed, but Syn couldn’t tell what he was thinking. He  was too good at hiding his emotions. “Is there any solid, concrete information in there about whether or not the Warlords will feel Lee’s magic? Or whether or not you know for a fact the energy is safe and isn’t going to suck a weaker witch inside, drain her dry?”

“No.” Elina spoke for them all.

“Then there is nothing in those reports that will change my mind.” He shoved the disc off to the side and focused once more on the reports the weapons master had provided. “Now, since that is settled, we need to start preparing for our next supply run. Unless somebody from back east finally decides to respond to my last dozen requests, we’ll have to make a run within the month.”

He focused on Syn’s face.

From the corner of her eye, Syn could see Lee and Elina’s expressions. Elina’s face was impassive.

But Lee looked mad enough to spit nails.

Syn suspected she was going to make Kalen’s life hell for the next few nights.

Good.

Why couldn’t they convince him?

Why wouldn’t he give them a chance?

That cold, empty ache inside her spread, took up a little more ground.

He had to give in. Had to listen . . .

Shifting her gaze to Elina, she just barely managed to keep her thoughts shielded. He’s killing us and he doesn’t even seem to understand it.

Elina’s face was impassive. But she knew.

Kalen didn’t understand. He didn’t have the magic inside him. He wasn’t a witch. He couldn’t know. When he didn’t let them use their magic, he was cutting off a part of them, and sooner or later, it was going to have consequences—for the three witches left in camp, they could be devastating.

“Your report, Syn,” Kalen said, jerking her to attention.

Syn had a hard time maintaining her composure as she delivered the supply report to the commander. She was so  furious, she could hardly see. So cold, she felt sick with it. “We can hold out a few more weeks, then?” Kalen asked after she’d given him a quick rundown.

“Safely, yes. Possibly longer,” Syn replied. “Will that be all, Commander?”

He gave her a narrow look. For the most part, when they were discussing things among themselves, Syn rarely called him Commander. She called him by his name—they were friends, friends who’d bled together, sweated together, come close to dying together on more than one occasion. Commander was saved for times when they were out among the troops, rarely for discussions such as these.

Unless she was pissed. And she was. Kalen leaned back in the seat and studied her face, then glanced at Lee and Elina. “I’m sorry. I know this is hard.”

Syn said nothing. Lee glared at him.

Elina tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. In a polite, amicable voice, she said, “You don’t fucking know what  hard is . . . Commander. You think you know. But you don’t.” She reached up and tapped her brow as she continued. “Imagine if that psychic gift of yours just suddenly went away. Poof—gone, just like that. It’s part of you. You rely on it. Magic is even more intrinsic to the soul than psychic skill—but you know how hard this is. You know what it’s like to have part of your soul taken away.”

She shifted in her chair, drumming her fingers idly on the arm of it. “No, Commander. You don’t know. So let’s just drop it.”

“Fine.” A muscle jerked in Kalen’s jaw. “Lee, Elina, you’re dismissed. Captain, update me on how the search for Dais is going.”
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Dais Bogler rammed his knife into the belly of the buck and cut upward. It had been a while since he’d been forced to hunt, kill and clean his own dinner, but he hadn’t forgotten how. That kind of skill wasn’t easily lost.

Blood, hot and slick, coated his hands.

For a moment, he imagined it wasn’t the blood of a corcer, one of the herd beasts that lived in the Roinan Mountains.

In his mind, it was Kalen’s blood.

In his mind, it was Lee’s blood.

In his mind, it was Morne’s blood.

Morne—damn the man. Why hadn’t he seen it?

Morne—a fucking Warlord. Sirvani. Whatever in the hell he called himself. The bastard had hailed from Anqar and not a one of them had realized it.

It was a vile twist of fate that the people from Anqar didn’t truly look any different from those in Ishtan. Humanoid. As a whole, Warlords and the Sirvani were tall and lean, strong—they were a conquering race, so naturally they were strong. But they looked human. Nothing save their language, their dress, their customs, set them apart from the peoples of Ishtan.

Morne had hidden himself with the rebels, and he’d done it all too well, too easily. He spoke their tongue, and he did it without an accent. He did not wear the garb of a Warlord, and he most certainly hadn’t adhered to Warlord customs. He’d made himself seem as one of the rebels.

A wolf among sheep.

And because of this particular wolf, more than any other, Dais was well and truly screwed.

There were nights when he lay awake and wondered if he shouldn’t just end it, put a blade to his wrists and be done with it. Sooner or later, the rebels would track him down. As long as he was in Ishtan, he was a man marked for death, and unless he was very lucky, it wouldn’t be a pleasant death.

But Dais wasn’t about to give up quite so easily. Not when he’d worked so long, so hard. There had to be a way. There still had to be a way.

He even had a glimmer of a plan. But until he found the right people, he couldn’t very well put it into motion.

Tomorrow, damn it.

He’d find them tomorrow—

But that was something he’d been telling himself for weeks. The Roinan mountain range was huge, heavily forested, and the Warlords knew they couldn’t risk being found by Kalen’s men, so they stayed on the move. Far too quietly.

A noise, far off, muted, caught his attention. Instincts kicking into high gear, he gathered his gear and abandoned what would have been his first decent hot meal in weeks. The game was slowly starting to drift back in the mountains, but it was still scarce. He’d been existing off scrawny rabbits and cokrels and what precious little vegetation he could harvest without being noticed.

Except he had been noticed. He kept his growl behind his teeth and took off into the undergrowth of the woods, moving in an uneven line that would eventually take him to the river. The water level was lower than normal and the current was moving slowly. If he had to, he could take to the water and let the river carry him farther away.

“The river,” he muttered, tugging at his lower lip, forgetting the buck’s blood that still stained his hands. “Just take to the river for a while, maybe.”

Might be best, actually.

Safer.

Away from the people who’d kill him without blinking an eye. For now. Perhaps if he lay low for a time, they might stop continually combing the forest for him.

Damn them all.

Damn them straight to hell.
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With a feral smile curling his lips, Morne emerged from the brush and eyed the dead buck at his feet.

Faintly, very faintly, he could smell something other than the forest, something other than the dead corcer’s blood.

Man.

A man had been here, and not long ago.

He could think of only one man it could be.

Morne already knew that Kalen had the camp under heavy lockdown. One single soul wouldn’t come out this far on a hunting excursion, and even if one was that stupid, one buck wouldn’t do much to feed the camp.

But it wasn’t one from the army. The commander wouldn’t allow anybody to leave the camp alone, and Morne could only sense the presence of one.

So either it was one of the foolish few who hadn’t yet abandoned this forsaken land or it was a traitor.

Dais.

Morne had heard the whisper of sound, the soft sigh of man’s presence, as he searched for Dais. He’d been searching fruitlessly for weeks, but this time, he’d been close and when the earth sensed the presence of a man, it had whispered to Morne. Through his healing gift, he had a connection to the earth. It spoke to him, called to him almost the same way it would call to a witch.

Closer. He was getting closer.

He followed the track to the river, and there, he found more to guide him. Again, his gift roused and whispered to him. It was a different aspect of his power this time, though—his empathy. He’d missed Dais only by moments. Mere moments, not enough time for the residual emotion to clear.

Anger. Fear. Desperation. It was strong enough that he could even pick up on some of the remnant thoughts connected to those emotions. The river—take to the river for a while. Damn them. Damn them straight to hell . . .

“If I go to hell, I take you with me,” Morne said quietly.

A breeze kicked up, blowing his hair back from his face as he stared at the river. If he reached, if he focused, he could almost pick up on Dais’s emotional trail. The man could only ride the river for so long.

“You’re a dead man.”
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