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Red
G ay
Ebon- gr ay
Bl ack
*Qpal is the dividing line between lighter and darker Jewel s because it can be either.

When making the Offering to the Darkness, a person can descend a maxi mum of three ranks from
hi s/ her Birthright Jewel.
Exanple: Birthright Wite could descend to Rose.

AUTHOR S NOTE

The "Sc" in the nanes Scelt, Sceval, and Sceron is pronounced "Sh."
BLOOD HI ERARCHY/ CASTES

Mal es

Landen—on- Bl ood of any race

Bl ood mal e—a general termfor all nales of the Blood; also refers to any Bl ood mal e who doesn't
wear Jewel s

War| ord—a Jewel ed nmal e equal in status to a witch
Prince—a Jeweled male equal in status to a Priestess or a Heal er

Warl ord Prince—a dangerous, extrenely aggressive Jeweled nmale; in status, slightly |ower than a

Queen
Femal es
Landen—on- Bl ood of any race

Bl ood fenal e—a general termfor all females of the Blood; nostly refers to any Blood feral e who
doesn't wear Jewels

Wtch—a Blood femal e who wears Jewels but isn't one of the other hierarchical levels; also refers
to any Jewel ed fenal e

Heal er—a witch who heal s physical wounds and illnesses; equal in status to a Priestess and a
Prince

Priestess—a witch who cares for altars, Sanctuaries and Dark Altars; w tnesses handfasts and
marri ages; perforns offerings; equal in status to a Healer and a Prince

Bl ack Wdow-a witch who heals the mnd; weaves the tangl ed webs of dreans and visions; is trained
in illusions and poi sons

Queen—a witch who rules the Blood; is considered to be the land's heart and the Bl ood' s nora
center; as such, she is the focal point of their society

PART 1
Chapter One
1/ Terreille

Dor ot hea SaDi abl o, the Hi gh Priestess of the Territory called Hayll, slowy clinbed the stairs to
the | arge wooden platform It was a bright norning in early autunmm, and Draega, Hayll's capital
was far enough south that the days were still warm The heavy bl ack cl oak that shrouded Dorothea's
body nade her sweat. Under the deep hood, her hair was danp and her neck itched. No matter. In a
few m nutes, she could shed the cloak

When she reached the platform she saw the |lunpy canvas that stretched across the front, closest
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to the waiting crowd, and automatically began taking shall ow breaths through her nouth. Foolish.
She' d used every spell she knew to keep what was beneath that canvas a secret until the proper
time. Forcing herself to breathe naturally, she wal ked across the platform stopping a few feet
behi nd the canvas.

Wat chi ng her, with wariness and resentnent, were the Queens of all the Territories in the Real m of
Terreille. She had denmanded that each Territory Queen bring her two strongest Province Queens and
any Warlord Princes who served her. She knew that many of the Queens, especially those fromthe
far-western Territories, had cone expecting a trap of some kind.

Vell, the bitches were right. But if she presented the bait in the right way, they would throw
thenselves into the trap without a second thought.

Dorot hea raised her arns. The crowd's rippling murnurs faded to silence. Using Craft to enhance
her voice so that everyone would hear her, she began the next nove in a deadly gane of power.

"My Sisters and Brothers, | called you here to warn you about a terrible discovery | nade
recently, sonmething that threatens every one of the Blood in the entire Real mof Terreille.

"I'n the past, |'ve done sone unspeakably cruel things. | have been responsible for the destruction
of Queens and sonme of the best nales in the Realm | have bred fear into the Blood in order to be

the controlling power in Terreille. Me. A H gh Priestess who knows better than anyone that a
Priestess can't be a substitute for a Queen, no natter how skilled or how strong she is in her
Craft.

"I will shoul der the sorrow and burden of those acts for the rest of nmy life. But | tell you this
now. | HAVE BEEN USEDH A few weeks ago, while using ny skills as a Black Wdow to spin a tangl ed
web of dreanms and visions, | inadvertently ripped through a nmental shroud that had surrounded ne
for all the centuries I've been the Hi gh Priestess of Hayll. | fought nmy way through that nenta
fogging and finally saw what my tangl ed webs had been trying to tell me for so very | ong.

"There is soneone who wants to dominate Terreille. There is soneone who wants to subjugate all the

Blood in this Realm But it isn't me. |'ve been the instrument of a nonstrous, nalevol ent being
who wants to crush us and consune us, who plays with us the same way a cat plays with a nouse
before it strikes the killing blow That nonster has a name—a nane that has been feared for

t housands upon thousands of years, and with good reason. Qur destroyer is the Prince of the

Dar kness, the High Lord of Hell."

Uneasy murmurs rose fromthe crowd.

"You doubt ne?" Dorothea shouted. She tore off the cloak and tossed it aside. Her w spy, white
hair, which had been thick and black a few weeks ago, fell around her shoul ders. Her saggi ng,
deeply lined face twisted, and tears filled her gold eyes as the nurmurs changed to shocked

excl amati ons. "Look what happened to ne when |I fought to free nyself fromhis insidious spells.
Look at ne. This is the price | paid, so that you would be aware of the danger."

Dor ot hea pressed a hand agai nst her chest, gasping for breath.

Her Steward stepped forward and gently grasped her armto support her. "You nust stop, Priestess.
This is too nuch for you to endure."

"No, " Dorothea gasped, still using Craft to enhance her voice. "I nust tell themeverything while
I can. | may not have anot her chance. Once he realizes | know about him.."

The crowd grew silent.

Loweri ng her hand, Dorothea stood as straight as she could, ignoring the ache in her spine. "I was
not the H gh Lord' s only instrument. There are those anong you who have had the misfortune to have
had Daenpn Sadi or Lucivar Yaslana serving in your courts. My the Darkness forgive me, | sent
those nonsters into fragile Territories, and because of them Queens have died. Sonetinmes whole
courts were torn apart. |, like Prythian, Askavi's H gh Priestess, thought we were sending them
into service in other courts by our own choice, in the hope that they could be controlled. But we
were mani pul ated into sending themto those Territories because they are the High Lord' s sons!
They are that bestial creature's seeds, and they have grown up to be his tools of destruction. The

control Prythian and | thought we had over themwas nothing but an illusion, a blind to concea
their true purpose.
"Both of them di sappeared several years ago. Mst of us hoped they had died. Not so. |'ve |earned

fromsome brave Brothers and Sisters who are now living in the Kaeleer Territory called Little
Terreille that both Yaslana and Sadi are in the Shadow Real m where the H gh Lord has been living
under the guise of being the Warlord Prince of Dheml an. The viper's children have returned to the
nest .

"There's nore. The Hi gh Lord has an unheal thy influence over nost of the Territory Queens in

Kael eer, as well as absolute control over a young woman who is the strongest witch in all the
Real ns. Wth her strength behind him he will overwhel mus—dnless we strike first. W have no
choice, ny Brothers and Sisters. If we don't crush the H gh Lord and everyone in his service, the
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cruelty | have done as his instrunent will seemlike a child' s gane in conparison."

Dor ot hea paused for a nonment. "Many of you have friends or | oved ones who have fled to Kaeleer in
order to escape the violence that has been strangling Terreille. Look at what has happened to nany
of those who have run straight into the H gh Lord' s seductive enbrace."

Using Craft, she whipped away the canvas covering the front of the platform Then she clanped her
hand over her nmouth to keep fromgagging as the flies rose fromthe mutil ated corpses.

Screans filled the air. A piercing shriek of grief and rage rose above the other voices. Then

anot her, and another, as the people nearest the platformrecogni zed what was |left of a face or
recogni zed a distinctive piece of jewelry.

Using Craft again, Dorothea gently drew the canvas over the bodies. She waited several minutes for
the screans to fade to nuffled sobs

"Know this," she said. "I will use every bit of Craft | have | earned, every drop of strength that
I have in me to defeat this nonster. But if |I stand alone, | will surely be defeated. If we stand
and fight together, we have a chance to rid ourselves of the High Lord and those who serve him
Many of us won't survive this fight, but our children— Her voice broke. It took her a nonment to
continue. "But our children will know the freedomwe paid so dearly to give them"

Turni ng around, she stunbled. Her Steward and Master of the Guard supported her across the

pl atform and down the steps. Tears and a fierce pride filled their eyes as they gently settled her
into her open carriage for the short ride back to her nmansion. Wen they tried to go with her, she
shook her head.

"Your duties are here," she said weakly.

"But, Priestess— the Master of the CGuard started to protest.

"Pl ease," Dorothea said. "Your strength will serve ne better if you remain here." Calling in a

fol ded pi ece of paper, she handed it to her Steward. "If these Queens ask to see me, arrange for
an audi ence this afternoon.” She saw the protest in his eyes, but he said nothing.

Her coachman cl ucked softly to his horses.

Dor ot hea | eaned back agai nst the seat and cl osed her eyes to hide her glee. Wll, you son of a
whoring bitch, 1've nade the first nove. And now there's nothing you can do that can't be used
agai nst you.

2/ Terreille

Al exandra Angel line shivered despite the norning sun's warnth as she waited for Philip Al exander
to return fromhis exam nation of the torn bodies |ying on the wooden platform She put a warm ng
spell on the heavy wool shawl, knowing it was usel ess. No outer source of heat was going to thaw
the cold inside her

It's too soon, she thought desperately. WI hel mi na had gone through the Gate yesterday norning.
She can't be anong. .

Vani a and Nyselle, the two Provi nce Queens she'd brought with her, had already returned to the
inn, along with their escorts. They hadn't offered to wait with her. A few years ago—a few weeks
ago—they woul d have. They had still believed in her then, despite the problens in her fanmly

But a few weeks ago, someone had sent cryptic nessages to the thirty strongest witches in

Chai | | ot —excl udi ng hersel f and her daughter, Leland—nviting themto take a tour of Briarwood and
prom sing to solve the riddle of what had happened to the young girls in their famlies who had
been admtted to the hospital and then di sappeared without a trace. Briarwood, which had been
built to heal enotionally disturbed children, had been closed for several years now, ever since
that mysterious illness started consuni ng dozens of men fromthe aristo famlies in Bel don Mr,
Chaillot's capital—an illness that had seened |linked to that place.

The witches had arrived on the specified night, and they had | earned the secrets and the horrors
of Briarwood. Their guide, a denon-dead girl named Rose, showed no nercy as she introduced themto
the ghosts. One Priestess found her cousin, who had di sappeared when they were children, bricked
up inside a wall. A Province Queen recognized what was left of a friend s daughter

They saw the ganming roons. They saw the cubicles that contained the narrow beds. They saw the
veget abl e garden and the girl with one |eg.

Numbed by what they saw, they foll owed Rose, who sniled at themand told themin precise detai

how and why each child had died. She told them about the other denon-dead children who had gone to
the Dark Realmto live with the rest of the cildru dyathe. She recited the list of Briarwood' s
"uncles,"” the men who had supported and used that tw sted carnal playground. And she recited a
list of broken witches fromaristo famlies who had been "cured" of their enotiona
instability—and stripped of their inner power—and then returned hone.

One of the nen Rose had naned was Robert Benedict, Leland' s forner husband and an inportant menber
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of the male council—a council already decimted by that mysterious illness.

When a Healer in the group had asked about the illness, Rose had smiled again, and said,
"Briarwood is the pretty poison. There is no cure for Briarwood."

Al exandra cl utched her shawl and kept shivering.

The rage that had swept through Chaillot had torn it apart. Beldon Mr becane a battleground. The
menbers of the male council who had not yet died fromthe illness were viciously executed. After
several men fromaristo fanlies died of poison, many others fled to inns or one of their clubs
because they were terrified to eat or drink anything that m ght have passed through the hands of
the wonen in their famlies.

And after the first wave of rage had passed, the witches had turned their fury on her. They didn't
bl anme her for Briarwsod, since it had been built before she had becone Queen of Chaillot, but they
did blane her, bitterly, for her blindness. She had been so intent on keeping Hayll's influence
out of Chaillot and trying to retain some power in the face of the nale council that she hadn't
seen the danger that already existed. They said it was |like arguing with a man about groping your
breast when he already had his cock sheat hed between your | egs.

They bl amed her because Robert Benedict had lived in her house for all those years and had bedded
her daughter. If she couldn't recogni ze the danger when it sat across fromher day after day, how
could she protect her people against any other kind of threat?

They bl amed her for Robert Benedict and for all the young witches who had died or were broken in
Bri arwood.

She bl aned herself for what happened to Jaenelle, her younger granddaughter. She had all owed that
strange, difficult child to be | ocked away in that place. She hadn't known Briarwood' s secrets,
but if she hadn't dism ssed Jaenelle's fanciful stories, if she had accepted themas a child's
plea for attention instead of an annoying social problem Jaenelle never would have been sent to
Briarwood. And if she hadn't dismissed the girl's hatred for Dr. Carvay, would she have | earned
the truth sooner?

She didn't know. And it was too late to find the answers.

Now she had another family problem Eleven years ago, W/I hel ni na Benedi ct, Robert's daughter by
his first marriage, had run away after claimng that Robert had nade a sexual advance. Philip

Al exander, Robert's bastard half brother, had found his niece, but he had refused to say where she
was. At the tine, Al exandra had been furious with himfor keeping Wlhelmna's |ocation a secret
fromher. Lately, she had wondered if Philip had had some inkling about what |ay beneath

Bri arwood' s solicitous veneer, especially when it had been his vehenence that had been the fina
push to cl ose the pl ace.

A coupl e of days ago, she had received a letter fromWI helmna, informng her that the girl was
going to Kael eer, the Shadow Real m No—W /| hel mi na was twenty-seven now, no longer a girl. That
didn't nmatter. She was still family. Still her granddaughter

Al exandra shook her head to break the pattern of her thoughts and noticed Philip wal king toward
her. Hol ding her breath, she searched his gray eyes.

"She's not anong them " Philip said quietly.

Al exandra rel eased her breath in a sigh. "Thank the Darkness." But she understood what hadn't been
sai d: not yet.

Philip offered his arm She accepted, grateful for the support. He was a good nman, the opposite of
his half brother. She had been pl eased when he and Lel and had deci ded to handfast, and had been
even nore pl eased when they chose to marry after the handfast year was done.

Al exandra | ooked back at the pl atform where Dorot hea SabDi abl o had nade her horrifying speech. "Do
you bel i eve her?" she asked softly.

Philip guided her through clusters of people who were still too shocked to do nore than huddle
together while they gathered the courage to look at the nutilated bodies. "I don't know |If even
hal f of what she said is true ... if Sadi..." He choked.

She still had ni ghtmares about Daenon Sadi. So did Philip, for different reasons. Sadi had

threatened her when Jaenelle had been put in Briarwod for the last tine, had given her a taste of
the grave. \When he unl eashed his dark power in order to break the R ng of (bedi ence, he had
destroyed half the Jewel ed Blood in Beldon Mdr. Caught in that expl osive unleashing, Philip's
strength had been broken back to the Geen Jewel that was his birthright.

"We can get a Coach this evening," Philip said. "If we buy passage on one that rides the darker
Wnds, we'll be home by tonorrow "
"Not yet. I'd like you to talk to Dorothea's Steward. See if you can set up an audi ence for nme."

"You're a Queen,
mat t er who—
"Philip." She squeezed his arm "I'mthankful for your loyalty, but right now we are beggars.

Philip snapped. "You shouldn't have to beg an audi ence froma Priestess, no
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can't afford any nore assunptions. |'mnot convinced that Dorothea isn't the nonster she's al ways
appeared to be, but I amconvinced that the High Lord is a greater threat." She shuddered. "W
have to go to Kaeleer to find Wlhelnmna. W can't afford to go there w thout having as much
know edge of the enenmy as we can gain, no matter what the source."

"All right," Philip said. "Wat about Vania and Nyselle? WI| they go with us?"

"They' || stay or go as they choose. They certainly won't care what | do." She sighed. "Wo would
have thought, even a nonth ago, that | would have to entertain the idea of Dorothea being an

al ly?"

3/ Terreille

Kartane SaDi abl o wandered t hrough the formal gardens, trying hard to ignore the specul ative or
pitying glances of the few people who hadn't retreated indoors. He had waited until Dorothea's
carriage was out of sight

before wal king away fromthe platform The nutilated bodies that had been left for grisly

i nspection didn't bother him Hell's fire, Dorothea had done that much—er worse—to peopl e when
she was feeling playful. But no one seened to renenber that. O, perhaps, nost of the fools here
had never w tnessed one of the H gh Priestess's npods.

But the Steward and the Master of the Quard... Ball-withered idiots. They had actually had tears
in their eyes when they hel ped her into the carriage. How could they believe she'd been under a
spell for all these centuries, that she hadn't reveled in her victins' pain?

Oh, she had certainly sounded sincere and renorseful. He didn't believe it for a nonment. Any nan
who had ever had to pleasure Dorothea in a bed wouldn't have believed it. Daenon woul dn't have,
that's for sure.

Daenon. The Hi gh Lord's son. That explained a great deal about his "cousin." AH those years, when
Daenon had been raised as a bastard in Dorothea's court, had she known? She nust have. \Wich nmeant
that the High Lord of Hell would have no love for the High Priestess of Hayll.

Whi ch circled back to his own concerns.

The mysterious illness that had started alnpst thirteen years ago was consunming him Al the other
men who had enjoyed Briarwood's secret little playground were already in the grave. Because he was
Hayl I i an, one of the long-lived races, and because he had never gone back to Chaillot, he was the
only one left. And he could feel that he was running out of tine.

After the connection between the illness and Bri arwood had been reveal ed a few weeks ago, he had
started thinking—when his nind wasn't so consuned in nightnmares that he could think—and he al ways
came to the same conclusion: the only Heal ers who mi ght be powerful enough to cure this illness

before it destroyed him and the only ones who woul d be ignorant of the cause, were in Kael eer
They woul d probably be serving in the courts of the Territory Queens, who, if Dorothea hadn't been
| yi ng about that, were under the Hi gh Lord' s control. Wich neant he had to find sonething that
woul d buy the High Lord's assistance. Thanks to Dorothea's little speech, he now had information
he thought the Prince of the Darkness would find very interesting.

Pl eased with his decision, Kartane smled. He would spend a few nore days sniffing out information
and then pay a little visit to the Shadow Real m

4 | Terreille

Al exandra Angelline gingerly settled into a chair, relieved that Dorothea had chosen a private
receiving roominstead of a fornmal audience room This neeting was going to be difficult enough
wi t hout enduring a court full of sneering Hayllians.

But being alone with Dorothea al so had di sadvant ages. She'd heard that Hayll's Hi gh Priestess had
been a handsone woman. Ch, the ghost of that |oveliness was still there, but there was a definite
stoop to Dorothea's shoulders, a twistiness to her spine. Age spots dotted the backs of her brown
hands, and the face and hair..

It happens to all of us, eventually, Al exandra thought as she watched Dorothea pour tea into

delicate cups. But what would it feel like to go to bed one night a womman in her prine and wake
the next norning as a crone?
"I"'m.. grateful... you granted ne an audi ence," Al exandra said, trying not to choke on the words.

Dorothea's lips curled in a slight smle as she handed Al exandra a cup of tea. "I'msurprised you
asked for one." The smle faded. "W haven't seen eye to eye in the past. And consi dering what
happened to your fam |y, you have good reason to hate ne." She hesitated, took a sip of tea, and
continued softly, "It wasn't ny idea to send Sadi to Chaillot, but I can't renmenber who suggested
it or why | agreed. There's a veil over those nenories that | still can't pierce.”
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Al exandra lifted her cup toward her lips, but put it down again w thout drinking. "You think the
H gh Lord arranged it?"

"Yes, | do. Sadi is a beautiful, vicious weapon, and his father knows how to use himwell. And
they did achieve their goal."

"What goal ?" Alexandra said angrily. "Sadi tore ny family apart and killed nmy younger
granddaught er. \What was achi eved by that ?"

Dor ot hea sat back, took a sip of tea, and said quietly, "You forget, Sister. The girl's body was
never found."

Sonet hi ng about the expectant way Dorothea was | ooking at her made Al exandra shiver. "That doesn't
mean anything. He's a very discreet gravedigger." She put the cup and saucer on the table, the tea
untouched. "I didn't cone here to tal k about the past. Just how dangerous is the Hi gh Lord?"
"Daenmon Sadi is his father's son. Does that answer your question?"

Al exandra tried but couldn't suppress a shudder. "And you really think he wants to destroy the
Blood in Terreille?"

"I" msure of it." Dorothea touched her white hair. "I paid a heavy price to be sure of it."

"My other granddaughter, WI hel mi na Benedict, recently went to Kael eer," Al exandra said softly.
Dor ot hea stiffened. "How recently?"

"She went through the Gate yesterday."

"Mbot her Night," Dorothea said, collapsing in her chair. "I'"mso sorry, Al exandra. So very, very
sorry."

"Prince Philip Alexander and | intend to go to Kael eer as soon as that 'service fair' is over and
visitors are permtted again. Hopefully, we'll be able to find her and convi nce whatever Queen

she's signed a contract with to rel ease her."

"She's in far nmore danger than that," Dorothea said worriedly.

"There's no reason for her to draw anyone's attention," Al exandra said, fear naking her voice
sharp. "There's no reason for her to accept a contract outside of Little Terreille."

"There are two reasons: the High Lord and the witch he controls. If you don't find her quickly,
Wlhelmna will end up in his dark enbrace, and there will be no hope for her then."

Despite the warmroom a chill ran down Al exandra's spine.

Dor ot hea just |ooked at her for a long nonent. "I told you—Sadi and the High Lord achieved their
goal. No one hunts very long for a corpse when the living need care. And your granddaughter's body
was never found."

Al exandra stared at Dorothea. "You think Jaenelle is this powerful w tch under the High Lord's
control ? Jaenel |l e?" She laughed bitterly. "Hell's fire, Dorothea, Jaenelle couldn't even do basic
Craft."

"I'f you know how to read between the lines of sonme of the... less available... records of the

Bl ood's history, you'll find that there have been a few women—very few, thank the Darkness—who had
enormous reservoirs of power that they were unable to tap by themselves. They required an ..
enotional ... bond wi th sonmeone who had the skill to channel the power in order to use it. But they

didn't always have the choice about how it was used." Dorothea paused. "The gossip that has
recently filtered in fromLittle Terreille about the Hi gh Lord's pet describes her as 'eccentric,'
'sonmewhat enotionally disturbed.' Does that sound famliar?"

Al exandra couldn't catch her breath. There wasn't enough air in the room Wy wasn't there enough
air?

"If you'll take it, I'lIl give you whatever help |I can." Dorothea | ooked at her sadly. "You can't
ignore this, Alexandra. No matter what you want to think or what you want to believe, you can't
ignore the fact that the High Lord's pet witch, the witch Daenon Sadi hel ped hi macquire, goes by
t he nane Jaenelle Angelline."

5/ Terreille

Dor ot hea pull ed aside the dark, heavy curtains and stared out at the night-shrouded garden. She
felt drained, physically and enotionally. Ch, how she had wanted to dig her nails in and scratch
out the pathetically hopeful ook in the eyes of the males in her First Crcle. They wanted to
grasp at any excuse for her behavior over the past centuries. They wanted to believe that a male
had made her cruel, a nmale had nmani pul ated her and controlled her thoughts, a nale had been behind
her rise to power and the viciousness afterward that had made it possible to soften and harvest
nost of the other Territories in Terreille.

They didn't want to give her any credit at all. They wanted her to be a victimso that they

woul dn't feel ashamed of serving her, so that they could pretend they served out of a sense of
honor instead of avarice and fear.
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Vel 1, once Kaeleer fell, she would make a few changes in her court. Maybe she woul d even arrange
for the fools to die in battle, choking on their bl oody honor.

"You did well today, Sister," said a harsh but still girlish voice. "I couldn't have done better
mysel f."

Dorothea didn't turn around. Looking at Hekatah, the denon-dead Dark Priestess and sel f-proclai med
Hi gh Priestess of Hell, always turned her stomach. "They were your words, not mine, so it's not
surprising that you're pleased."

"You still need me," Hekatah snarled as she shuffled to a chair near the fire. "Don't forget
that."

"I never forget that," Dorothea replied softly, keeping her eyes focused on the garden

It had been Hekatah who had seen her potential when she was a young witch still learning a
Priestess's duties as well as the Black Wdows' Craft. It had been Hekatah who had nurtured her
anbiti ons and dreans of power, who had pointed out the possible rivals who could interfere with
those dreanms. And it had been Hekatah who had hel ped elininate those rivals. The Dark Priestess
had been there, every step of the way, guiding, advising.

She couldn't renenber just when she realized that Hekatah needed her just as nmuch as she needed
Hekat ah. That need nade t hem despi se each other, but they were bound together by the common dream
of ruling an entire Real m

"Do you really think, after all we've done to gain control of Terreille, those Queens will believe
it was all the High Lord' s fault?"

"If you cast the persuasion spells correctly, there's no reason they won't believe it," Hekatah
said with sweet venom

"There's nothing wong with my Craft skills, Priestess,"” Dorothea replied with equal venom
turning to face the other wonan.

"Your skills didn't help you elude the spell Sadi wapped around you, did they?"

"No nore than your skills protected you or have hel ped you reverse the damage."

Hekat ah hi ssed angrily, and Dorothea turned back to the window, feeling a brief satisfaction at
the well -aimed barb

Seven years ago, Hekatah had tried to gain control of Jaenelle Angelline and elim nate Lucivar
Yasl ana. Sonet hing had gone wong with her schene, and the backl ash of that confrontation had
stripped away her ability to pass as one of the living, had made her | ook |ike a decaying,
desiccated corpse. For the first couple of years, she had insisted that all she needed was to
consume | arge quantities of fresh blood in order to restore her body. But the denon-dead were, in
a sense, spirits that still had too nmuch psychic power to return to the Darkness and were now
housed in dead flesh. Wile the power |asted and could be renewed, the body coul d be nuaintai ned by
consum ng bl ood. But nothing was going to restore Hekatah's | ooks. The juice had been wung out of
her dead flesh, and the past seven years had been a sl ow decay of a body that had di ed 50, 000
years ago

"They' ||l believe the Hi gh Lord has been responsible for all the perversion in Terreille," Hekatah
sai d, com ng up behind Dorothea close enough for her reflection to be visible in the wi ndow s

ni ght - dar kened gl ass. "They want to believe it. He's a nyth, a terrifying story that has been

whi spered for thousands of years. And anyone who has doubts about himwi |l have no doubts at al
about Yaslana and Sadi. The thought of the three of them com ng together and having the use of a
strong witch as their tool will be enough to unite Terreille against Kaeleer. In the end, it
doesn't matter why they join the fight, only that they fight."

"We've gained one reluctant ally this afternoon-Al exandra Angelline, the Queen of Chaillot."
Dorothea's lips curled in a vicious smle. "She was shocked to discover that her younger

gr anddaught er has been under the Hi gh Lord's thunb for all these years, thanks to Daenon Sadi."
Hekat ah frowned. "She's a fool, but she isn't stupid. If she convinces Jaenelle to help her

mai ntain control of Chaillot ..."

Dor ot hea shook her head. "She doesn't believe Jaenelle has any power. | could see it in her eyes.
I spun her a little story about wonen who are reservoirs of raw power—she didn't believe that
either. She can accept that Sadi and the Hi gh Lord night have wanted Jaenelle for their own

twi sted reasons, but she'll continue to believe what she wants to believe about Jaenelle
Angel line. Once she gets to Little Terreille, Lord Jorval will be waiting to offer his assistance.
He' Il never mention that Jaenelle is the Queen of Ebon Askavi. And | doubt Al exandra will believe

anyt hi ng anyone at the Hall tells her."
Hekat ah | aughed gl eeful |y.

"And | inmagine that once she actually neets Prince Saetan Daenon SabDi abl o, the High Lord of Hell
she' |l be nore than happy to send along any information she thinks will be useful to us."
"And if he discovers her deceit..." Hekatah shrugged. "Well, we would have had to get rid of her
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after the war anyway."

Dorothea stared at their reflections in the glass. They had been | ovely wonen once. Now Hekat ah

| ooked |i ke a corpse that the worns had been feasting on, and she..

Sadi had created sone kind of spell to age and twi st her body, but he hadn't done anything to

di m ni sh her sexual appetite. The Blood called himthe Sadist, but she hadn't really appreciated
the depths of his cruelty. He had known her appetites—how could he not since he'd had to satisfy
t hem when he was young? He had al so known the huniliation she would feel when she saw revulsion in
the eyes of the males she rode instead of that exciting conbination of lust and fear. Now, after
her tearful confession, she wouldn't even be able to indulge in that nuch.

"You' ve informed your pet Queens that they'll have to abstain fromtheir

nmor e—+nmagi hati ve—pl easures for the tinme bei ng?" Hekat ah asked.

"I've told them" Dorothea replied irritably. "Wether they will restrain themselves is difficult

to say."

"Any who indulge will have to be elimnated."

"And how do we explain that?”

Hekat ah nmade an i npatient sound. "Qobviously they, too, have been under the High Lord's spell. Your

gallant struggle to free yourself fromhis power also freed a nunber of your Sisters, but,
unfortunately, not all of them Al it will take is one or two of thembeing killed for the others
to understand the nessage and behave properly."

"And after we've won?"

"After we've won, we can do whatever we damm well please. W'Ill rule the Real ns, Dorothea. Not
just Terreille, but all of themJerreille, Kaeleer, and Hell."

Wanting to savor that possibility, Dorothea didn't say anything for several minutes. Then finally,
reluctantly, she asked, "Do you really think that fear of the Hi gh Lord will be enough to start a
war? Do you really think this will work?"

What was left of Hekatah's lips pulled back in a terrible snile. "It worked the last tine."

6 / Kael eer

The Queen of Arachna settled next to the shoul der of the weary, gol den-haired wonman who | eaned
against a flat-sided boul der

*|s bad?* the | arge gol den spider asked in her soft voice.

Jaenel | e Angel line brushed her hair away from her face and sighed. Her haunted sapphire eyes
narrowed a little against the early-norning sunlight as she once again studied the delicate
strands of the tangled web that she'd woven during the night. "Yes, it's bad. A war is comng. A
war between the Real ns."

*Can stop?*

Jaenel | e shook her head slowy. "No. No one can stop it."

The spider shifted uneasily. The air around the wonan tasted of sadness—and a growi ng, cold rage
*The two-1egs have fought before. Is nore bad this tine?*

"You may | ook."

Accepting the formal invitation, the Arachni an Queen opened her nmind to the dreans and visions in
the large tangl ed web Jaenel |l e had spun between a boul der and a nearby tree.

So nmuch death. So nuch pain and sorrow. And a creeping taint that soiled the ones remnaining.

Pul ling back fromthe dreans and visions, she studied the web itself and noticed two odd things.
One was the delicate silver ring set with an Ebony Jewel that had been placed in the center of the
web. A Jewel chip was rarely woven into a tangled web because the magi ¢ that shaped those webs was
power f ul —-and danger ous—enough, and this particul ar Jewel belonged to Jaenelle, who was Wtch, the
living nyth, dreans made fl esh. The other odd thing was the triangle. Many threads were connected
to that ring, but overlying themwere three threads that fornmed a triangle around it.

Intrigued, the spider continued to study the web. She had seen that triangle before. Strength,
passi on, courage. Loyalty, honor, |love. She could alnpst taste the male tang in those threads.

"If Kael eer accepts Terreille's challenge and goes to war," Jaenelle said softly, "it will destroy
the Blood in both Realnms. All the Blood. Even the kindred."

*Some will live. It is always so.*

"Not this tine. Oh, there will be sonme who will physically survive the war, but..." Jaenelle's

voi ce broke. She took a deep breath. "All of ny Sisters, all of ny friends will be gone. Al of
the Queens will be gone. Al of the Warlord Princes."

* Aw. *

"There will be no Queens left to heal the land, no Queens left to hold the Blood together. The
slaughter will continue until there's no one left to slaughter. The witches will be as barren as
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the land. The gift of power that had been given to us so long ago will be the final weapon that
destroys us. If Kaeleer goes to war with Terreille."

*Must fight,* the spider said. *Mist stop creeping taint.*

Jaenelle smled bitterly. "War won't stop it. | know who nurtured the seeds, and if elimnating
Dor ot hea and Hekatah would stop this fromconmng, |1'd destroy themright now But it wouldn't stop
anyt hing, not anynmore. It would only delay it, and that would be worse. This is the right place
and the right time to cleanse that taint out of the Blood."

*You speak paths that go no place,* the spider scolded. *You say can't fight but nust fight. You
confused? Maybe you read web wrong. *

Jaenel |l e turned her head toward the spider, a dryly anused | ook on her face. "And where did

learn to weave a tangled web? If I'mnot reading it right, maybe | wasn't taught correctly."

The spider used Craft to make a harsh, buzzing sound that indicated severe disapproval. *Not fault
of teaching spider if little spider pay nore attention to catching fly than doing | esson.*

Jaenel le's silvery, velvet-coated laugh filled the air. "I never once tried to catch a fly. And |
did pay attention to the teaching spider. After all, she was the Dream Weavers' Queen at the
tine. "

The Arachni an Queen resettled herself, sonewhat nollified.

Jaenel |l e's hunor faded as she turned her sapphire eyes back to the web. "Terreille will go to
war . "

*Then Kaeleer will war.*

"This web shows two paths," Jaenelle said very quietly.

*No,* the spider replied firmy. *One web, one vision. That is the way.*

"Two paths," Jaenelle insisted. "Follow ng the second path, Kaeleer doesn't go to war with
Terreille, and the Queens and Warlord Princes survive to heal and protect the Shadow Real m"

*Then who war with Terreill e?*

Jaenel l e hesitated. "The Queen of the Darkness."

*But you are Queen!*

Jaenel | e exhal ed sharply. "A war that cleanses the Realns, calls in the debts, takes back the gift
of power that was given. There's a way. There nmust be a way, but the web can't show ne yet because
of that." Her finger pointed to the triangle. "That's not the Queen's triangle." Her finger traced
the left side of the triangle. "That thread is the Hi gh Lord." She traced the bottomthread. "And
that thread is Lucivar." Her finger hesitated at the triangle's right side. "But that thread isn't
Andul var. It should be, since he's the Master of the Guard, but it's someone el se. Sonmeone who
isn't here yet, someone who can guide nme to the answers | need to wal k that other path.”

*The thread not tell you its nane?*

"It says the nmirror is conming. Wat kind of answer is— Tensing, Jaenelle scranbled to her knees.
"Daenon, " she whi spered. "Daenon."

The spider shifted uneasily. Wtch had flavored the air with intense pl easure when she had

whi spered that nane—but underneath the pleasure there was a little taste of fear

"l have to go," Jaenelle said hurriedly as she | eaped to her feet. "I still need to stop at a
couple of kindred Territories before | return to the Hall." She hesitated, glanced at the spider.
"Wth your permission, I'd like to keep this one for a while."

*Your webs be wel come anong the Weavers of Dreans.*

Rai si ng her hand, Jaenelle used Craft to put a protective shield on the tangled web's threads. She
| ooked back at the spider. "My the Darkness enbrace you, Sister."

*And you, Sister Queen,* the spider replied formally.

The Arachni an Queen waited until Jaenelle caught one of the Wnds, those psychic pathways through
t he Darkness, before she used Craft to float gently toward the tangled web.

One web, one vision. That was the way. But when Wtch spun a web...

Using instinct and all of her training, the spider cautiously brushed a | eg against a small thread
that floated | oose fromthe Ebony ring. The tangled web showed her the second path.

The spider quickly backed away. *No!* she called, sending out her psychic conmmunication thread as
far as it would reach. *No! Not a second path. Not an answer! You not walk this path!*

No answer. Not even a flicker fromWtch's powerful mnd to indicate that she had heard.

*You not wal k this path,* the spider said again sadly, seeing clearly where that path would end.
Perhaps not. Wtch could weave a tangl ed web better than any other Bl ack Wdow, but even Wtch
couldn't always sense all the flavors in the threads.

The Arachni an Queen turned back to the web and felt a mld tug. Walking on air, she foll owed the
tug to a thread near the tree-anchored side of the web. Cautiously, she brushed a | eg against the
t hr ead.

Dog. The brown-and-white dog she had seen in the first web she had spun after the cold season had
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passed. She had asked Wtch to bring the dog, Ladvarian, to the Wavers' island. She had wanted to
see this Warl ord—and she had wanted himto see her.

She plucked the Ladvarian thread and felt its vibration run through the web. Many of the threads
connected to the Ebony ring—the kindred threads—began to shine brightly.

The hunman threads shone, too, but not so bright, not so sure. She nmust renenber that. And that
triangle..

Wth her leg still resting on the Ladvarian thread, the spider let her mnd sail to the secret
cave, the sacred cave in the center of the island. There the Arachni an Queens had gone tinme after
time to listen to dreans—and to weave, thread by thread, the very special webs that bound dreans
to flesh, that were the first tangible step in creating Wtch.

Smal | webs. Larger webs. Sonetines only one race, only one kind of dreaner, had dreamed Wtch into
being. O her times the dreanmers had cone fromdifferent places with different needs that sonehow
had fit together to become one dream

When that dreamis tine in the flesh was done and it no | onger wal ked the Real ms, the Arachni an
Queen woul d respectfully cut the anchor threads that held the web to the cave walls, roll the
spidersilk into a ball, deposit it in a niche, and then use Craft to coax crystals to grow over

t he opening. There were nmany cl osed niches, nore than the human Bl ood realized. But then, the

ki ndred had al ways been far nore faithful dreamers.

There was one web in the cave that had been started long, |ong ago. Generation after generation
after generation, the Arachni an Queens had brushed one of the anchor threads of that web, had
listened to the dreans, and then had added nore strands. So many dreaners in this web, so many
dreans that had fit together to becone one. Twenty-five years ago, by human reckoning, that dream
had finally becone flesh.

In the center of that special web was a triangle. Three strong dreamers. Three threads that had
been reinforced so many tines they were now thick and very powerful.

And each Queen, as she consuned the freely offered flesh of the one who had cone before her, had
been told the sane thing: Remenber this web. Know this web. Know every thread.

The spider pulled her m nd back to the new web.

Dreans nmade flesh. A spirit nurtured in the Darkness, shaped by dreans. And a tangled web, equally
nurtured and hidden in a cave full of ancient power, that guided that spirit to the right kind of
flesh.

There had been tines, when the spider had seen terrible things in her webs of dreams and vi sions,
when she had wondered if that particular spirit had, in fact, found the right flesh; had wondered
i f, perhaps, sone of the threads had been too old. No, there had been a reason why this one had
been shaped into this flesh. The pain and the wounds had not been the fault of the dream ng—er the
dr eaner s.

The spider drew silk out of her body and carefully attached it to the Ladvarian thread.

So. Wtch woul d choose the second path, blind to the fact that, while she would save Kael eer and
those she | oved, she would al so destroy Kael eer's Heart.

There had to be a way to save Kael eer's Heart.

Spi nni ng out an anchor thread between the tree trunk and a sturdy branch, the Arachni an Queen
began to weave her own tangl ed web.

Chapter Two
1 / Kael eer

Luci var Yaslana flipped the Iist back to the first page of neatly witten nanmes and stepped away
fromthe table, faintly amused by the nen who were caught between wanting to review the lists at
that table and not wanting to get too close to him

That was one advantage he had over the other nales who were drifting fromtable to table to check
the service fair lists. No one jostled himor conplained about how long it took himto scan the
names, because no one wanted to tangle with a Warlord Prince who wore Ebon-gray Jewels, was an
Eyrien warrior bred and trained, and had a vicious tenper and a reputation for unl eashing that
tenper—and his fists—w thout a second thought. Wen added to his belonging to one of the strongest
famlies in the Realmand also serving in the Dark Court at Ebon Askavi, it was little wonder that
ot her men quickly vyiel ded.

But even all of that didn't help himfeel confortable while he was at the service fair in Goth,
Little Terreille's capital. No matter what they called it, this fair had too much of the flavor of
the slave auctions still held in the Real mof Terreille.

Slowy making his way to the door, Lucivar took a deep breath and then wi shed he hadn't. The | arge
room was overcrowded, and even with the wi ndows open, the air stank of sweat and fatigue—and the
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fear and desperation that seemed to rise up fromthe hundreds of nanes on those lists.

As soon as he was outside the building, Lucivar spread his dark, nmenbranous wings to their ful
span. He wasn't sure if it was out of defiance for all the tines that natural novenment had earned
himthe cut of a lash or just that he wanted to feel the sun and wind on themfor a nonent after
being inside for several hours—er if it was sinply a way to remnd hinself that he was now t he
buyer, not the merchandi se.

Fol ding his wings, he set off for the far corner of the fairground that was reserved for the
Eyrien "canmp."

He' d noted several Eyrien nanes that were of interest to him but not the one nane—the Hayllian
nane—that was the main reason he'd spent the past several hours searching through those dam
lists. But he'd been searching the lists for Daenon's nane for the past five years, ever since the
idiots in the Dark Council had decided this twi ce-yearly "service fair" was the way to funnel the
hundreds of people who were fleeing fromTerreille and trying to find a fingerhold in Kaeleer. And
he thought, as he did every tine, about why Daenon's nane wasn't there. And he rejected, as he did
every time, all the reasons except one: he wasn't |ooking for the right nane.

But that wasn't likely. No matter what nane Daenpbn Sadi used to get to Kaeleer, once at the fair
he woul d use his own nane.' There were too nmany people here who would recognize him and since the
penalty for |ying about the Jewels one wore was i medi ate expul sion fromthe Real meither back to
Terreille or to the final death—changing his nane while admtting that he wore the Black Jewels
woul d only make himl ook like a fool because he was the only nale besides the H gh Lord who had
worn the Black in the entire history of the Blood. The Darkness knew Daenon was nmany things, but
he wasn't a fool

Pushi ng aside his own stab of disappointnent, Lucivar wondered how he was going to explain this to
Ladvari an. The Sceltie Warlord had been so insistent about Lucivar checking the lists carefully
this time, had seenmed so certain. Myst people would think it odd to feel apprehensive about

di sappointing a dog that just reached his knees, but when that dog's best friend was ei ght hundred
pounds of feline tenper, a smart man didn't dism ss canine feelings.

Luci var put those thoughts aside as he reached the Eyrien "canp": a large corral of barren, beaten
earth, a poorly nmade wooden barracks, a water punp, and a |large trough. Not so different fromthe
slave pens in Terreille. Ch, there were better acconmodati ons on the fairground for those who
still had the gold or silver narks to pay for them wth hot water and beds that were nore than a
sl eepi ng bag on the ground. But for nost, it was like this: a struggle to | ook presentable after
days spent waiting, wondering, hoping. Even here, anbng a race where arrogance was as natural as
breat hi ng, he could pick up the scents of exhaustion brought on by too little food, too little

sl eep, and nerves frayed to the breaking point. He could al nbst taste the desperation

Opening the gate, Lucivar stepped inside. Mst of the wonen were near the barracks. Mst of the
men were in snmall groups, nearer the gate. Sonme glanced at himand ignored him A few stiffened in
recogni tion and | ooked away, disnmissing himin the same way they had di smissed the bastard boy
he'd believed hinself to be.

But a few of the males noved toward him every line of their bodies issuing a challenge.

Luci var gave thema slow, arrogant smle that blatantly accepted the challenge, then turned his
back on them and headed for the Warl ord whose concentration was focused on the two boys noving
through a sparring exercise with the sticks.

One of the boys noticed himand forgot about his sparring partner. The other boy pounced on the
advant age and gave the first one a hard poke in the belly.

"Hell's fire, boy," the Warlord said with so much irritation it made Lucivar grin. "You' re |ucky
all you've got is a sore belly and not a dent in that thick head of yours. You dropped your
guard."

"But— the boy said as he started to raise his hand and point.

The Warlord tensed but didn't turn. "If you start worrying about the man who hasn't reached you
yet, the one you're already fighting is going to kill you." Then he turned slowy and his eyes

wi dened.

Lucivar's grin sharpened. "You're getting soft, Hallevar. You used to give ne the bruised belly
and then a smack for getting it."

"Do you drop your guard in a fight?" Hallevar grow ed.

Luci var just | aughed.

"Then what are you bitching for? Stand still, boy, and let's take a | ook at you."

The youngsters' nouths were hangi ng open at Hallevar's disrespect for a Warlord Prince. The nal es
who had noticed himand had decided to tal k—er fight—had fornmed a semcircle on his right. But he
stood still while Hallevar's eyes travel ed over his body; he said nothing in response to the ol der
man's snmall grunts of approval, and he bit back a | augh at Hallevar's glaring disapproval of the
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t hi ck, bl ack, shoul der-length hair

H's hair was a break fromtradition, since Eyrien warriors wore their hair short to deprive an
eneny of a handhold. But after escaping fromthe salt mnes of Pruul eight years ago and endi ng up
in Kael eer instead of dead, he had shrugged off quite a few traditions—and by doing so, had found
others that were even ol der

"Well," Hallevar finally growed, "you filled out well enough, and while your face is nowhere near
as pretty as that sadistic bastard you call a brother, it'll fool the Ladies |Iong enough if you
can keep that tenper of yours on a tight |leash." He rubbed the back of his neck. "But this is the
| ast day of the fair. You haven't |l eft yourself much tine to draw anyone's attention.”

"Nei t her have you," Lucivar replied, "and putting those pups through their paces isn't going to
show anyone what you can do."

"Who wants gristle when they can have fresh meat?" Hallevar muttered, |ooking away.

"Don't start digging your grave," Lucivar snapped, not pleased with how relieved he felt when
anger fired Hallevar's eyes. "You' re a seasoned warrior and an experienced arnms master with enough
years left in you to train another generation or two. This is just another kind of battlefield, so
pi ck up your weapon and show sone balls."

Hal | evar smiled reluctantly.

Needi ng some bal ance, Lucivar turned toward the other nmen. Qut of the corner of his eye, he

noti ced sonme of the women coming over. And he noticed that some were bringing young children with
t hem

He cl anped down on the enotions that started churning too close to the surface. He had to choose
carefully. There were those who could adjust to the way the Blood lived in Kael eer and woul d nake
a good life for thenselves here. And there were those who would die swiftly and violently because
they couldn't, or wouldn't, adjust. He had nade a few bad choices during the first couple of
fairs, had offered a trust that he shouldn't have offered. Because of it, he carried the guilt for
the shattered lives of two witches who had been raped and brutally beaten—and he carried the
menory of the sick rage he'd felt when he'd executed the Eyrien nmal es who had been responsi bl e.
After that, he'd found a way to confirmhis choices. He hadn't always trusted his own judgnent,
but he never doubted Jaenelle's.

"Lucivar."

Luci var honed his attention to the Sapphire-Jewel ed Warlord Prince who had noved to the front of

t he group. "Falonar."

"It's Prince Falonar," Falonar snarl ed.

Luci var bared his teeth in a feral snmle. "I thought we were being informal, since |'msure an
aristo nale |like you wouldn't forget sonething |like basic courtesy."

"Way should | offer you basic courtesy?"

"Because |'mthe one wearing the Ebon-gray," Lucivar replied too softly as he shifted his weight
just enough to let the other man see the chall enge and nmake t he choice.

"Stop it, both of you," Hallevar snarled. "We're all on shaky ground in this place. W don't need
it yanked out from under us because you two keep wanting to prove whose cock is bigger. | thunped
both of you when you were snot-nosed brats, and | can still do it."

Lucivar felt the tension slide away and took a step back. Hallevar knew as well as he did that he
could snap the older man in half with his hands or his mind, but Hallevar had been one of the few
who had seen the potential warrior and hadn't cared about his bloodlines—er the |ack of them
"That's better," Hallevar said to Lucivar with an approving nod. "And you, Falonar. You've had a
couple of offers, which is nore than nost of us can say. Maybe you' d better consider them"

Fal onar's face tightened. He took a deep breath and let it out. "I guess | should. It doesn't |ook
Iike the bastard's going to show. "

"What bastard is that?" Lucivar asked mldly. More of the women and sone of the men who had
refused to acknow edge hi m had wandered over

It was a young Warlord who answered. "The Warlord Prince of Ebon Rih. W'd heard..."

"You heard... ?" Lucivar prodded when the Warlord didn't finish, noticing the way the man shifted
a bit closer to the witch who was holding an adorable little girl in her arms. Lucivar's gold eyes
narrowed as he opened his psychic senses a little nore. Alittle Queen. Hs gaze shifted to the
boy who had a two-fisted grip on the woman's skirt. There was strength there, potential there. He
felt something inside himshift, sharpen. "What did you hear?"

The Warlord swall owed hard. "We heard he's a hard bastard, but he's fair if you serve himwell.
And he doesn't..."

It was the fear in the wonan's eyes and the way her brown skin paled that honed Lucivar's tenper.
"And he doesn't plow a worman unl ess she invites hinP" he said too softly.

He felt a flash of fermal e anger nearby. Before he could | ocate the source, he renenbered the
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chil dren who probably already carried too many scars. "You heard right. He doesn't."

Fal onar shifted, bringing Lucivar's attention—and his tenper—back to someone who could handle it.
Then he gave Hall evar a sharp | ook, and a couple of other nen that he'd known before centuries of
sl avery had taken himaway fromthe Eyrien courts and hunting canps.

"I's that what you've been waiting for?" It took effort, but he kept his voice neutral

"Woul dn't you?" Hallevar replied. "It may not be the Territory that we knew in Terreille, but they
call it Askavi here, too, and maybe it won't feel so ... strange."

Luci var clenched his teeth. The afternoon was fleeing. He had to nmake sone choi ces, and he had to
meke them now. He turned back to Falonar. "Are you going to choke every tinme you have to take an
order from ne?"

Fal onar stiffened. "Wiy should | take any orders from you?"

"Because | amthe Warlord Prince of Ebon R h."

Shock. Tense stillness. Some of the men—a good nunber of the men who had wandered over—ooked at
himin disgust and wal ked away.

Fal onar narrowed his eyes. "You already have a contract?"

"A longstandi ng one. Think carefully, Prince Falonar. If serving under me is going to be a bone in
your throat, you'd better take one of those other offers, because if you break the rules that |
set, I'll tear you apart. And you—and everyone el se who was waiting—had better think about what
Ebon Rih is."

"It's the Keep's Territory," Hallevar said. "Same as the Black Valley in Terreille. W know that."
Luci var nodded, his eyes never |leaving Falonar's. "There's one big difference." He paused and then
added, "I serve in the Dark Court at Ebon Askavi."

Several people gasped. Falonar's eyes wi dened. Then he | ooked at the Ebon-gray Jewel that hung
fromthe gold chain around Lucivar's neck, but it was a considering | ook, not an insulting one.
"There's really a Queen there?" he asked slowy.

"Ch, yes," Lucivar replied softly. "There's a Queen there. You should al so know this: | present
her with nmy choi ces about who serves nme in Ebon R h, but the final decision is hers. If she says
‘no,' you're gone." He |looked at the tense, silent people watching him "There's not nuch tine
left to make a decision. I'll wait by the gate. Anyone who's interested can talk to nme there."

He wal ked to the gate, aware of the eyes that watched him He kept his back to them and | ooked at
the corrals set up as waiting areas for other races. He observed everything and saw not hi ng.

It shouldn't matter anynmore. He had a place here, a family here, a Queen he loved and felt honored
to serve. He was respected for his intelligence, his skill as a warrior, and the Jewels he wore.
And he was |iked and | oved for hinself.

But he had spent 1,700 years believing he was a hal f-breed bastard, and the insults and the bl ows
he'd received as a boy in the hunting canps had hel ped shape the form dable tenper he'd inherited
fromhis father. The courts he'd served in as a slave after that had put the final vicious edge on
it.

It shouldn't matter anymore. It didn't matter anynore. He wouldn't allow it to hurt him But he

al so knew that if Hallevar decided to go back to Terreille or accept whatever crunbs were offered
in another court instead of signing a contract with him it would be a long tine before the
Warlord Prince of Ebon Rih returned to the service fair.

"Prince Yaslana."

Lucivar alnost snmiled at the reluctance in Falonar's voice, but he kept his face carefully neutra
as he turned to face the other man. "The bone's choking you already?" The careful wariness he saw
in Falonar's eyes surprised him

"We never |iked each other, for a |lot of reasons. W don't have to |ike each other nowin order to
wor k together. We've fought together against the Jhinka. You know what | can do."

"W were green fighters then, both taking orders from soneone else," Lucivar said carefully. "This
is different."

Fal onar nodded solemly. "This is different. But for the chance to serve in Ebon Rih, I"'mwlling
to set aside the past. Are you?"

They had been rivals, conpetitors, two young Warlord Princes struggling to prove their dom nance
Fal onar had gone on to serve in the High Priestess of Askavi's First Circle. He had gone to

sl avery.

"Can you follow orders?" Lucivar asked. It wasn't an unreasonabl e question. Warlord Princes were a
I aw unto thensel ves. Unl ess they gave their hearts as well as their bodies, follow ng orders
wasn't easy for any of them Even then, it wasn't easy.

"I can follow orders," Falonar said, and then added under his breath, "Wen | can stomach them"
"And you're willing to followthe rules |I've set, even if it means |osing sone of the privileges
you may have conme to expect?"
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Fal onar narrowed his gold eyes. "I suppose you don't break any rul es anynore?"
The question surprised a | augh out of Lucivar. "Ch, | still break some. And | get my ass ki cked
for it."

Fal onar opened his nouth, then closed it again

"The Steward and the Master of the Guard," Lucivar said dryly, answering the unspoken question
"Those Jewel s woul d gi ve you sone | everage," Falonar said, tipping his head to indicate Lucivar's
Ebon- gray Jewel .

"Not with those two."

Fal onar | ooked startled, then thoughtful. "How | ong have you been here?"

"Ei ght years."

"Then you' ve already served out your contract."

Luci var gave Fal onar a sharp-edged snile. "Plant your anbitions sonewhere else, Prince. Mne's a
lifetime contract."

Fal onar tensed. "I thought Warlord Princes were required to serve five years in a court."

Luci var nodded and cl anped down on the pleasure that jumped through hi mwhen he saw Hal | evar
comng toward him "That's what's required."” He smled wickedly. "It only took the Lady three
years to realize that wasn't what | agreed to."

Fal onar hesitated. "Wat's she |ike?"

"Wonderful. Beautiful. Terrifying." Lucivar gave Fal onar an assessing | ook. "Are you coning to
Ebon Ri h?"

"I"'mcomng to Ebon Ri h." Fal onar nodded to Hall evar and stepped aside for the ol der man.

"I"d like to cone with you," Hallevar said abruptly.

"But ?" Lucivar said.

Hal | evar | ooked over his shoul der at the two boys who were hovering out of earshot. He turned back

to Lucivar. "I said they were mine."
"Are they?"
Hal l evar's eyes filled with heat. "If they'd been nine, I would have acknow edged them whether or

not the nmothers denied paternity. A child isn't considered a bastard if a sire is listed, even if
the man doesn't get a chance to be a father."

The words stung. Prythian, the H gh Priestess of Askavi in Terreille, and Dorothea Sabi abl o had
spun their lies in order to separate himfrom Luthvian, his mother, and they had altered his birth
docunent s because they hadn't wanted anyone to know who his father really was. It had stunned him
to learn that the hard feelings he carried inside him because of that deceit were nothing conpared
to Saetan's rage.

"One has a nother who's a whore in a Red Mbon house," Hallevar said. "Stands to reason she

woul dn't know whose seed she carried. The other woman was the known | over of an aristo Warlord.
The witch he'd married was barren, and everyone knew he nade sure his mstress didn't invite

anot her man to her bed. He wanted the child, would have acknow edged the child. But when it was
born, she nanmed a dozen nen in the court that she clained mght have been the sire. She did it on
pur pose, and because she wanted revenge on the father, she condemed the child."

Luci var just nodded, fighting the anger that burned in him

"This is a new place, Lucivar," Hallevar pleaded. "A new chance. You know what it's like. You
shoul d understand better than anyone. They're not strong |ike you. Neither of themw Il wear dark
Jewel s. But they're good boys, and they'll carry their weight. And they are full-bl ooded Eyriens,"
he added.

"So they don't carry the stigna of being hal f-breeds?" Lucivar asked with deadly control

"I never used that word with you," Hallevar said quietly.

"No, you didn't. But it's an easy enough word to say without thinking. So I'Il give you fair

warni ng, Lord Hallevar. It's a word you would do well to forget, because there's nothing I could
do to save you if you said it within ny father's hearing."

Hal | evar stared at him "Your father is here? You know hi nP"

"l know him And believe ne, you haven't seen tenper until you' ve been on the receiving end of ny
father's rage."

"Il remenber. What about the boys?"

"No lies, Hallevar. 1'll take themfor thenselves, subject to the Queen's approval just |ike any
other male."

Hal | evar smiled, obviously relieved. "I'Il tell themto fetch our things." A curt wave of his hand
had the two boys racing toward the barracks. Wthout |ooking at Lucivar, he asked, "lIs he proud of
you?"

"When he doesn't want to throttle ne or kick ny ass.”

Hal l evar tried to swallow a | augh and ended up wheezing. "I'd like to nmeet him"
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"You will," Lucivar pronised dryly.

Whether it was seeing the first ones being accepted or needing a little time to gather their
courage, others approached him

There was the young Warlord, Endar, and his wife, Dorian, their son, Alanar, and their little
Queen daughter, Oian.

The wonan was frightened, the man tense. But the little girl gave hima sweet snile and | eaned
away from her nother, her arns reaching for him

Luci var took her, settled her on his hip, and grinned. "Don't get any ideas, bright-eyes. I'm
taken,"” he told her as he tickled gently and made her giggle. Wen he gave the girl back to her
not her, Dorian stared at himas if he'd grown anot her head.

Next came Nurian, a Heal er who hadn't conpl eted her training yet, and her younger sister, Jillian,
who was on the cusp of changing fromgirl to woman.

There was Kohlvar, a weapons maker. And there were Rot hvar and Zaranar, two warriors Lucivar
renenbered fromthe hunting canps.

One thought nagged at himas he talked with them Wy were they here? Kohlvar had been a young
man, by the standard of the long-lived races, when Lucivar was first sent away from Askavi. Even

t hen, when Kohl var was just past his journeymanship, he'd been known for the strength and the

bal ance of the weapons he made. He shoul d have nmade a good living in Terreille, and he could have
stayed away fromcourt intrigue if he'd chosen to. Rothvar and Zaranar were seasoned warriors, the
ki nd who coul d have found a position in nost of the courts in Askavi or accepted any independent
wor k they chose.

And why woul d an aristo Warlord Prince |like Falonar | eave Terreille?

The wariness inside himgrew. Wre things far worse in Terreill e than anyone here suspected, or
were these nmen here for another reason?

Luci var pushed those thoughts aside. He hadn't sensed anything in the people who had approached

hi mthat woul d make hi m deci de agai nst them so he would | et the questions rest for now And he
woul d | et Jaenell e pass judgnent.

By the tinme the last man left to fetch his things fromthe barracks, Lucivar had agreed to take
twenty nmal es and a dozen fenal es.

How many of these people would survive the full termof their contracts? he wondered as they
hurried toward himw th the nmeager bel ongi ngs they had been allowed to bring with them There were
ot her dangers in Kael eer beyond the ones they expected. And there were the denon-dead. Considering
where he was taking them they would quickly have to come to terns wi th having the denon-dead wal k
anong t hem

He took a deep breath and let it out slowy. "Ready?"

It anused him but didn't surprise him when Fal onar | ooked over the group and answered himas if
he'd already accepted the man as his second-i n- comrand.

"We're ready."

2 | Kael eer

Daenon Sadi crossed his legs at the knee, steepled his fingers, and rested his |long, black-tinted
nails against his chin. "Wat about the Queens in the other Territories?" he asked in his deep
cultured voice

Lord Jorval sniled wearily. "As |'ve explained before, Prince Sadi, the Queens outside of Little
Terreille are not eager to accept their Terreillean Brothers and Sisters into their courts, and
even the inmigrants who do get contracts are made to feel |ess than wel cone.”

"Did you inquire?" Daenon's gold eyes glazed slightly. A stranger or slight acquaintance m ght
have thought he | ooked tired or bored, but that sleepy |ook would have terrified anyone who really
knew him

"I inquired," Jorval said a bit sharply. "The Queens didn't reply."

Daenon gl anced at the four sheets of paper spread out on the desk in front of him In the past two
days, he and Jorval had sat in this roomsix times. Those sheets of paper, listing the four Queens
who were interested in obtaining his services, had been offered to himat the first meeting. They
had been the only ones offered.

Jorval folded his hands and sighed. "You nmust understand. A Warlord Prince is considered a
dangerous asset, even when he wears a lighter Jewel and is serving anong his own people. A man
with your strength and reputation..." He shrugged. "I realize your expectations might be different.
The Darkness knows, there are so many who have an unrealistic idea of life in Kaeleer. But | can
assure you, Prince, that having four Queens who are willing to accept the chall enge of having you
serve in their courts for the next five years is unusual—and not an opportunity that should be
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brushed aside."

Daenon didn't give any indication that the warning had been felt as rmuch as a physical jab would
have been. No, he couldn't brush aside the narrow choices if he wanted to stay in Kael eer. But he
wasn't sure he could stomach any of those wonen | ong enough to do what he had originally cone here
to do. And he couldn't help wondering how large a gift Jorval would receive from whi chever Queen
he chose.

Suddenly it was too rmuch: the lack of sleep, the pressure to make an unpal atabl e choice, the
nerves that were strained because of what he had planned to do—and the questions that had arisen
fromthe gossip he had sifted through as he wal ked around the service fair.

"I''"ll consider themand | et you know," Daenpon said, noving toward the door with the graceful speed
that tended to nake people think of a feline predator

"Prince Sadi," Jorval called sharply.

Daenon stopped at the door and turned.

"The last bell will ring in less than an hour. If you haven't nade a choice by then, you will no

| onger have a choice. You will have to accept whatever offer is nmade or | eave Kael eer.”

"I"'maware of that, Lord Jorval," Daenobn said too softly.

He left the building, slipped his hands into his trouser pockets, and began wal ki ng ai m essly.

He despised Lord Jorval. There was sonet hing about the man's psychic scent, sonething tainted. And
there were too many things hidden behind the dark, flat eyes. Fromthe nonent he'd net Jorval

he'd had to fight against the instinctive desire to rise to the killing edge and tuck the thin
Warlord into a deep, secret grave.

Why had Lord Magstrom handed hi m over to Jorval ?

He had talked to the elderly man briefly when he arrived in Goth late on the third day of the fair
and had been cautiously willing to trust the man's judgnment. Wen he had expressed his desire to
serve in a court outside of Little Terreille, Magstrom s blue eyes had tw nkled w th anmusenent.
The Queens outside of Little Terreille are very selective in their choices, Magstrom had sai d. But
they do have an advantage for a man |i ke you—they know how to handl e dark-Jewel ed mal es.
Magstrom had proni sed to make sone inquiries, and they had arranged to neet early the follow ng
nor ni ng. But when Daenon arrived for the neeting, it was Lord Jorval who was waiting for himwth
t he nanes of four Queens who wanted to control his life for the next five years.

Questionabl e food snells that he caught in passing sharpened an al ready keen tenper by remni nding
himthat he'd eaten alnpbst nothing in the past two days. The clash of strong perfunes mingled with
equal Iy strong body odors hel ped hi mrenenber why he hadn't eaten

More than that, the inability to sleep and the |ack of appetite were due to the questions that had
no answers. At |east, not here.

It had taken himfive years after wal king out of the Twi sted Kingdomto cone to Kael eer. There had
been no hurry. Jaenelle had not been waiting for himas she had prom sed when she had narked the

trail to | ead himout of nmadness. He still didn't know what had really happened when he had tried
to bring Jaenelle out of the abyss in order to save her body. H's nmenories of that night, thirteen
years ago, were still junbled, still had pieces mssing. He had a vague nenory of soneone telling

himthat Jaenelle had died—that the H gh Lord had tricked another nmale into being the instrunent
that had destroyed an extraordinary child.

So when Jaenelle hadn't been on the island where Surreal and Manny had kept him safe and hi dden
and when Surreal had told himabout the shadow Jaenelle had created in order to bring himout of
the Twi sted Ki ngdom..

He had spent the past five years believing that he had killed the child who was his Queen; had
spent the past five years believing that she had used the last of her strength to bring himout of
madness so that he would call in the debt owed to her; had spent the past five years honing his
Craft skills and allowing his mind to heal as much as it could for only one reason: to conme to
Kael eer and destroy the man who had used himas the instrument—his father, the H gh Lord of Hell.
But now that he was here...

CGossi p and specul ati on about the witches in the Shadow Real m fl owed through this place, currents
of thoughts easily plucked fromthe air. The currents that had unnerved him as he'd wal ked around
the fair yesterday were the specul ations about a strange, terrifying witch that could see a nan's
soul in a glance. According to the gossip, anyone who signed a contract outside of Little
Terreill e was brought before this witch, and anyone found wanting didn't live to see another

sunri se.

He m ght have dism ssed that gossip except that it finally occurred to himthat, perhaps, Jaenelle
had been waiting for him but not in Terreille. He'd let grief cloud his thinking, |ocking away
all but the best nmenories of the few nonths he had known her. So he'd forgotten about the ties she
al ready had to Kael eer.
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If she really was in the Shadow Realm he'd already |lost five years he could have spent with her.
He wasn't going to spend the next five in sone other court, yearning froma distance

If, that is, she really was alive.

A change in the psychic scents around himpulled himfromhis thoughts. He | ooked around and swore
under his breath.

He was at the far end of the fairgrounds. Judging by the sky, he'd have to run in order to get
back to the admi nistrators' building and nmake a choice before the bell ending the |ast day of the
fair rang. Even then, he might not have a choice if Jorval wasn't waiting for him

As he turned to go back, he noticed one of the red banners that indicated a station where court
contracts were filled out. There were a few Eyriens standing to one side, and a line of them
waiting their turn. But it was the Eyrien warrior watching the proceedi ngs that froze Daenon where
he stood.

The man wore a | eather vest and the black, skintight trousers favored by Eyrien warriors. Hs
black hair fell to his shoul ders, which was unusual for an Eyrien nmale. But it was the way he
stood, the way he noved that felt so painfully faniliar

Awld joy filled Daenon, even as his heart clogged his throat and tears stung his gold eyes.

Luci var.

O course, it couldn't be. Lucivar had died eight years ago, escaping fromthe salt m nes of

Pr uul

Then the man turned. For a nonment, Daenon thought he saw the sanme fierce joy in Lucivar's eyes
before it was lost in blazing fury.

Seeing the fury and remenbering that the unfini shed busi ness between themcould only end in bl ood
bei ng spilled, Daenon retreated behind the cold mask he'd |ived behind for nost of his life and
started to wal k away.

He'd only gone a few steps before a hand clanped on his right armand spun hi m around.

"How | ong have you been here?" Lucivar demanded.

Daenon tried to shake off the hand, but Lucivar's fingers dug in hard enough to | eave brui ses.
"Two days," Daenon replied with chilly courtesy. He felt the mask slip and knew he needed to get
away from here before his enotions spilled over. R ght now, he wasn't sure if he woul d neet

Luci var's anger with tears or rage.

"Have you signed a contract?" Lucivar shook him "Have you?"

"No, and there's little tine left to doit. If you'll excuse ne."
Luci var snarled, tightened his grip, and al nost yanked Daenpn off his feet. "You weren't on the
lists,” he nuttered as he pull ed Daenon toward the table under the red banner. "I checked. You

weren't on any of the dam lists."

"l apol ogi ze for the i ncon—

"Shut up. Daenon."

Daenon cl enched his teeth and | engthened his stride to match his brother's. He didn't know what

ki nd of gane Lucivar was playing, but he'd be dammed if he'd go into it being dragged like a

rel uctant puppy.

"Look, Prick," Daenbn said, trying to balance Lucivar's volatile tenper with reason, "I have to—=
"You're signing a contract with the Warlord Prince of Ebon R b."

Daenon | et out an exasperated huff. "Don't you think you should discuss it with himbeforehand?"
Luci var gave him a knife-edged [ook. "I don't usually discuss things with nyself, Bastard. Pl ant
your feet."

Daermon felt the ground roll unexpectedly and decided it was good advice. "Have |ong have you been
in Kael eer?" he asked, feeling weak.

"Ei ght years." Lucivar hissed as an ol der Eyrien Warlord signed the contract and stepped away from
the table. "Hell's fire. Wiy is that little maggot taking so long to wite a line of information?"
He took a step toward the table. Then he turned back, and said too softly, "Don't try to walk
away. |f you do, I'Il break your legs in so many places you won't even be able to craw ."

Daenmon didn't bother to respond. Lucivar didn't nake idle threats, and in a physical fight, Daenon
knew he couldn't beat his Eyrien half brother. Besides, the ground under his feet kept shifting in
unexpect ed ways that threatened his bal ance.

The Warlord Prince of Ebon Rih. Lucivar was the Warlord Prince of the territory that belonged to
Ebon Askavi, the Black Mouuntain that was also called the Keep—that was al so the Sanctuary of

Wt ch.

That didn't necessarily nean anything. The | and existed whether a Warl ord Prince watched over it
or not—er a Queen ruled there or not.

But Lucivar being alive here nourished the hope in Daenon that he had been wong about Jaenelle's
death as well. Had she sent Lucivar to the service fair to | ook for hinf? Had one of Lord
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Magstrom s inquiries reached her after all? Was she..

Daenon shook his head. Too many questions—and this wasn't the tinme or place to get answers. But,
oh, how he began to hope.

As Lucivar approached the table, soneone called, "Prince Yaslana. Here are two nore for the
contract."

Turning toward the voice, Daenon felt the ground shift a little nore. Two nmen, a Sapphire-Jewel ed
Warl ord and a Red-Jewel ed Warlord Prince, were pulling two wonen toward the table. A brown-haired
man with a bl ack eye patch and a pronounced linp angrily foll owed them

The frightened woman had dark hair, fair skin, and blue eyes. It had been thirteen years since
he'd seen W hel ni na Benedict, Jaenelle's half sister. She had grown into a beautiful wonan, but

was still filled with the brittle fear she'd had as an adol escent. Her eyes w dened when she saw
him but she said nothing.
The snarling woman with the long black hair, Iight gol den-brown skin, delicately pointed ears, and

bl azi ng gol d-green eyes was Surreal. She had left the island four nonths ago, giving no

expl anation except there was sonething she had to do.

At first, he didn't know the Iinping man. Wien he saw the flash of recognition in the man's bl ue
eye, he felt a stab of pain under his heart. Andrew, the stable |ad who had hel ped hi m escape the
Hayl | i an guards after Jaenelle had been taken back to Briarwood.

"Lord Khardeen. Prince Aaron," Lucivar said, fornmally greeting the Sapphire-Jewel ed Warl ord and
the Red-Jewel ed Warlord Prince.

"Prince Yaslana, these Ladies should be part of the contract,"” Prince Aaron said respectfully.

Luci var gave both wonen a | ook that could have flayed flesh from bone. Then he | ooked at Khardeen
and Aaron. "Accepted."

Wl helmina trenbled visibly, but Surreal hooked her hair behind her pointed ears and narrowed her
eyes at Lucivar. "Look, sugar—

"Surreal,"” Daenon said quietly. He shook his head. The last thing any of them needed was Surrea
and Lucivar tangling with each other.

Surreal hissed. Wien she tried to shake off Prince Aaron's hand, the man |l et her go, then shifted
to bl ock any attenpt she might nake to | eave. Eyeing Lucivar with intense dislike, she noved unti
she stood besi de Daenon. "Is that your brother?" she asked in a | ow voice. "The one who's supposed
to be dead?"

Daenon nodded.

She wat ched Lucivar for a minute. "Is he dead?"

For the first tine since he'd arrived in Kael eer, Daenon sniled. "The denpbn-dead can't tolerate
dayl i ght —at | east according to the stories—so | would say Lucivar is very nuch alive."

"Well, can't you reason with hin? | have a nark of safe passage and a three-nonth visitor's pass.

| didn't cone here to sign a contract for court service, and the day | junp when that son of a
bitch snaps his fingers is the day the sun is going to shine in Hell."

"Don't nake any bets on it," Daenpn nuttered, watching Lucivar study the nenber of the Dark
Council who was filling out the contract.

Before Surreal could reply, Wlhelmna sidled over to them "Prince Sadi,'
that trenbled on the edge of panic. "Lady."

"Lady Benedict," Daenon replied formally while Surreal nodded in acknow edgnent.

W hel mi na gl anced fearfully at Lucivar, who was now talking to the older Eyrien Warlord. "He's
scary," she whi spered.

Surreal smled nmaliciously and rai sed her voice. "Wien a nman wears his pants that tight, they tend
to pinch his balls, and that tends to pinch his tenper."

Aaron, who was standi ng near them coughed violently, trying to nmuffle his |aughter

Seei ng Lucivar break off his conversation and head toward them Daenon sighed and wi shed he knew a
spell that would make Surreal |ose her voice for the next few hours.

Luci var stopped an armis length away, ignoring the way WI hel ni na shrank away from him focusing
his attention on Surreal. He smled the lazy, arrogant smle that was usually the only warning
before a fight.

Surreal |owered her right hand so that her arm hung at her side.

Recogni zi ng that as her warning signal, Daenon slipped his hands out of his trouser pockets and
shifted slightly, prepared to stop her before she was foolish enough to pull a knife on Lucivar.
"You're Titian's daughter, aren't you?" Lucivar asked.

"What do you care?" Surreal snarled.

Luci var studied her for a nonent. Then he shook his head and nuttered, "You're going to be a pain
in the ass.”

"Then maybe you should | et nme go,

she said in a voice

Surreal said with sweet venom
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Luci var | aughed, |ow and nasty. "If you think I'mgoing to explain to the Harpy Queen why her
daughter's in another court when | was standing here, then you'd better think again, little
witch.”

Surreal bared her teeth. "My nother is not a Harpy. And |'mnot a little witch. And |'m not
signing any damm contract that gives you control over ne."

"Thi nk agai n," Lucivar said.

Daenon's hand cl anped on Surreal's right forearm Aaron clanped down on her left arm

The bell indicating the end of the service fair rang three tines.

Surreal swore furiously. Lucivar just sniled.

Then a man's voice, rising in protest, nade themall turn their attention toward the table.

Daenon caught sight of the fussily dressed man who was busily straightening papers and ignoring
the young Eyrien Warl ord.

Snarling, Lucivar strode to the table, slipped through the line of confused, upset Eyriens, and

st opped beside the man who was still pretending not to notice any of them

"Is there a problem Lord Friall?" Lucivar asked mldly.

Friall shook back the lace at his wists and continued to gather up his papers. "The bell ending
the fair has rung. If these people are still available when you arrive tonorrow for claining day,
you can sign themto a contract under the first-offer rule."

Daenon tensed. Lord Jorval had explained the first-offer rule of the service fair several tinmes.
During the fair, immgrants had the right to refuse an offer to serve in a court, or wait to see
if another offer was nmade froma different court, or try to negotiate for a better position. But
the day after the service fair was a claimng day. There was only one choice. Immgrants could
accept whatever was offered by the first court to fill out a claimfor themand Jorval had inplied
that any position offered at a clainmng was usually a deneani ng one—er they could return to
Terreille and attenpt to cone back for the next fair. He had spent two million gold marks in
bribes in order to get on the immgration list for this service fair. He had the means to do it
again if he dared risk going back to Terreille. But nost had spent everything they had for this
one chance at a hopefully better life. They would sign a contract for the privilege of crawing if
that was the only way to stay in Kael eer

"Now, Lord Friall," Lucivar said, still sounding mld, "you know as well as | do that a person has
to be accepted before the final bell, but there's an hour afterward for the contracts to be filled
out and signed."

"If you want to sign the contract for the ones already listed, you can take themw th you now. The
others will have to wait until tomorrow," Friall insisted.

Lucivar raised his right hand and scratched his chin.

The rest happened so fast, Daenon didn't even see the nove. One nonent, Lucivar was scratching his
chin. The next, his Eyrien war blade was delicately resting on Friall's left wist.

"Now, " Lucivar said pleasantly, "you can finish filling out that contract or | can cut off your

| eft hand. Your choice."

"Shit," Surreal nmuttered as she noved cl oser to Daenon.

"You can't do this," Friall whinpered.

Lucivar's hand didn't seemto nove, but a thin line of blood began to flow fromFriall's wist.
"I''l'l informthe Council," Friall wailed. "You'll be in trouble."

"Maybe, " Lucivar replied. "But you'll still be without a left hand. If you're lucky, that's al
you'll lose. If you' re not.."

A hurried novenent nmade Daenon gl ance to the left. Lord Magstrom the Dark Council menber he had
first talked with, stopped at the other end of the table.

"May | be of sone assistance, Prince Yaslana?" the elderly man asked breathl essly.

Luci var | ooked up, and Magstrom froze. The col or drained fromhis face.

"Mot her Night," Aaron nuttered. "He's risen to the killing edge."”

Daenon didn't nove. Neither did anyone else. A Warlord Prince who had risen to the killing edge
was violent and uncontrollable. He wore the Black, the only Jewel darker than Lucivar's Ebon-gray,
but any effort he made to try to contain his brother would only snap whatever self-control Lucivar
still had. At the very least, Friall would die. At the worst, there would be a slaughter

"Lord Friall says the contracts can't be filled out after the last bell," Lucivar said with
deceptive mil dness.

"I''"'m sure he m sunderstood," Magstromreplied quickly. "There's an hour's leniency after the | ast
bell in order to fill out the papers.” Wen Lucivar said nothing, he took a careful breath. "Lord
Friall seems to be indisposed. Wth your permission, | will finish filling out the contracts."

By this time, the white lace around Friall's left wist was a wet, bright red. Snot ran fromthe
man's nose as he wept silently.
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At Lucivar's slight nod, Magstrom pulled the papers away fromthe small pool of blood on the table
and picked up the pen lying next to them Retreating to the other end of the table, Magstrom sat
down.

Lucivar raised his |eft hand and pointed at Daenon. "He's first."

Magstrom filled out the top of the contract and then | ooked at Daenpbn expectantly. Beads of sweat
dotted his forehead.

Move, damm you, nove. For a tense noment, Daenon's body refused to obey. Wen his legs finally

started working, he had the chilling sensation that he was wal king on thin, cracked ice where one
false step could | ead to disaster

"Daenon Sadi," Magstromsaid quietly, witing the nane in neat script. "FromHayll, isn't that
right?"

"Yes," Daenon replied. To his own ears, his voice sounded hoarse, hollow |f Magstromnoticed, the
man gave no indication.

"When we net, | recall that you said you wore a dark Jewel, but | don't remenber which one."

When he'd net with Magstrom he'd said the Red was his Birthright Jewel, but he had evaded
mentioning his Jewel of rank. There could be no evading now. "The Bl ack."

Magstrom | ooked up, his eyes wide with shock. Then he quickly filled in the space on the paper
"And you brought two servants?"

"Manny is a Wiite-Jewel ed witch. Jazen is a Purple Dusk Warlord."

Magstrom wote down the information, then turned the contract around. "Just sign here and then put
your initials in the spaces for the other two signatures to indicate that you accept
responsibility for your servants.” As Daenon bent down to sign the contract, he whispered, "This
court woul d have been ny choice for you. You belong here."

Sayi ng not hi ng, Daenon stepped away fromthe table to nake roomfor Surreal. He gl anced once at
Luci var, whose gl azed gold eyes just stared at him

"Name?" Magstrom asked.

"Surreal . "

When she didn't say anything el se, Magstromsaid gently, "Wile they are not often used in

Kael eer, it is customary to formally record a fanmly nane."

Surreal stared at him Then she smiled nmaliciously. "Sabiablo."

Magstrom gasped. Khardeen and Aaron gaped at her for a nonment before turning away fromthe table.
Daenon cl osed his eyes and didn't listen to the rest of her answers. Since she was Kartane

SaDi abl o' s bastard daughter, she had probably intended it as a slap against his nother, Dorothea
There was no reason for her to know that the name had neaning in Kael eer

"Hell's fire, Mdther Night, and nay the Darkness be nmerciful," two voices said in unison

Daenmon opened his eyes. Aaron and Khardeen stood in front of him watching Surreal nove away from
the table.

Aaron | ooked at him "Is that really her famly name?"

Daenon hesitated. He didn't know what kind of stigma being a bastard carried in Kael eer, and he
owed Surreal too nmuch to reveal a potentially vulnerable spot. "The man who sired her goes by that
nane," he replied cautiously.

"What do you think we should do?" Aaron asked Khar deen

"Sell tickets," Khardeen replied pronptly. "And then find a safe place to watch the expl osion."
Their amusement at Surreal's expense made Daenon's tenper flash. "Is this going to be a probl en?"
"You could say that," Khardeen said gleefully. Then he settled his face into a serious expression
"You see, what Lady Surreal hasn't realized yet is that by formally declaring herself as part of
the SabDi ablo famly, she's just acquired Lucivar as a cousin.”

"And if you think Lucivar has a dom nating personality with other nales, you should see himwth
the wonen in the famly," Aaron added

And with Jaenell e?

The question went unspoken because he didn't want to see a bl ank expression on their faces when
they heard the name—and because he wasn't sure what he would do if he saw recognition. It would be
better to ask Lucivar that question—n private. And the questions he now had about wonen and
famly... Those, too, would be asked |ater

"And we're not even going to try to inagine what's going to happen when she tangles with the nal es
on the Dea al Mn side of her fanmly," Khardeen said.

"Why shoul d they be involved at all?" Daenon asked.

"Because she's Titian's daughter, finally come hone," Aaron said. Then he grinned. "Lady Surrea
is about to find out that she now has nale relatives fromboth her bloodlines who are going to
make her life their business—and several of those nales are Warlord Princes."

Mot her Night! "She's never going to tolerate that," Daenbn said.
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"Well, she's not going to have a | ot of choice," Khardeen replied.
"The Blood are nmatriarchal. Isn't that true in Kael eer?"
"Of course,"” Aaron said cheerfully. "But nales do have rights and privileges, and we take ful

advantage of them" He studi ed Daenon for a nonent. "Wy don't you try to keep her calmwhile we
keep an eye on Lucivar. |If nobody pushes him he should be able to keep his tenper |eashed."

"Do you know himthat well?" Daenon asked.

He saw the knowl edge in their eyes that they had kept carefully masked until now They knew he was
Lucivar's brother. And they knew. ..

"We all serve in the sane court, Prince Sadi
First Crcle."

Then they wal ked away from him

They might as well have shouted it fromthe rooftops. She's alive!

Joy and trepidation warred inside him causing his heart to pound too hard, his blood to whip
through his veins too fast. She's alivel

But what did she think of hin? Wat did she feel for hinP

No answers. Not here. Not yet.

Wth exaggerated care, Daenpon wal ked over to Surreal. The nonent he stopped noving, he swayed |ike
a willowin a heavy w nd.

Surreal wapped her arms around his left armand planted her feet.

Aaron said quietly. "W all serve in the Lady's

"What's wrong?" she asked quietly, urgently. "Are you ill?"

She, better than anyone, would be able to guess exactly what was wong, but he wasn't about to
admt it. Not now "I've had alnbst no sleep and very little food in the past few days," he said.
She narrowed her eyes but accepted the truth that was also a lie. "I can understand that. This

pl ace nmakes ny skin craw ."

Daenon tapped into the reservoir of power stored in his Black Jewel. It rushed through his body,
and for the first time since he'd seen Lucivar, he felt steady.

Surreal sensed the change in him She | oosened her grip, but still kept one arm conpani onably

linked with his. "Wiy do you think the old Warl ord doing the contracts | ooked so shocked when |
said ny fam |y name was SaDi abl 0? Is that bitch Dorothea that well-known here?"

"I don't know," Daenon said carefully. "But | have heard that the nane of the Warlord Prince of
Dheman is S. D. SabDiablo." This wasn't the tinme to tell her that the Warlord Prince of Dhem an
was al so the High Lord of Hell—-and his and Lucivar's father.

"Shit," Surreal muttered. Then she shrugged. "Well, I'mnot likely to neet him and if someone
asks, | can just say that we mght be distantly related. Very distantly."”

Renmenberi ng Khardeen's and Aaron's comments, Daenon nmade a sound that m ght have been a whi nper.
"You sure you're all right?" Surreal asked, studying him

"I'mfine." Just fine. Mre than fine. He would believe it, insist onit, until it was true. "Do
me a favor. Ask Khardeen or Aaron if we're going to be traveling in the Wb Coaches, and then
contact Manny so that she and Jazen can neet us there.™

She didn't ask why he didn't do it hinself, and he was grateful

Finally, the last Eyrien had signed the contract and noved away fromthe table. Lucivar, who
hadn't noved or said anything since Lord Magstromstarted filling out the contracts, called in a
clean cloth, w ped the blood off his war blade, vanished both, and wal ked around the table to sign
the contracts

Hol di ng his bl eeding wi st against his chest, Friall w ped his nose on his clean sleeve and said
in a sulky voice, "You have to nake copies. He can't take the contracts until you rmake copies."”
Lucivar slowly straightened up and turned toward Friall.

A mal e voice swore softly.

Gving Friall a sharp glance, Magstromsaid hurriedly, "I'lIl give Prince Yaslana bl ank contracts.
The Steward of the Court can make the copies and return themto the Dark Council for the clerks to
record.” Wen Friall seened about to protest, and surely get hinself killed, Magstrom added, "I've

seen Lord Jorval do this a nunber of tines. He explained that the Stewards could be trusted to
make an accurate copy, and it was the only way to expedite getting the inmgrants settled in their
new homnes. "

Calling in a thin | eather case, Lucivar slipped the contracts inside and then vanished it. He
nodded politely at Magstrom turned to face the waiting immgrants, and snarled, "Let's go."
Daenon turned snoothly as Lucivar approached himand matched the Eyrien's stride.

They had wal ked |like this before, side by side. Not often, because the Terreill ean Bl ood, who were
afraid of themindividually, were terrified of them when they were together. Even the R ng of

bedi ence hadn't been enough to stop the destruction they had caused in Terreillean courts.

As they headed for the Coaches that were designed to ride the Wnds, Daenmon wondered how | ong they
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could put off the unfinished business between them

It was almost full dark by the tine they reached the two | arge, Ebon-gray shiel ded Coaches at the
far end of the | anding area.

Luci var dropped the Ebon-gray shields, opened the door of the first Coach, |ooked at Daenon, and
said, "Get in."

Daenon gl anced around. "My servants aren't here yet."

“I''l'l look for them Get in."

Looking at Lucivar's still-glazed eyes, and picking up a strained urgency in his brother's psychic
scent, Daenon obeyed.

Surreal, WIhelmna, and Andrew quickly cane in behind him followed by several Eyriens. A mnute
| ater, Daenon breathed a sigh of relief as Jazen hel ped Manny up the steps into the Coach. A
couple nore Eyriens cane in, and then an Ebon-gray shield snapped up around the Coach, effectively
| ocki ng everyone but Daenon inside, since he was the only one who wore a Jewel darker than

Luci var's.

A Wb Coach this size could usually acconmodate thirty people, but Eyriens required nore room
because of their wings. Noticing the |ack of seats, Daenon wondered if the Coach was usually used
for conveying sonething other than humans, or if Lucivar, intending to bring Eyriens, had had the
usual seats renoved. The only thing that could be used for seats were a few sturdy wooden boxes
pushed up against the walls, with cushions on top of them and an open front for storage.

After studying the people packed against the walls in order to |l eave a narrow aisle in the center,
Daenon turned his attention to the Coach. At the front was a door that led to the driver's
conpartnent. Maybe one other person could sit with the driver, giving the rest a little breathing
room Moving carefully, Daenon nade his way to the short, narrow corridor at the back of the
Coach. On the left was a small private roomthat held a narrow desk and a straight chair, an easy
chair and hassock, and a single bed. The roomon the right held a sink and toilet.

Daenon was about to step back into the main conpartnment when he heard Lucivar's voice just outside
t he Coach's open door

"l don't give a damm what that sniveling little maggot says,” Lucivar snarl ed.

"Lord Friall's conduct is not in question here," said a voice Daenon recogni zed as Lord Jorval's.
"This will be brought before the Dark Council, and | can assure you we will not be intinidated
into ignoring your vicious conduct."

"You have a problemwith nme, you can take it up with the Steward, the Master of the Guard, or ny
Queen. "

"Your Queen fears you," Jorval sneered. "Everyone knows that. She can't control you properly, and
the Steward and Master of the Guard certainly aren't going to demand any restraints on your tenper
since it suits their purpose so well."

Lucivar's voice lowered to a nal evol ent hiss. "Just renmenber, Lord Jorval, that while you and
Friall are whining to the Council, I'"mgoing to nake the Territory Queens aware that there are
sonme menbers of the Council who blatantly ignore their own rules about the service fair."

"That is an outright lie!"

"Then Friall is inconpetent and shouldn't be given the task."

"Friall is one of the finest nenbers of the Council!"

"I'n that case, was he just pissed because he'd expected to get his percentage of the bribes at the
table and didn't realize you'd already pocketed then"

"How dare you!" A long pause followed. "Perhaps Lord Friall was partly responsible for this
unfortunate incident, but the Council will stand firmabout this other matter."

"And what matter is that?" Lucivar crooned.

"W cannot allow you to have in your service a nale who wears Jewel s darker than yours."

"The Queens in Little Terreille do it all the tine."

"They' re Queens. They know how to control nales."

"So do I."

"The Council forbids it."

"The Council can go to the bowels of Hell."

Luci var suddenly filled the Coach's doorway.

"You can't do this!" Jorval yelled from behind him

Luci var turned and gave Jorval a lazy, arrogant smile. "I'man Ebon-gray Warlord Prince. | can do
anything I damm well want to." He shut the door in Jorval's face, then glanced at the driver's
conpartnent at the front of the Coach, sending an order on a psychic thread. The Coach i mredi ately
lifted.

When Daenpon took a step to reenter the main conpartnent, Lucivar shifted in front of him

ef fectively bl ocking the nouth of the corridor. Accepting the unspoken order, Daenon slipped his
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hands into his trouser pockets and | eaned against the wall.

When he felt sure that Lucivar was through giving his silent instructions to whoever was driving
the Coaches, he used an Ebon-gray spear thread to ask, *WIIl this get you into troubl e?*

*No, * Lucivar replied. He | ooked over the inmmgrants. Every one of them quickly | ooked away in
order to avoid neeting his eyes.

*Wn't this Council send a demand for sone kind of discipline?*

*They' Il send it. The Steward will read it, probably showit to the Master of the Guard, and then
they'lIl ignore it.*

Daenon realized his breathing was too quick, too shallow, but he couldn't change it as he forced
hinself to ask the next question. *WI| they showit to your Queen?*

*No, * Lucivar said slowy. *They won't nention this to the Queen if they can avoid it. And if they
can't, they'll try to mininmize it without Iying outright.*

* \My’)*

*Because the Dark Council has pushed her before, and the results scared the shit out of everyone.*
Lucivar shifted. "We're away from Goth," he said, raising his voice slightly. "Mke yourselves as
confortable as you can. It'll be a couple of hours before we get to where we're going."

"Aren't we going to Ebon R h?" soneone asked.

"Not yet." Lucivar stepped into the small corridor, forcing Daenon to nove back. He slid the door
to the private conpartnent open, said, "lInside," and went through the doorway sideways to
acconmodate his w ngs.

Daermon followed reluctantly and slid the door closed.

Luci var stood at one end of the room Daenon remained at the door

Lucivar took a deep breath, let it out slowy. "I"'msorry | lashed out at you. | wasn't angry with
you. |—Bamm it, Daenon, | checked every list | could think of, and | nust have mi ssed your nane.
If it wasn't for blind luck, you would' ve ended up in another court, and there m ght have been no
way to get you out of that contract.”

Daenon felt one |ayer of tension ease. He forced his lips to curve in a smle. "Wll, luck favored
us this time." Then he | ooked, really | ooked, at Lucivar, and the sm | e becane genuine. "You're
alive."

Luci var returned the smle. "And you're sane."

Daenon felt a trenmor run through his body and tightened his self-control. Tears stung his eyes.
"Lucivar," he whispered.

He didn't know which of them noved first. One nmonment they were standing as far away from each
other as they could in the small room the next they were in each other's arns, holding on as if
their |ives depended on it.

"Lucivar," Daenon whi spered again, pressing his face against his brother's neck. "I thought you
wer e dead. "

"Hell's fire, Daeron," Lucivar said softly, hoarsely, "we couldn't find you. W didn't know what
happened to you. We | ooked. | swear, we did |ook for you."

"It's all right," Daenon stroked Lucivar's head. "It's all right."

Lucivar's arns tightened around himso hard his ribs ached.

Daenon's hand fisted in Lucivar's hair. "Lucivar ... | know there are things that need to be

settl ed between us. But can we put themaside, just for a little while?"

"We can put them aside,” Lucivar said quietly.

Daenon stepped back. Using his thunbs, he gently wiped the tears from Lucivar's face. "We'd better
join the others.” He turned and reached for the door

Standi ng behind him Lucivar's left hand gripped Daenon's | eft arm Daenon placed his right hand
over it for a monent. As his fingers slid away from Lucivar's, he | ooked down, and the
significance of what he'd seen but hadn't really seen finally hit him

"Daenon, " Lucivar said urgently. "There's one thing | need to tell you. | think you nay already
know, but you need to hear it."

She's alive! Another trenmor went through Daenmon's body. "No," he said. "Not now." He slid the door
open and stunbled into the corridor. Barely keeping his balance, he went into the bathroom and

Bl ack- | ocked the door. H's body shook violently. Hs stomach tw sted viciously. Leaning over the
si nk, he fought the need to be sick

Too | ate.

If he had tried to find her five years ago, when he'd first returned fromthe Tw sted Ki ngdom
maybe it woul d have been different. If he had searched for the High Lord and at least tried to
find out what had really happened that night at Cassandra's Altar..

Too | ate.

He could hold on. He would hold on. His nind was far nore fragile than he all owed anyone to
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realize. Oh, it was intact. He had lost a few nenories, a few snmall shards of the crystal chali ce,
but he was whol e, and he was sane. But the healing would never be conplete because he had | ost the
one person he needed to conplete it. It hadn't nattered when he had only wanted to stay in one

pi ece | ong enough to destroy the Hgh Lord. It didn't really matter now. He could survive |ong
enough to see her, just once.

There was nothing el se he could do. If it had been any other nan, he woul d have used everything he
was and everything he knew in order to be her lover. If it had been any other nan. But not

Lucivar. He woul dn't becone his brother's rival

So he couldn't let Lucivar tell himwhat he desperately needed to hear. Not because he didn't want
to know for sure that Jaenelle was alive, but because he wasn't ready to be told about the gold
weddi ng ring on Lucivar's left hand.

3 /| Kael eer

Surreal pushed the I ast of the cushioned boxes together to forma bench against one wall. "Sit
down, Manny," she said to the ol der woman.

"Whul dn't be right,"” Manny said. "A servant shouldn't be sitting."

Surreal gave her a slashing |look. "Don't be an ass. You're a 'servant' because that's the only way
Sadi could bring you with him™

Manny tightened her lips in disapproval. "No need for you to be using that kind of |anguage,
especially with children around. Besides, | was a servant for a good many years. It was an honest
living and nothing |I'm ashanmed of."

Unl i ke me? Surreal wondered. She had never denied that she had been a very successful whore for
centuries before she quit thirteen years ago, no longer able to stonmach the bedroom ganes. That
night at Cassandra's Altar had left its mark on all of them

Manny's feelings about wonen who worked in Red Mbon houses were anbival ent. Wiat woul d she think

i f she knew about Surreal's other profession? How confortable would the ol der woman have been if
she had known that Surreal had been—and still was—a very successful assassin?

Didn't matter. They had becone friends during the two years when Daenon had been rising out of the
Twi sted Kingdom but after he regained his sanity, Manny had nmade a nental shift, treating both of
themto the donestic affection that existed between a special servant and an aristo child. Daenobn
hadn't noticed anythi ng odd about this behavior; naybe Manny had always treated himlike that. But
it had annoyed Surreal, who had grown up hard and fast on the streets. It had al so given her a |ot
of practice in dealing with Manny's set opinions.

"Look," she said very softly. "Lady Benedict's servant doesn't | ook |ike he can stand up for two
hours without being in pain. If you sit down, you can badger himinto sitting."

A few mnutes |later, Manny, Andrew, W /I hel mi na Benedict, and Surreal were sitting on the nakeshift
bench.

Surreal glanced at the remaining space on her right. Wiere in the nane of Hell was Sadi ? He wasn't
as nmentally stable as he pretended to be, and seeing Lucivar nmust have been a shock. But what had
the Eyrien thought about seeing his half brother again? After Jaenelle disappeared thirteen years
ago, Daernpon had gone to Pruul, intending to get Lucivar out of the salt mnes. For sone reason
Lucivar had refused to go with him She had al ways suspected, because of what Daenon woul dn't say,
that there had been a vicious collision of tenpers and that a rift had forned between them And
she had al ways suspected that the reason for that rift had begun, like so many other things, at
Cassandra's Al tar

The driver's conpartnent door slid open. Lord Khardeen stepped out and gl anced at the Eyriens, who
tensed at his appearance. Saying nothing, he walked to the end of the makeshift bench and sat down
besi de Surreal

Directly across fromthemwas the wonan with the two young children. They had the brown skin, gold
eyes, and black hair that was typical of the three long-lived races, but the little girl's hair
had a slight, natural curl. Surreal wondered if the girl's hair indicated that one of the parent's
bl oodl i nes wasn't pure Eyrien, if those curls had betrayed a secret, and if that was the reason
these people had left their home Territory.

The ol der boy stayed close to his nother, but the little girl smled at Khardeen and took a coupl e
of steps toward him

"Whof er," she said happily, holding out a worn stuffed ani nal.

Khar deen | eaned forward and smiled. "That he is. Wat's his name?"

"Whof er." She gave the toy a squeezing hug. "Mne."

"Ri ght you are.”

Wat chi ng Khar deen apprehensively, the wonan reached for the little girl. "Orian, don't bother the

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harryl/...1s%203%20-%20Queen%200{%20The%20Darkness.txt (25 of 192) [3/5/2004 8:56:44 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol d...%20-%20D ark%620Jewel s%6203%20-%20Queen%200f%20T he%20Darkness.txt

Warlord."

"She's no bother," Khardeen said pleasantly.

The wonman pulled the girl close to her and tried to smle. "She |ikes animals. My husband's not her
made her a girl doll before we left, but Oian wanted to bring this one."

And where was your own nother while that bitch was giving you a verbal knife? Surreal wondered as
she wat ched shadows gather in the woman's eyes and picked up a flicker of shane in the psychic
scent. Well, that answered which side of the girl's heritage was in question

The Warl ord who had protested when Friall refused to finish the contract turned away fromhis
conversation with a couple of Eyrien nales, glanced sharply at Khardeen, and then noved
protectively closer to the womman and chil dren.

Khar deen | eaned back, returning that sharp glance with a mld | ook

Sitting next to him with his armbrushing hers, Surreal felt his tensi on—and anger?—but he gave
no outward sign of it. Wien he | ooked at her, his expression was solem, but his blue eyes held
amusenent .

"1 wonder how the little Queen's nother will react when she sees the 'woofers' her daughter's
going to be hugging," he said softly.

"WIIl they bite her?" Surreal asked.

"The girl? No. The not her?" Khardeen shrugged.

Hearing the warni ng underneath the amusenent, Surreal shivered. Then Daenon approached them and
she took a sharp breath.

He noved carefully, like a man who had received a fatal wound and was quietly bleeding to death.
Khar deen stood up and gestured toward the vacated seat. "Wiy don't you sit down? |'ve got a couple
of things to see to."

As soon as Daenpbn sat down, he wrapped his arns around hinself.

She' d seen that protective gesture before, when he had been pushing too hard at his Craft studies
when dreans had haunted his sleep

Khar deen gave her a questioning | ook. She shook her head. She appreciated his concern, but there
was not hi ng anyone could do for Daenon just then except let himretreat until he felt strong
enough to face the world again.

A mnute later, Lucivar came out of the private room his expression carefully bl ank.

For the rest of the journey, Daenon sat beside her with his eyes closed and Lucivar stood near the
back of the Coach, talking quietly to the Eyrien nmales who cautiously approached him

For the rest of the journey, she wondered what had happened in that private room And she worri ed.

4 | Kael eer

Lord Jorval cowered in the chair and watched the Dark Priestess storm around the outer room of the
suite he'd rented for this neeting.

Red Mbon houses hadn't existed in Kaeleer until four years ago—and still didn't exist anywhere
outside of Little Terreille. But certain influential Council menbers, hinself included, had argued
that the stronger immgrating males, who had little chance of having a Kael eer-born wonman for a

| over, needed sonme way to relieve their sexual tension. The Queens in Little Terreille had yiel ded
to the argunent with no nore than a token protest since they quickly recognized the useful ness of
such places. Now a visit to a Red Mbon house becanme a way of rewardi ng mal es for good behavior in
the Queens' courts. They could take their frustrations and aggressi ons out on wonen who coul dn't
refuse them who couldn't demand courtesy and obedi ence. And no one noticed—er cared, if they
did—that all the women in those houses were inmmigrants who had been clainmed the day after a
service fair.

And sone Kael eer mal es, hinself included, had di scovered the pleasure that could be had froma
cringi ng wonan' s obedi ence.

He' d chosen this Red Mbon house, on the edge of the slums that had sprung up near the fairground,
because the proprietors wouldn't ask any questions. The two nen who owned the place didn't care if
a wonan was damaged physically or nentally, as long as they were suitably conpensated. And they
woul dn't care about the youth who was now bound and gagged in the other room+the offering he had
brought in the hopes it would | essen the Dark Priestess's rage.

Hekat ah threw off the cl oak that had shrouded her face and body.

Jorval swallowed hard. He had becone violently ill once at the sight of her decaying, denon-dead
body. Her punishnent for his lack of control had given himnightnmares for nonths.

There were tinmes when he desperately w shed he'd never met her or becone entangled in her schenes.
But she had been behind his rise to power in the Dark Council, and he had discovered that she
owned him before he even realized he had agreed to serve her
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"There were four Queens suitable for our purpose,” Hekatah snarled. "Four. And you still couldn't
manage to get himtucked away until we found a way to use him"

"l tried, Priestess,” Jorval said, his voice quivering. "I blocked the inquiries Sadi nmade about
serving outside of Little Terreille. Those were the only nanes | offered him™"

"Then why isn't he with one of thenP"
"He wal ked out of the |last meeting,"
until Friall told ne."

"He signed another contract," Hekatah crooned. "Wth his brother!"

Jorval's chest jerked with the effort to breathe. "I tried to stop it! | tried..." H's voice
trailed off as Hekatah slowy approached him

"You didn't handle himwell," she said, her girlish voice becom ng dangerously gentle. "Because of
that, he's now connected with the court we wanted unaware of his presence in Kael eer, and we have
no way of using that Black-Jeweled strength for our own purposes.”

Jorval tried to get up. Fear clogged his throat when he realized she was using Craft to keep him
pinned to the chair.

She settled gracefully in his Iap and wrapped one arm around his neck. As her long nails brushed
agai nst his cheek, he wondered if he was going to | ose an eye. Maybe that would be best. Blind, he
woul dn't be able to see her. On second thought, no. She wore darker Jewels than he did. She could
force his mind open and | eave an inage that was a hundred tinmes worse than her actual appearance
He whi npered as his stomach rolled om nously.

"Just as there are rewards for success, there are penalties for failure," Hekatah said as she
stroked his face.

Knowi ng what was required, he whispered, "Yes, Priestess."

"And you did fail me, didn't you, darling?"

"Y-Yes, Priestess."

What was left of her lips curved in a snmle. Using Craft, she called in a stoppered crystal bottle
and a small silver cup. They floated in the air while she removed the stopper and poured the dark
thick liquid into the cup. She closed the bottle and vanished it, then held the cup up to Jorval's
I'ips.

"I brought you a fresh offering," he said weakly.

"I saw him Such a pretty boy, full of the hot sweet wine.
lip. "I'Il get to himshortly."

Havi ng no choi ce, Jorval opened his nouth. The liquid slid over his tongue |ike a |ong warm sl ug
He gagged on it, but managed to swal |l ow.

"I's it poison?" he asked.

Hekat ah vani shed the cup and | eaned back, her eyes widening in surprise. "Do you really think I
woul d poi son a man who's loyal to ne? And you are loyal to ne, aren't you, darling?" She shook her
head sadly. "No, darling, this is just a little aphrodisiac brew "

"S- Saf framat e?" He woul d have preferred poi son

"Just enough to make the evening interesting,"” Hekatah replied.

He sat there, hel pless, while she caressed skin that began to quiver at the slightest touch

G oani ng, he wrapped his arnms around her, no longer noticing the snmell of decay, no |onger caring
about who or what she was, no |onger caring about anything except using the fenmal e body that was
sitting on his lap

When he tried to thrust his tongue into her mouth, she pulled back with a satisfied |augh

"Now, darling," she said while she caressed him "you're going to bring one of those whores up
here. "

The lust-fog cleared a little. "Up here?"

Jorval cried. " | didn't know he had signed another contract

She pressed the cup agai nst his | ower

"W still have to take care of your punishment," Hekatah said gently, viciously. "Get one that has
gol den hair and bl ue eyes."
The lust becane fierce, alnobst painful. "Like Jaenelle Angelline."

"Exactly. Think of this as a little rehearsal for the day when that pale bitch has to subnmit to
me." She kissed his tenple, licked the throbbing pulse. "WIIl it excite youif |I sipalittle

bl ood while you're | ocked inside her?"

Jorval stared at her, wildly aroused and terrified.

"Il drink fromher, too. By then you won't care if you're nounting a corpse, but | won't do that

to you, darling. This is just a rehearsal, after all, for the night when you'll have Jaenelle
under you."
"Yes," Jorval whispered. "Yes."

"Yes," Hekatah echoed, satisfied. She stood up and slowy wal ked to the bedroom door. "Don't worry
about the whore telling anyone about our little gane. 1'll fog the bitch's mind so that she'l
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never be certain about anything except that she was well used."

Ri sing, Jorval noved unsteadily to the outer door, painfully aware that Hekatah watched him

"The pretty boy will be the appetizer and the dessert," Hekatah said. "Fear gives blood such a
delightfully piquant taste, and by the end of the evening, he'll be fully ripened. So don't spend
too much tine naking your choice, darling. An appetizer doesn't take long to consune, and if |
becone inpatient, we nmay have to adjust your punishnent. And you wouldn't want that, would you?"
He waited until the bedroom door cl osed behind her before whispering, "No, | wouldn't want that."

5 | Kael eer

A warm hand gently squeezed his shoul der

"Daenon, " Lucivar said quietly. "Conme on, old son. W've arrived."

Daenon reluctantly opened his eyes. He wanted to withdraw fromthe world, wanted to sink into the
abyss and just di sappear. Soon, he pronised hinself. Soon. "I'mall right, Prick," he said
wearily. It was a lie, and they both knew it.

Getting stiffly to his feet, Daenon rolled his shoulders. His rmuscles humred with tension while a
vi ol ent headache gat hered behind his eyes. "Were are we?"

Sayi ng not hing, Lucivar guided himout of the Coach

Surreal stood just outside the Coach's door, staring up at the nassive, gray stone buil ding.
"Hell's fire, Mdther Night, and nay the Darkness be nerciful. Wat is this place?"

Prince Aaron grinned at her. "SabDiablo Hall."

"Ch, shit."

The ground spun under Daenon's feet. He flung out an arm Lucivar grabbed him steadied him "I
can't," he whispered. "Lucivar, | can't."

"Yes, you can." Holding his arm Lucivar led himto the double front doors. "It'l|l be easier than

you think. Besides, Ladvarian's been waiting to neet you."

Daenon didn't have the energy to wonder, nuch less care, why this Ladvarian wanted to nmeet him
not when the next step nmight bring himface-to-face with the Hi gh Lord agai n—er Jaenelle.

Luci var pushed the doors open. Daempon followed himinto the great hall, the rest of the immgrants
crowdi ng behind him They'd only gone a few steps when Luci var stopped suddenly and swore under
hi s breath.

Daenon gl anced around, trying to understand the flash of wariness he'd picked up from Lucivar. At
the far end of the hall, a nmaid knelt under one of the crystal chandeliers, wiping the floor. A
few feet away fromthemstood a | arge Red-Jewel ed Warlord dressed in a butler's uniform H s
expression was nore icy than stoic.

Eyeing the butler, Lucivar said cautiously, "Beale."

"Prince Yaslana," Beale replied with stiff fornality.

Luci var winced. "Wat—

Soneone giggled. They all | ooked up

Hi gh overhead, a naked Eyrien boy, barely nore than a toddl er, bal anced precariously on the

near est chandelier

Luci var gl anced at Beal e, sighed, and took a couple of steps forward. "What are you doi ng up
there, boyo?"

"Flyin'," the toddler said.

"Take a guess," the maid grow ed as she dropped her cloth into a bucket and got to her feet.
"Slipped past your keepers, did you?" Lucivar muttered.

The toddl er giggled again and then nmade a very rude noi se.

"Cone down, Daenonar," Lucivar said sternly.

"Nol

Tears stung Daenpn's eyes as he stared at the boy. He swallowed hard to get his heart out of his

t hroat .

Luci var took another step forward and slowy spread his dark, menbranous wings. "If you don't cone
down, I'Il come up and get you."

Daenonar spread his little wings. "No!"

Luci var shot into the air. As he passed the chandelier, he made a grab for Daenbnar, who ducked
and dove. The boy flew |ike a drunken bunbl ebee trying to elude a hawk, but he nanaged to stay out
of reach.

"Boy's got sonme good noves," Hallevar said approvingly, nmoving to the front of the crowd.

Surreal glanced at the older Eyrien Warlord. "He seens to be getting the better of Yaslana."
Hal | evar snorted as Lucivar swept past Daenmpnar and tickled his foot, making the boy squeal and
dodge. "He could have caught himon the first pass. The young one will have to concede the battl e,
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but it'll stay in his mnd that he put up a good fight. No, Lucivar understands how to train an
Eyrien warrior."

Daenmon barely heard them Hell's fire! Couldn't Lucivar see the boy was getting tired? Was he
going to push until the baby fell to the floor?

As the toddl er headed toward him he stepped forward, reached up, and grabbed one chubby I eg.
Daenmonar shrieked and furiously flapped his little w ngs.

Pulling down gently, Daenon w apped his other arm around Daenonar, drawi ng the boy against his
chest .

A small fist smacked his chin. The other small hand grabbed a handful of his hair and yanked,
maki ng his eyes water. An indignant shriek |anced his ear and nade his head vibrate.

Luci var | anded and rubbed the back of his hand against his nouth. It didn't quite erase the smle.
Hooking his left armaround the boy's mddle, he carefully pried open the snall hand. "Let go of
your Uncl e Daenon. W want himto |ike you." He stepped back quickly, then he tethered the boy's
feet with one hand and growl ed, "That's not a good place to kick your father."

Daenmonar made a rude noi se and gri nned.

Luci var | ooked at the squirm ng boy and said ruefully, "At the tine, you seened |ike a good idea."
"Yeah!" Then Daenopnar noticed the worman holding the little girl. "Baby!" he shouted, squirmng to
get | oose. "Mne!"

"Mbot her Night," Lucivar nuttered, turning to block Daenpnar's view.

Two wet, dishevel ed wonen entered the hall. One of themheld up a large towel. "W'll take him
Prince Yasl ana."

"Thank the Darkness." Wth a little effort, Lucivar and the two wonen got Daenonar bundled up in
the towel and out of the great hall

Wat ching them Daenon's heart ached. The boy | ooked like Lucivar. He wasn't sure if he felt
regretful or relieved that there was no hint of sapphire in the child s gold eyes, no lightening
of the black hair and brown skin, no trace of the nother's exotic beauty.

Luci var returned quickly.

"Once the guests are settled in their roons, dinner will be served in the formal dining room"
Beal e sai d.

"Thank you, Beale," Lucivar replied a bit neekly.

"Are there any arrangenents the househol d shoul d be aware of ?"

Luci var nade a "cone-here" gesture to the young Warl ord who had renai ned protectively close to the
wormean with the two young children. "This is Lord Endar, Lady Dorian's husband."

Endar stiffened under Beal e' s scrutiny.

Prince Aaron wapped a hand around Surreal's armand pulled her forward. "I'Il escort Lady

SaDi abl 0 and Lady Benedict to their roons."

"Lady SaDi abl o?" Beal e said, startled.

Aaron grinned.

Surreal hissed

"I" msure the High Lord will be pleased to wel conme the Lady," Beale said, a suspicious twinkle in
his eyes.

Before Surreal could stop him Aaron brushed her hair back, revealing a delicately pointed ear
"So will Prince Chaosti."

Beale's lips twitched. Then he resuned his stoic demeanor and turned to the inmmigrants. "Those of

you who are here as servants will follow Holt," he said, indicating the waiting footman. "The rest
of you will follow ne."
As soon as all the Eyriens except Prince Falonar had left the great hall, along with Manny, Jazen

and Andrew, Surreal turned to Lucivar. "Shouldn't you have told himto let the children stay with
their parents? | doubt they're going to feel easy, being in a strange place."

Prince Aaron vigorously cleared his throat.

Lord Khardeen tipped his head back and studied the ceiling.

Lucivar just stared at her for a nonment before saying slowy, "If you want to tell Beale or Hel ene
how to run this place, you go right ahead and try. Just let ne get out of the line of fire before
you do."

"Come on, Lady Surreal,’
down around us."

Luci var waited until Aaron and Khardeen had escorted Surreal and W1 hel mina out of the hall before
turning to Fal onar. "Wat?"

Fal onar squared his shoulders. "Wy did you single out Endar?"

"As | ong as the househol d knows that Endar is Dorian's husband, no one will challenge his being in
her bed. And believe ne, there are males here who won't hesitate to tear himapart if they aren't

Aaron said. "Let's get you settled in before you start bringing the place
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made aware that he's in her bed by her choice.”" He took a deep breath, let it out slowy. "I'Ill
explain the rules tonmorrow. For tonight, just tell the men to keep their distance fromall the
wonen." He paused, and then added, "You'd better get settled in. W'll be here for a few days."”
After Falonar left, Lucivar turned to Daenon. "Cone on. Let's finish this so we can both get sone
food and rest."

Daenon fol |l owed Lucivar up the staircase in the informal receiving roomand through the | abyrinth
of corridors. After a couple of minutes of silence, he said, "You named hi m Daenonar."

"It was the closest | could come and still keep the nane Eyrien," Lucivar said quietly, his voice
alittle thick.

"I'mflattered."

Lucivar snorted. "Well, you would have been when he was an infant. Once he got his feet under him
he turned into a little beast." He raked a hand through his shoul der-length hair. "And it is not
all ny fault. | didn't do this by nyself. But nobody seenms to renmenber that."

"I can't imagine why," Daenon said dryly, watching Lucivar swell wi th indignation

"When he does sonething adorable, he's his nother's son. When he does sonething clever, he's the
H gh Lord's grandson. But when he acts like a rotten little beast, he's ny son." Lucivar rubbed
his chest. "Sonetines | swear he does things just to see if ny heart will stop."

"Li ke tonight?"

Luci var waved his hand di snmissively. "No, that was just... just... shit. Wiat can | tell you? He's
alittle beast."

They turned a corner and alnost ran into a |ovely Eyrien woman. She wore a | ong, practical

ni ght gown and cl utched a thick book

"Your son," she said, spacing out the words, "is not a beast."

"Never mind that," Lucivar said, narrowing his eyes. "Marian, why aren't you in bed? You shoul d be
resting today."

Marian let out her breath in an exasperated huff. "I dozed for nost of the norning. | played with

Daenonar for a little while this afternoon, and then we both took a nap. | just got up to borrow a
book. 1'mgoing to get tucked back in before Beale brings up a cup of hot chocolate and a pl ate of
bi scuits. "

Lucivar's eyes narrowed a little nore. "Didn't you eat today?"

Daenon stared at Lucivar in amazenent. Even an idiot—er an Eyrien nal e—should be able to tell that
this woman was silently sputtering.

"Uncl e Andul var checked on nme to make sure | had eaten a good breakfast. Prothvar brought ne a

m dnorni ng snack. | ate lunch with Daenonar. Sure that | nust be starving, Mephis brought nme a

m daft ernoon snack. And your father already inquired about what | ate for dinner. |I've been fussed
over enough today."

"I''"'mnot fussing," Lucivar grow ed—and then added under his breath, "I haven't had a chance to
fuss."

Mari an | ooked pointedly at Daenpn. "Shouldn't you be | ooking after your guests?"

"He's not a guest. He's ny brother.™

Smiling warmy, Marian held out her hand. "You nust be Daenobn. Ch, |'mso glad you've finally
cone. Now | have another brother."

Brot her ? Taki ng her hand, Daenon gave Lucivar a quizzical |ook.

Runni ng a possessive hand down Marian's waist-length hair, Lucivar said warmy, "Marian does me
the honor of being nmy wife."

And Daenpnar's nother. The floor dropped out from under Daenon and then cane up again fast and
hard.

Mari an squeezed his hand, her eyes filled with concern. Lucivar's gaze was sharper

Enotions collided in him banging against his fragile sanity. Unable to offer them any
reassurances, he took a step back and began, again, the exhausting effort of regaining control of
his feelings.

Per haps sensing that he needed tinme, Lucivar tugged at the book Marian held, trying to see the
title.

She clutched it harder and stepped away from him

"I's that a sniffle book?" Lucivar asked suspi ciously.

Marian opened and cl osed her wings with a snap. "A what?"

"You know. One of those books that wonen like to read and get all weepy over. The last tine you
read one of those, you got upset when | canme in to find out what was wong. You threw the book at
me. "

Marian's sputtering was no longer silent. "I didn't get upset because of the book. You cane
stormng into the roomw th weapons drawn and you scared ne."

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry!/...1s%203%20-%20Queen%200{%20The%20Darkness.txt (30 of 192) [3/5/2004 8:56:44 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol d...%20-%20D ark%620Jewel s%6203%20-%20Queen%200f%20T he%20Darkness.txt

"You were crying. | thought you were hurt. Look, | just want to know ahead of tine if you're going
to get weepy over it."

"When Jaenelle read it, |I'Il bet you didn't barge in on her when she got weepy."

Luci var eyed the book as if it had just grown fangs. "Ch. That book." He curled an arm
protectively over his belly. "Actually, | did barge in on her. Her aimwas better than yours."

Marian's grow turned into a laugh. "Poor Lucivar. You try so hard to protect the wonen in the
famly, and we don't show our appreciation, do we?"

Lucivar grinned. "Well, if there are any interesting |ove scenes in that story, mark the pages and
you can appreciate nme in a few days."

Mari an gl anced at Daenon and bl ushed.

Lucivar gently kissed her, then stepped aside to |l et her pass. "Get into bed now "

"I''"ll see you tonmorrow, Daenpn," Marian said a little shyly.

"Good night, Lady Marian," Daenon said. It was all he coul d manage.

They wat ched her until she went into her and Lucivar's suite, then Lucivar reached out. Daenon
stiffened, rejecting the touch.

Droppi ng his hand, Lucivar said, "The High Lord's suite is just down this corridor. He'll want to
see you."
Daenon couldn't nove. "I thought you nmarried Jaenelle."

"Way woul d you think | married Jaenel |l e?"

The surprise in Lucivar's voice woke Daenmon's tenper. "You were here," he snarled. "Wy woul dn't
you want to marry her?"

Lucivar didn't say anything for a long mnute. Then, quietly, "That was al ways your dream Daenon.
Not mine." Turning, he wal ked down the corridor. "Cone On."

Daenon foll owed sl owy. When Lucivar stopped and knocked on a door, he kept wal king, drawn to the
strong, dark, fem nine psychic scent'comng froma roomon the opposite side of the corridor

" Daenon?"

Lucivar's voice faded, muted by a powerful tide of enotions.

Daenon opened a door and wal ked into a sitting room One wall had built-in bookshel ves above a row
of closed, waist-high wooden cabi nets. A couch, two triangular side tables, and two chairs forned
a bracket of furniture around a long, |low table. A pair of sinuous, patinaed |lanps sat on the side
tabl es. Next to one chair was a | arge basket full of skeins of wool and silk and a partially

conpl eted pi ece of needl ework. A desk sat in front of the glass doors that |led out to the bal cony.
Atiered stand filled with plants occupi ed one corner

The psychi ¢ scent washed over him through him GCh, he remenbered that dark scent. But there was
sonet hing different about it now, sonething delicately, deliriously nusky.

Hi s body tightened, then swelled with male interest before his nind understood the significance of
that difference. Then he noticed the sapphire slippers near one chair. A wonan's slippers.

Agai nst all reason, despite all desire, even when he had thought that Lucivar had married her, he
hadn't fully absorbed the fact that she was no | onger the child he had known. She had grown up
The walls of the roomfaded to gray, then darkened and began to close in, formng a tunnel around
hi m

" Daenon. "

He renenbered that deep voice, too. He had heard it anused. He had heard it full of rage and
fierce power. He had heard it hoarse and exhausted. He had heard it plead with himto reach up, to
accept the help and strength being of fered.

Turning slowy, he stared at Saetan. The Prince of the Darkness. The Hi gh Lord of Hell. His

fat her.

Saet an extended his hand, with its slender fingers and |ong, black-tinted nails. "Daenon...
Jaenelle is alive," he said softly.

The room shrank. The tunnel kept closing. The hand waited for him offering strength, safety,
confort—all the things he'd rejected when he'd been in the Tw sted Ki ngdom

" Daenon. "

He took a step forward. He raised his hand, with its slender fingers and |long, black-tinted nails.
This time, he feared his own fragility. This tine, he would accept the proni ses Saetan offered.

He took another step, reaching for the hand that mirrored his own.

Just before his fingers touched Saetan's, the room di sappear ed.

"Keep your head down, boyo. Breathe, slow and easy. That's right."

Calmstrength and warnth fl owed fromthe hand that stroked his head, his neck, his spine.

The effort made hi m queasy, but after a nonent Daenobn got his brain and body working together
enough to open his eyes. He stared at the carpet between his feet—earth-brown, with swirls of
young green and burnt red. Cbviously the carpet couldn't decide if it was representing spring or
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aut umm.

"Do you want sone brandy or a basin?" Lucivar asked.
Wiy woul d he want a basi n?

H s stomach junped. He swall owed carefully. "Brandy,'
wasn't the wong choice.

When Lucivar returned, Daenon got a generously filled snifter shoved into his hand and a basin
shoved between his feet.

The hand rubbi ng Daenbn's spine stopped noving. "Lucivar,
and annoyed.

"Hel ene won't be pleased with himif he pukes on the carpet."

Daenon didn't know the word Saetan used, but it sounded nasty. It was petty, but he felt
childishly pleased that his father had taken his side.

he said, gritting his teeth and hoping it

Saetan said, his voice equally anused

"Co to Hell," he said, sitting up enough to take a sip of brandy.
"I"mnot the one whose nose was heading for the floor a mnute ago," Lucivar grow ed, rustling his
W ngs.

"Children," Saetan warned.

Since his stonmach didn't i mediately reject the brandy, Daenon took another sip-and finally edged
around the questions that needed answers. "She's really alive?"

"She's really alive," Saetan replied gently.

"She's lived here since..." He couldn't bring hinself to say it.

"Yes."

Daenon turned his head, needing to see the answer in Saetan's eyes as well as hear it. "And she
heal ed?"

"Yes."

But he saw the flicker of hesitation in those gold eyes.

Taki ng another sip of brandy, he slowy realized that, while Jaenelle's dark psychic scent filled
the room it wasn't recent. "Were is she?"

"She's nmaking her autumm tour of the kindred Territories,
her during that tine, but | coul d—=

"No." Daenon closed his eyes. He needed sone tinme to regain his balance before he nmet her again
"I't can wait." It had already waited for thirteen years. A few nore days wouldn't natter.

Saetan hesitated, then glanced at Lucivar, who nodded. "There is something you need to think about
before she returns.” He called in a small jeweler's box, then pushed the lid open with his thunb.
Daenon stared at the faceted ruby in the gold ring. A Consort's ring. He'd seen that ring in the
Twi sted Kingdom circling the stemof a crystal chalice that had been shattered and carefully

pi eced together. Jaenelle's chalice. Jaenelle' s pronise.

"That's not for you to offer," Daenon said. He gripped the brandy snifter to keep fromreaching
for the ring.

"I"'mnot the one who's offering it, Prince. As the Steward of the Dak Court, it was given into ny
keepi ng. "

Daenon carefully licked his lips. "Has it ever been worn?" Jaenelle was twenty-five now. There was
no reason to think—+o hope—+t had never circled another man's finger

Saetan's eyes held a m xture of relief and sadness. "No." He shut the box and held it out.
Daenon' s hand cl osed over it convul sively.

"Come on, boyo," Saetan said as he handed the brandy snifter to Lucivar and hel ped Daenon stand
up. "I'"ll show you to your room Beale will bring a tray up in a fewmnutes. Try to eat and get
sone sleep. W'll talk again in the norning."

Openi ng the gl ass door, Daenon stepped out onto the bal cony. The silk robe was too thin and
couldn't stop the night air fromleaching the warnmth he'd gained froma |ong bath, but he needed
to be outside for a monment, needed to listen to the water singing over stone in the natural -

| ooking fountain at the center of the garden bel ow. There were only a couple of rooms surroundi ng
the garden that showed a soft glow of light. Guest roons? O did Aaron and Khardeen occupy those
roons?

Saetan had said no nan had worn the Consort's ring, but

Daenon took a deep breath, let it out slowy. She was a Queen, and a Queen was entitled to any

pl easure the males in her court could provide.

And he was here now.

Shivering, he went into his room secured the glass door, and drew the curtains. He slipped out of
the robe, got into bed, then pulled the covers up over his naked body. Shifting to his side, he
stared for several minutes at the jeweler's box he'd set on the bedside table.

He was here now. The choice was his now.

Saetan said. "We try not to interrupt
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He took the Consort's ring out of the box and slipped it on the ring finger of his left hand.
6 / Kael eer

As Surreal placed the last of her toiletries in the bathroom cabinet, she paused, listening. Yes,
sonmeone had entered her bedroom Had the nmaid returned for another polite verbal struggle? She'd
told the woman she didn't need hel p unpacki ng—and had wondered about the maid's nuttered comment.
No question about it, you' re a SaDi abl o.

So maybe she'd been a little hasty. After all, she didn't want to have to | aunder her own cl ot hes
for however |ong she would be there.

Movi ng toward the bathroom door, Surreal sent a cautious psychic probe into the bedroom Her |ips
curled into a snarl. Not the maid back for another round, but a male making hinmself confortable in
her room Then she paused. The psychic scent was definitely nmal e—but there was sonething about it
that was just a little off.

Calling in her favorite stiletto, she used Craft to place a sight shield around it. Wth her arns
down and her right hand curled | oosely around the hilt, no one woul d suspect she had a weapon
ready—dnl ess they knew she was an assassin. Mrxre than likely, it was a nmale who had heard of her
former profession and figured she'd be delighted to accommodate hi m+i ke those ball ess pricks at
the service fair who kept pushing her to sign a contract to serve in an "aristo" Red Mbon house.
Well, if this nale was expecting a jolly, she would just informhimthat she would have to talk to
the Steward first about conpensation. Unless it was the Steward. Did he really expect her to buy
her way out of a contract she hadn't wanted to sign in the first place?

Wth her tenper simrering, Surreal strode into the bedroom-and stopped short, not sure if she
wanted to yell or | augh.

A large gray dog had his head buried in her open trunk. The tip of his tail wagged |like a brisk
nmetronone as he sniffed her clothes.

"Find anything interesting?" Surreal asked.

The dog | eaped away fromthe trunk, heading for the door. Then he stopped, a nervous quiver
runni ng through his body as his brown eyes stared at her. Hs tail gave a couple of hopeful tock-
tocks before it curled between his |egs.

Surreal vanished the stiletto. Keeping one eye on the dog, she checked the trunk. If he'd done
anyt hi ng di sgusting on her clothes... Seeing that he hadn't done nore than sniff, she rel axed and
turned to face him

"You're big," she said pleasantly. "Are you all owed inside?"

"Rrrf."

"You're right. Considering the size of this place, that was a silly question." She held out her
hand in a | oose fist.

Accepting the invitation, he eagerly sniffed her hand, sniffed her feet, sniffed her knees,
sniffed...

"CGet your nose out of my crotch," Surreal grow ed.

He took two steps back and sneezed.

"Well, that's your opinion."

Hi s nouth opened in a doggy grin. "Rrrf."

Laughi ng, Surreal put her clothes away in the tall wardrobe and nmirrored dresser. After hanging
the | ast piece, she closed the trunk

Seeing that he had her attention again, the dog sat down and offered a paw

Well, he seened friendly.

After shaking his paw, she ran her hands through his fur, scratched behind his ears, and rubbed
his head until his eyes started to blissfully close. "You're a pretty boy, aren't you? A big furry

boy. "

He gave her chin two enthusiastic, if sloppy, kisses.

Surreal straightened up and stretched. "I have to go now, boyo. Sonewhere in this place is ny
dinner, and | intend to find it."

"Rrrf." The dog bounded to the door, his tail waggi ng.

She eyed him "Well, | suppose you woul d know where to find the food. Just let ne get ready, then
we'll go hunting the elusive dinner."

"Rrrf."

Hell's fire, Surreal thought as she washed her hands and brushed her hair. She nust be nore tired
than she realized if she was imagining tonal qualities in the dog's sounds that made it seemlike
he was really answering her. And she would have sworn that last "Rrrf" was full of anmusenent. Just
as she woul d have sworn that soneone kept trying to reach her on a psychic conmunication thread
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and that she was the one who kept funbling the Iink.

The dog's mood had changed by the tine she cane back. Wen she opened t he bedroom door, he gave
her a sad | ook, then slunk into the corridor

Prince Aaron | eaned agai nst the opposite wall.

He was a handsone man with black hair, gray eyes, and a height and build wonmen would find
appeal i ng. Standi ng next to Sadi he would conme in a poor second—well, so would any other nman—but
she didn't think he'd ever |acked invitations to the bed.

Maybe t hat expl ai ned the wariness under the arrogant confidence.

"Since you don't know your way around yet, | stopped by to escort you and Lady Benedict to the
dining room" Aaron said, looking |like he was fighting hard not to smle. "But | see you al ready
have an escort."

The dog's ears pricked up. The tail went tock-tock

The corridor filled with annoying nmale undercurrents. Surreal briefly considered giving one of
them a hard smack just to break up whatever was going on, but |osing her escorts would nmean trying
to find the dining roomon her own.

Fortunately, WI hel m na Benedict chose that nonent to | eave her room which was next to Surreal's.
After Aaron expl ained about being their escort, he offered each womman an arm and the three of
them with the dog trailing close behind, began the |ong wal k through the Hall

"The servants nust be exhausted by the end of the day," Surreal said as they turned into another
corridor.

"Not really,"” Aaron replied. "The staff works on a rotation and are assigned to a wing of the
Hal | . That way everyone gets to work in the famly wing and the w ngs where the court resides when
it's here."

"You mean |'m going to have the same argunent with another maid?" Surreal alnpbst wail ed.

Aaron shot her an anused | ook. "You nean you drew your own bath?"

"I didn't bother to bathe," Surreal snapped. "Sit upw nd."

Smart - ass.

He didn't have to say it out loud. H s expression was sufficient.

Surreal glanced back at her furry escort. Well, aninmals should be a safe subject for snmall talk
"He is allowed inside, isn't he?"

"Ch, yes," Aaron said. "Although, | was surprised to see him The pack tends to stay in the north

woods when there are strangers here.”

"The pack? What kind of dog is he?"

"He's not a dog. He's a wolf. And he's kindred."

W hel m na junped and gave the wolf a frightened look. "But... aren't wolves wld aninal s?"

"He's also a Warlord," Aaron said, ignoring WIhelnmna s question

Surreal felt a little queasy. She'd heard about the kindred, who supposedly had sone kind of snall

animal magic. But calling hima Warlord... "You nmean he's Bl ood?"
"OfF course."

"Why is he in the Hall?"

"Well, offhand, 1'd say he was | ooking for a friend."

Hell's fire, Mother N ght, and may the Darkness be nerciful, Surreal thought. Wat did that nean?
"I guess he's not really wild then. If he's in the house, he nust be tanme."

Aaron gave her a feral snmile. "If by 'tame' you nean he doesn't pee on the carpets, then he's
tame. But then, by that standard, so aml."

Surreal clanped her teeth together. Screw small talk. In this place, it turned into verba

qui cksand

She echoed Wl helnina's sigh of relief when they reached a stairway. Hopefully the dining room
wasn't too far away and she could put some di stance between herself and her escort. Escorts.

What ever .

Shit.

Maybe Khardeen would be in the dining room He was a Warlord, which nade himan equal caste, and
her Gray Jewel s outranked his Sapphire, which gave her an advantage. Ri ght now, she wanted an
advant age because she had the strong inpression that, of her two escorts, the one with the nore

i mpressive set of teeth was really the | ess dangerous one.

Surreal stared at the cl osed wooden door and w shed she'd done this before eating. The thick beef
and veget abl e stew had been delicious, as had been the bread, cheese, and slightly tart apples,
and she'd consuned themwi th enthusiasm Now, her tightened stonmach was packing that food into a
hard bal |

Snarling quietly, she raised her fist to knock on the door. Hell's fire, this was just a required
meeting with the Steward of the court... who now had the authority to control her life . . who was
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al so the Warlord Prince of Dhem an... who was also the Hi gh Lord of Hell... whose nane was Saetan
Daenmon Sabi abl o.
"Rrrf?"

Surreal |ooked over her shoul der. The wolf cocked his head.

"I think you'd better stay out here," she said, giving the door one hard rap. Wen a deep voice
said, "Cone," she slipped inside the room closing the door before the wolf could follow her

The roomwas a reversed L. The long side contained a confortable sitting area with tables, chairs,
and a bl ack | eather couch. The walls held a variety of pictures, ranging fromdranmatic oi

pai ntings to whinsical charcoal sketches. Intrigued by those choices, she turned toward the

al cove.

Dark-red vel vet covered the side walls. The back wall contained floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. A

bl ackwood desk filled the center of the space. Two candle-lights lit its surface and the nman
sitting behind it.

At first glance, she thought Daenmon was playi ng sone kind of trick on her. Then she | ooked cl oser.
H s face was simlar to Daenon's, but handsone rather than beautiful. He was definitely ol der, and
his thick black hair was heavily silvered at the tenples. He wore hal f-noon gl asses, which nade
himl ook |like a benevolent clerk. But the el egant hands had | ong, black-tinted nails |ike
Daenmon's. On his left hand, he wore a Steward's ring. On his right, a Black-Jewel ed ring.

"Way don't you sit down," he said as he continued maki ng notes on the paper in front of him "This
will take a minute."

Surreal sidled over to the chair in front of the desk and gingerly sat down. H s voice had the
sanme deep tinbre as Daenon's, had the sanme ability to reach a woman's bones and make her itchy. At
| east the sensual heat that poured out of Daenon even when he kept it tightly | eashed was nuted in
the Hi gh Lord. Maybe that was just age.

Then he tucked the pen in its holder, laid the glasses on the desk, |eaned back in his chair, and
steepled his fingers, resting them against his chin.

Her breath clogged in her throat. She'd seen Daenpon sit exactly that way whenever a conversation
was “formal ."

Hell's fire, what was the connection between Sadi and the Hi gh Lord?

"So," he said quietly. "You're Surreal. Titian's daughter."

A shiver went through her. "You knew ny nother?"

He smiled dryly. "I still do. And since | amkin to her kin, she considers ne a tolerable friend,
despite my being male."

The words that had been rankling inside her all through the journey here burst out. "My nother is
not a Harpy."

Saet an gave her a considering look. "A Harpy is a witch who died violently by a male's hand. 1'd
say that describes Titian, wouldn't you? Besides," he added, "being the Harpy Queen is hardly an
insult."

"Ch." Surreal hooked her hair behind her ears. He made it sound so matter-of-fact, and there was
no m staking the respect in his voice.

"Wul d you like to see her?" Saetan asked.

"But ... if she's denon-dead..."

"A nmeeting could be arranged here at the Hall. | could ask her if she would be willing."

"Since you're the High Lord, I"'msurprised you wouldn't just order her to cone," Surreal said a
bit tartly.

Saetan chuckled. "Darling, | may be the High Lord, but I"'malso male. |I'mnot about to give an
order to a Black Wdow Queen without a very good reason."

Surreal narrowed her eyes. "l can't picture you as subm ssive."

"I'"'mnot subm ssive, but | do serve. You would be wise not to confuse those two things when
dealing with the males in this court."

Ch, wonder f ul

"Especially since you've formally declared yourself part of this famly," Saetan added.

Mot her Night. "Look," Surreal said, leaning forward. "I didn't know anyone was usi ng that nane
here." And | certainly didn't expect to neet them

"Al'l things considered, you have as much right to that name as Kartane SaDi ablo," he said
cryptically. "And since you did list it, you're stuck with the results."

"VWhich are?" Surreal asked suspiciously.

Saetan smled. "The short version is, as the patriarch of this fanmily, | am now responsible for
you and you are answerable to ne."

"When the sun shines in Hell," Surreal shot back

"Be careful what conditions you set, little witch," he said softly. "Jaenelle has an uncanny—and
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soneti mes di sturbi ng—way of meeting soneone's terns."
Surreal swallowed hard. "She really is in Kael eer?"

Saetan held up the mark of safe passage that had been sitting on his desk. "lIsn't that why you
came?"

She nodded. "I wanted to find out what happened to her."

"Why don't you save those questions for Jaenelle. She'll be hone in a few days."

"She lives here?"

"This isn't her only hone, but, yes, she lives here."

"Does Daenmon know?" she asked. "He wasn't at dinner."

"He knows," Saetan said gently. "He's feeling a bit unsettled."

"That's an understatenent," she nuttered. Then she thought of sonething el se, sonething that had
nagged at her curiosity for thirteen years. If there was anyone in the Real ns who woul d know t he
answer, she figured it was the H gh Lord. "Have you ever heard of the H gh Priest of the
Hour gl ass?"

H's smle had a sharp edge. "I amthe H gh Priest.”

"Ch, shit."

H s |laughter was warm and full-bodied. "You're willing to snarl at me as the Hi gh Lord, the
Steward, and the fanmily patriarch, but knowing |I'mthe Priest knocks your feet out from under
you?"

Surreal glared at him Put that way, it did sound silly. But it was disconcerting to find out that
t he dangerous nmal e she'd caught a whiff of that night at Cassandra's Altar was the sanme anused man
sitting on the other side of the desk. "Then you can tell Daenon what happened that night. You can
tell himwhat he doesn't renenber."

Saet an shook his head. "No, | can't. | can confirmwhat happened while we were |inked, and | can
tell himwhat happened after. But there's only one person who can tell himwhat took place in the
abyss. "

Surreal sighed. "I'malnost afraid of what he'll find out."

"1 wouldn't be too concerned. When Jaenelle fornmally set up her court, the Consort's ring was set
aside for him by her decree. So whatever happened between them coul dn't have been that

di stressing. At least for her," he added solemly. Rising, he cane around the desk. "I still have
to neet with several of the Eyriens tonight as well as get the reports from Aaron, Khardeen, and
Lucivar. If you need any hel p understanding the Blood here, please cone and talk to nme."

Accepting disnmissal, Surreal rose and gl anced at the door. "There is one other thing."

Saetan studied the closed door. "I see you've nmet Lord Graysfang.”

Surreal choked back a | augh

"I know. Their names sound as strange to us as ours do to them Although they may have nore reason
to think so. Wen kindred young are born, a Black Wdow nakes that nental sidestep into the dreans
and vi sions. Sonetinmes she sees nothing. Sonetinmes she nanes one of the young according to the

vi sions."

"Well," Surreal said, snmling, "he is gray, and he does have fangs. Aaron said he was in the Hall
because he's looking for a friend."
Saet an gave her an odd look. "I'd say that's accurate. The kindred dogs and horses relate well to

t he human Bl ood since they've |lived anmong themfor so long, although, until eight years ago, in
secret. The rest of the kindred tend to stay away from nost hunans. But whenever they come across
a human who is conpatible with them they try to forma bond, to better understand us."

"Why ne?" Surreal asked, intrigued.

"The Queens here have strong courts, and the nmales in the First Circle are entitled to the first
share of their time and attention. A youngster like Graysfang has to wait for his turn and then
has to share that tinme with other young males in the sane position. But you're a Gray-Jewel ed
witch who does not, as yet, have any other male clains."

"Except the males in the famly," Surreal said sourly.

"Except the males in the fanmly," Saetan agreed. "On both sides."

She sputtered.

"But that claimisn't quite the sane thing. You' re not a Queen, whose courts are set up by a
different Protocol. So if you accept G aysfang before the other males realize you're here, he wll
hol d the domi nant position over any male except your mate, even if the other nale wears darker
Jewel s. Since he's not old enough to make the Offering to the Darkness and still wears his
Birthright Purple Dusk Jewel, the odds of a darker-Jewel ed male beconming interested in you are

rat her high."

"Which still doesn't explain why he's interested in ne in the first place.”

Saet an reached out slowy. Hs left index finger hooked the gold chain around her neck and drew it
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out of her shirt until her Gray Jewel hung between them

At first, she thought the caress acconpanying that noverment was a subtle kind of seduction. Then
she realized that, for him it wasn't neant to be seductive at all. It was sinply a gesture that
was as natural to himas breathing.

Whi ch wasn't doi ng her breathing a whole | ot of good.

"Consider this," he said. "He may not have been given that name because he's gray and has fangs
but because he is Gray's fang."

"Mt her Night," Surreal said, |ooking down at her Jewel.

He | owered her Jewel until it rested above her breasts. "The decision about himis yours, and I"']I
support any decision you nmake. But think carefully, Surreal. A Black Wdow s visions should not be
di snmissed in haste."

Noddi ng, she savored the feel of his hand on her |ower back as he guided her to the door. \Wen he
reached for the doorknob, she put her hand on the door to keep it shut. "What's your connection
wi th Daenon?"

"He and Lucivar are ny sons."

That figured.

"Daenon inherited your |ooks," she said.

"He al so inherited ny tenper."

Hearing the warning in his voice, she noticed, at the back of his golden eyes, the same wariness
she had seen in Aaron's. Hell's fire, she was going to have to find soneone to talk to soon who
could explain the nale-fermale rules in Kaeleer. Being wary of her as an assassin was one thing.
Being wary of her as a worman... She didn't like it. Not comng fromhim She didn't like it at
all.

"I"'d like to nmeet ny nother," she said abruptly.

Saet an nodded. "The court's coning in this evening, and | can't leave until the Queen approves the
new arrivals, but I'lIl see that a nmessage gets to Titian."

"Thank you." Damm it, stop delaying. Get out of here. She bolted fromthe roomas soon as he
opened the door.

As Graysfang anxiously trotted beside her, she kept feeling that odd psychic brush agai nst her

i nner barriers.

She woul d have gotten | ost twice wthout him although she noticed there were footnen in all the
maj or corridors. Each man rose fromhis chair, glanced at G aysfang, smled at her, and said

not hing. So she followed the wolf until, with a sigh, she was safely in her room
VWhen he left her a minute later to take care of his own nightly business, she quickly undressed
and pulled on a pair of |ong-sleeved pajamas. She still preferred silky nightgowns nost of the

time, but there were tines—ike toni ght—shen she wanted to wear sonething that | ooked and felt
asexual

Dunpi ng her soiled clothes into a basket in the bathroom she hurried through her nighttinme
ritual, slipped into bed, and turned off the candle-light on the bedside table.

Sonmeone had put a light warm ng spell on the sheets. Probably the maid. Silently thanking the
wonan, Surreal snuggled under the covers.

She was just starting to doze off when a shape passed through the glass door. She tensed, waiting,
until a body landed lightly on the bed, circled three tinmes, then settled next to her with a
content sigh.

Twi sting her upper body slightly, she | ooked at G aysfang. Feeling that odd psychic brush again,
she followed it, too tired to think about what she was doi ng and nore concerned wi th whether or
not she was going to end up with fleas in the norning.

*No fleas,* said a sleepy nale voice on a psychic thread. *Kindred know spells for fleas and ot her
itchies.*

Wth a yelp, Surreal shot into a sitting position

G aysfang | eaped up, his teeth bared and hackl es rai sed. *Were is the danger?* he demanded. *I
snell no danger.*

"You can talk!"

Slow y, Gaysfang's hackles snoothed. He covered his teeth. *I amkindred. W do not always want
to talk to humans, but we can talk.*

Mot her Night, Mdther N ght, Mther N ght.

Waggi ng his tail, he |l eaned forward and |icked her cheek. *You heard me!* he said happily. *You
are not even trained yet and you can hear kindred!* He raised his head and how ed.

Surreal grabbed his nuzzle. "Hush. You'll wake everyone."

*Ladvarian will be pleased.*

"Great. |'mdelighted." Wio in the nane of Hell is Ladvarian? "Let's just go to sleep now, al
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right?" And since she didn't know how she had made this link in the first place, how was she going
to sever it so that her thoughts were private again?

She felt a gentle nmental push, then, that odd brush again.

"Rrrf."

"Thank you," Surreal said weakly. In the norning, she thought as she snuggl ed back under the
covers and felt Graysfang settle hinself against her back. She'd think about this in the norn...

Chapter Three
1/ Kael eer

Daenon carefully adjusted the cuffs of his shirt and jacket. He felt steadier that norning, but
not rested. His sleep had been broken by vague dreans and fl ashes of nenory, by the know edge that
not hi ng but a door separated his bedroom from Jaenelle's, and by an aroused, restless body that
knew quite fiercely what it wanted.

Slipping his hands into his trouser pockets made himaware of the Consort's ring on his left hand.
As if he hadn't been aware of it fromthe noment he'd woken up. It wasn't just the unfaniliar fee
of a ring on that hand; it was the duties and responsibilities that cane with that ring that made
hi m uneasy. Oh, his body would performits duties eagerly enough. At |east, he thought it woul d.
And that was the point, wasn't it? He really didn't know how he woul d respond when he net Jaenelle
again. And he didn't know how she would respond to him

Finally aware that Jazen, his valet, was still dawdling through the norning tasks, Daenon studied
t he man.

"Did you get settled in all right |ast night?" Daenon asked.

Jazen made an effort to smile but didn't ook at him "The servants' quarters here are very
generous. "

"And the servants?"

"They're... polite."

Daenon felt the beginning chill of tenmper and reined it in, hard. Jazen had al ready endured
enough. |If he had to shake the Hall down to its foundation, he'd nake sure the man's life wasn't
made nore difficult by servants who had no understanding of the brutality nmen faced in the
Terreillean Territories under Dorothea' s control

"I"'mnot sure what's going to be required of ne today."

Jazen nodded. "The other personal servants indicated that dress would be rel axed today since the
First Crcle will be assessing the new arrivals. Those who sit at the Hi gh Lord' s table do dress
for dinner. Not formal dress," he added when Daenpn rai sed one eyebrow. "But | gathered the Ladies
are usually casual in their attire during the day."

Daenon turned that bit of information over and over as he nade his way through the corridors
toward the dining room Based on his experience in Terreillean courts, casual attire neant
practical dresses made of fabrics only slightly | ess sunptuous than those worn to dinner

Then he turned a corner and noticed the fair-skinned, red-haired witch com ng toward him She wore
t hr eadbare, dark-brown trousers and a | ong, baggy, heather-green sweater that was decoratively

pat ched. There was approval in the fast assessment her green eyes made over his body but no active
interest. "Prince," she said politely as she passed him

"Lady," he replied with equal politeness, wondering how such a stickler as he suspected Beale to
be would allow a servant to dress like that. Wen he caught a whiff of her psychic scent, he spun
around and stared at her until she turned the corner and di sappear ed.

A Queen. That wonman was a Queen

Hi s stomach grow ed, which finally got himwal king agai n.

A Queen. Well, if that was the Ladies' idea of casual attire, he whol eheartedly approved of the

Hi gh Lord's insistence on dressing for dinner—a sentinent he strongly suspected he should keep to
hi nsel f.

He had al nost reached the dining roomwhen he met up with Saetan

"Prince Sadi, there's something I need to discuss with you," Saetan said quietly, but his
expression was grim

Saetan using the formal title caused a chill down Daenobn's spine.

"Then shall we get it over with?" Daenon replied as he followed Saetan to the High Lord's officia
study. He felt one |layer of tension ease when Saetan | eaned agai nst the front of the blackwood
desk instead of sitting behind it.

"Are you aware that your valet is fully shaved?" Saetan asked softly, om nously.

"I"'maware of it," Daenon replied with equal softness.

"There are very few of our laws that, when broken, justify that punishnment. Al of themare
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sexual . "

"Jazen didn't do anything except be at the wong place at the wong tine,’
"Dorothea did that to himto entertain her coven.”

"Are you sure of that?

"I was there, High Lord. There wasn't a dam thing | could do for himexcept slip past the drugs
they'd given himto keep himaware and knock himout. H's fanily took care of himfor a while, but
many of themare in personal service. Once the word got out-—and Dorothea al ways nmade sure that it
di dJazen woul d have been considered tainted because, of course, it wouldn't have happened to him
if he hadn't deserved it. If he had stayed with his famly, they would have | ost their positions

Daenon snarl ed

as well. He's a good man, and a | oyal one. He deserved far better than what happened to him"
"I see," Saetan said quietly. He straightened up. "I'lIl explain the situation to Beale. He'll take
care of it."

"How rmuch will you have to tell hin®?" Daenon asked warily.

"Not hi ng nore than that the maimng was unjustified."”

Daermon sniled bitterly. "Do you really think that will change the other servants' opinion of hinf
That they'll believe it?"

"No, all it will do is suspend judgnment until the Lady returns." Saetan | ooked solem. "But you
have to understand, Prince. |If Jaenelle turns against him there's nothing you or | or anyone el se
can do or say that will nake any difference. In Kaeleer, once you step outside of Little
Terreille, Wtch is the law. Her decisions are final."

Daenon considered this, then nodded. "I'Il accept the Lady's judgnent." As he foll owed Saetan to
the dining room he kept hoping that the woman Jaenel |l e had becone wasn't too different fromthe
child he renenbered—and had | oved.

2 | Kael eer

Lord Jorval's heart pounded as he returned to the room where the sandy-haired nman with worried
gray eyes waited. He sat down behind the desk and cl asped his hands together to hide the trenors
of excitenent.

"Have you al ready found out where ny niece has gone?" Philip Al exander asked.

"I have," Jorval replied solemly. "Wien you explained the famly connections, | had a suspicion
of where to | ook."

Philip gripped the arnms of the chair hard enough to snap wood. "Did she sign a contract with a
court in Little Terreille?"

"Unfortunately, no," Jorval said, struggling to put just the right anpunt of synpathy in his

voi ce. "You nust understand, Prince Al exander. W had no way of know ng who she was. A couple of
Counci | nmenbers renenbered her saying that she was trying to find her sister, but they had assuned
the sister had immgrated earlier—and in a sense, that is true. But the Dark Council was never
provided with a record of where Jaenelle Angelline canme frombefore the H gh Lord acquired
guar di anship over her. There was no reason for themto Iink the two wonen, and by the time they
began to wonder about the significance of her inquiries, it was too late."

"What do you nean, 'too late'?" Philip snapped.

"She was... persuaded ... to sign a contract with the Warlord Prince of Ebon R h—and he is Lucivar
Yasl ana. "
Satisfaction warned Jorval as he watched Philip's face pale. "I see you've heard of him So you

can appreciate the danger your niece is in. And it's not just Yaslana, although he's bad enough."
He paused, giving Philip tine to swallow the hook as well as the bait.

"She's trapped with all three of them isn't she? She's trapped with Yaslana, Sadi, and the Hi gh
Lord—ust |ike Jaenelle.™

"Yes." Jorval sighed. "To the best of our know edge, Yaslana took her to Sabi ablo Hall in Dhen an
How |l ong she'll remain there ..." He spread his hands in a hel pl ess gesture. "You may have sone
chance of slipping her away fromthe Hall, but once he takes her into the mountains that ring Ebon
Jih, it's unlikely you'll ever get her back—at |east while there's enough left of her to be worth
the risk."

Philip sagged in the chair.

Jorval just waited. Finally, he said, "There is nothing the Dark Council can do officially to help
you at this tine. However, unofficially, we will do everything in our power to restore Jaenelle
Angel line and W1 hel mina Benedict to their rightful famly."

Philip got to his feet |like a nan who had taken a savage beating. "Thank you, Lord Jorval. | wll
convey this information to nmy Queen."

"May the Darkness guide and protect you, Prince Al exander."
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Jorval waited a full nminute after Philip left before he | eaned back in his chair and sighed, well
satisfied by their meeting. Thank the Darkness that Philip was a Prince. He would worry and brood,
but, unlike a Warlord Prince, he would go back to Al exandra Angelline and abi de by her deci sion
And how fortunate that Philip hadn't thought to ask if Yaslana served a Queen—er who she was. O
course, he would have lied if he'd been asked, but how interesting that Philip hadn't considered,
even for a nonment, that Jaenelle might be a Queen powerful enough to control the nales in the

SabDi abl o famly.

As for Alexandra Angelline... She would be useful in distracting the Hi gh Lord and dividing
loyalties in the court at Ebon Askavi—-as |long as she didn't realize the real inportance of getting
Jaenel l e anay fromthe Dark Court.

3 /| Kael eer

Daenmon wandered through the Hall's first floor roons, distractedly noting each room s function

his nmind too full of inpressions he'd received during breakfast. When he cane to a door that |ed
to one of the open courtyards, he went outside and paced, hoping that the fresh air and greenery
woul d help clear his head. He'd expected to find the dining roomfull of people.

After all, the Eyriens would want to eat before going on to whatever plans Lucivar had for them
And he' d expected Khardeen and Aaron to be there and knew they woul d notice, and understand the
significance of, the Consort's ring. He'd been prepared for that. But he hadn't been prepared for
the other males who nade up the First Crcle.

There was Sceron, the Red-Jewel ed Warlord Prince of Centauran. The dark-haired centaur had stood
near the dining table, eating a vegetable onelet while talking with Mdrton, a bl ond-haired, blue-
eyed Warlord from d acia. Then there was the G een-Jewel ed Warl ord, Jonah, a satyr whose dark pelt
covered himfromhis waist to his cloven hooves but didn't quite cover the parts of himthat were
blatantly male. There was El an, a Red-Jeweled Warlord Prince fromTigrelan, who had tawny, dark-
striped skin and whose hands ended w th sheathed cl aws. Watching El an, Daenon woul d have bet the
man had nore in common with the dark-striped cat he'd glinpsed froma w ndow than just physica
mar ki ngs.

And then there was Chaosti, the Gay-Jewel ed Warlord Prince of the Dea al Mon, with his | ong
silver-blond hair, delicately pointed ears, and slightly too large forest-blue eyes. Every
territorial instinct in Daenon had cone roaring to the surface at the sight of Chaosti—perhaps
because Chaosti was the kind of man who could be a fornidable rival no matter what Jewels he wore
or perhaps because Daenon saw a little too nuch of hinself in the other man. Only Saetan's
presence had kept a sharp-edged greeting fromturning into an open confrontation. That meeting had
|l eft himedgy, and far too aware of his own inner fragility.

Next came the older, Gray-Jeweled Warlord Prince who had introduced hinself as Mephis, his ol der
brother. The roomhad tilted a bit when Daenpn realized that, as Saetan's el dest son, Mephis had
been denon-dead for nore than 50,000 years. He m ght have recovered his balance if Prince Andul var
Yasl ana and Lord Prothvar Yaslana hadn't wal ked in at that noment, and the collective shock of the
Eyrien mal es who realized who they rmust be—and then realized what they nmust be—hadn't hit himlike
a runaway wagon. After one raking look at the fearful Eyriens and a murmured comment to the High
Lord, the denon-dead Warlord Prince and his grandson had |left the room

By that point, Daenon had sincerely wi shed for brandy i nstead of coffee—a wi sh that nmust have been
apparent. The stuff Khardeen had poured into his coffee froma silver flask hadn't been brandy,

but it had successfully furred his nerves enough for himto be able to eat.

Still too jangled to enjoy the nmeal, he'd just finished his nodest breakfast when Surreal storned
in, muttering sonething about it taking nore time than expected "to get us brushed." She had

| ooked shocked when she saw Chaosti, who was the only person she had seen who cane fromthe sane
race as her nother, but the nonent he'd noved toward her, she had bared her teeth and announced
that the next nmal e who approached her before breakfast was going to get brushed with the edge of a
kni f e.

She, at |east, had enjoyed a quiet, and undi sturbed, breakfast.

He was just about to |l eave the roomwhen a tall, slender witch with spiky, white-blond hair wal ked
in, took one look at him and said |oudly enough to be heard in every corner of the Hall, "Hell's
fire, he's a Black Wdow "

That he was a natural Black Wdow-and, besides Saetan, the only nmale Bl ack Wdow-was sonet hi ng
he'd been able to successfully hide for all the centuries since his body had reached sexua
maturity, just as he'd been able to hide the snake tooth and venom sack beneath the ring-finger
nail of his right hand. \Whatever he had done instinctively to suppress other Black Wdows' ability
to detect himhad failed himnow, when there was nothing he could do about such a public betrayal
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The tension in the room had faded when Saetan replied nmldly, "Wll, Karla, he is my son, and he
is the Consort."
The witch's surprise had changed to sharp speculation. "Ch," she said. "In that case ..." A slow,

wi cked smile bl oonmed. "Kiss kiss."
Brushi ng past Lucivar, he had escaped fromthe di ning roomand had spent the past hour wanderi ng

through the Hall, trying to get his churning thoughts and enoti ons under control
"Are you | ost?"
Daenon gl anced over to where Lucivar |eaned against a doorway. "lI'mnot lost,"” he snapped. Then he

st opped paci ng and sighed. "But | amvery confused."
"OfF course you are. You're male." Ginning at Daenon's snarl, Lucivar stepped into the courtyard.
"So if one of the darlings in the coven offers to explain things to you, don't take her up on it.

She'll sincerely be trying to help, but by the tine she's done 'unconfusing' you, you'll be
bangi ng your head against a wall and whinpering.”
n \N]y?ll

"Because for every five rules you'd learned in Terreille about a nmale's proper behavior in a
court, the Kael eer Blood know only one of them-and they interpret it very differently."

Daenon shrugged "Obedi ence i s obedi ence."

"No, it's not. For Blood nmales, the First Lawis to honor, cherish, and protect. The second is to
serve. The third is to obey."

"And if obedience interferes with the first two | ans?"

"Toss it out the w ndow. "

Daenon blinked. "You actually get away with that?"

Luci var scratched the back of his head and | ooked thoughtful. "It's not so much a question of
getting away with it. For Warlord Princes, it's alnost a requirenment of court service. However, if
you ignore an order fromthe Steward or the Master of the Guard, you'd better be sure you can
justify your action and be willing to accept the consequences if they won't accept it, which is
rare. | got into nore trouble with the High Lord as ny father than as the Steward."

Fat her. Steward. The ties of famly and court.

"Way are you here, Prick?" Daenon asked warily. "Wiy aren't you at the practice field observing
the warriors you sel ected?"

"I was | ooking for you because you didn't show up at the practice field." Lucivar shifted
slightly, balancing his weight.

Not yet, Daenmon thought. Not now. "And because we have unfini shed business,” he said slowy.

"And because we have unfinished business." Lucivar took a deep breath, let it out slowy. "

accused you of killing Jaenelle. | accused you of viler things than that. | was wong, and it cost
you your sanity and ei ght years of your life."

Daenon | ooked away fromthe regret and sadness in Lucivar's eyes. "It wasn't your fault," he said
softly. "I was already fragile."

"I know. | sensed that—and | used it as a weapon."”

Renenbering the fight they'd had that night in Pruul, Daenon closed his eyes. Lucivar's fury
hadn't hurt himas nuch as his own fear that the accusations mght possibly be true. If he'd been
sure of what had happened at Cassandra's Altar, the fight would have ended differently. Lucivar
woul dn't have spent nore years in the salt mines of Pruul, and he woul dn't have spent eight years
in the Twi sted Ki ngdom

Daenon opened his eyes and | ooked at his brother, finally understanding that Lucivar wasn't
offering to neet himon a killing field for sonmething he had done, but as reparation for whatever
pain he'd suffered in the Twi sted Kingdom ©Ch, Lucivar would fight, and fight hard because he had
a wife and a young son to consider, but he wouldn't hesitate if Daenobn denanded it, even know ng
what the outcone woul d be when Ebon-gray faced Bl ack

He al so knew why Lucivar was forcing the issue. Hs brother didn't want the wife and child wei ghed
in the balance, didn't want Daenon to have enough tine to devel op feelings for them before making
this decision. Followi ng the old ways of the Blood, if he forgave this debt now, he couldn't
demand reparation later. therw se, they would al ways be wary of each other, always feel the need
to guard their backs while waiting for the unexpected strike.

And, in a way, hadn't the debt already been paid? His years in the Tw sted Ki ngdom bal anced

agai nst Lucivar's years in the salt mnes of Pruul. Hs grief when he believed Lucivar was dead
bal anced agai nst Lucivar's grief over Jaenelle's supposed death by Daenon's hand. And if their
positions had been reversed, would he have believed any differently or acted any differently?

"I's that the only unfinished business between us?" Daenbn asked.

Luci var nodded cauti ously.

"Then let it go, Prick. I've already grieved for the loss of nmy brother once. | don't want to do
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it again."

They studied each other for a minute, weighing the things that went beyond words. Finally, Lucivar
relaxed. His smle was |azy, arrogant, and so irritatingly famliar that Daenon smled in return
"In that case, Bastard, you're late for practice,” Lucivar said, gesturing Daenon toward a door
"Kiss nmy ass," Daenpn grow ed, falling into step

"Not a good suggestion, old son. | have a tendency to bite, renenber?" Smiling, Lucivar nmassaged
his upper arm "So does Marian. She tends to get feisty when she's riled.”

Seeing the warnth and pl easure in Lucivar's eyes, Daenon ruthlessly suppressed a surge of envy.
Finally reaching an outside door, they headed for the Eyriens gathered at the far end of the
expansi ve | awn.

"By the way," Lucivar said, "while you were broodi ng—

"I wasn't brooding," Daenon snarl ed.

"—you mssed the fun this norning."

Daenon cl enched his teeth. He wouldn't ask. Wuldn't. "Wat fun?"

"See the enbarrassed-| ooki ng wol f standing by hinmsel f?"

Daenon | ooked at the gray-furred ani nal watching a group of wonen going through sonme kind of
exercise with Eyrien sticks. "Yes."

"Graysfang wants to be Surreal's friend. He's young and he doesn't have nmuch experience with
humans, especially the females. Apparently, in an effort to strengthen that friendship and inprove
hi s understandi ng of fermales, he joined Surreal while she was taking a shower. Since her head was
under the water at the noment, she didn't realize he was there until he stuck his nose where he
shoul dn't have."

"That woul d have i nproved his understanding of fenmales," Daenon said dryly.

"Exactly. Then, when he whined that he had soap in his fur, she dragged himall the way into the
shower and washed him So now he smells like flowers."

Daenon bit his lip. "There's an easy renedy for that."

Lucivar cleared his throat. "Well, there usually would be, but as soon as they got outside, she
threatened to smack himif he got dirty."

"Everything has a price," Daenpbn said in a choked voice. Noticing the woman Surreal was tal king
to, he gave Lucivar a sharp nudge. "Should Marian be doi ng sonething that strenuous during her
noon tinme?"

Luci var hissed. "Don't you start." He stopped wal ki ng and studi ed the wonen through narrowed eyes.
"I told her she could do one round of the warmup drill. She'll sneak a little nmore in under the
gui se of denonstrating the noves, but after that she'll be content to rest.”

Daenon | ooked at the wonmen and then at Lucivar. "You told your wife how nuch she could do?"

"Of course | didn't tell nmy wife," Lucivar said indignantly. "Do | look lIike a fool? The Warlord
Prince of Ebon Rih told a witch who lives in his territory."

"Ah. That's different."

"Dam right it is. If I told ny wife, she would have tried to dent nmy head with a stick."

Daenon | aughed as they continued toward the Eyrien warriors. "Now | amsorry | mssed it."

Luci var focused his attention on Falonar and Rot hvar, who had just stepped into the practice
circle, while Daenmon watched Surreal and Marian go through a couple of nobves.

"Who i s she?" Daenon asked when the spiky-haired witch joined the other wonen.

Luci var gl anced at the wonmen, then turned his attention back to the Eyrien warriors. "That's
Karla, the Queen of G acia. She's a Black Wdow Queen and a Heal er. One of three who have a triple

gift."

Atriple gift and a big nouth, Daenobn thought darkly.

"You' re excused fromthe practice today, but I'l|l expect you to be on tinme tonorrow," Lucivar

sai d.

Daenon sputtered. "I amnot going to drill with sticks against Eyrien warriors."

Luci var snorted and | ooked at Daenon's feet. "I've got some boots that will fit you until you can

get your own nade."

"I"'mnot doing this."

"Until the official transfer is nade, | own the contract you signed, old son. You' ve got no

choi ce. "

Daenon swore quietly, viciously.

Lucivar started to step away fromhimto speak to Fal onar

"G ve me one good reason why | should put nyself through this," Daenon demanded through cl enched
teeth.

Luci var turned back to him "Do you understand how good | amw th the Eyrien sticks?" he asked
quietly.
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"1've seen you."

"Jaenelle can put ne in the dirt."'
you, but she's done it."

Daenon t hought about that little nugget of infornmation while Lucivar talked with the Eyrien nal es.
He t hought hard. Wen Lucivar returned, giving hima questioning |ook, he stripped off his jacket,
rolled up his shirtsleeves, and grow ed, "Were are the damm boots?"

Luci var grinned when Daenon's jaw dropped. "Not often, | grant

4 | Kael eer

Pul ling her shaw nore tightly around her, Al exandra Angelline wapped her arns around her wai st
as she stared out the streaked inn wi ndow that overl ooked the service fairgrounds. The rain that
had started falling an hour earlier was nore of a drizzle that only managed to smear the dirt that
covered everything rather than a downpour that would wash it away.

This is Kael eer? she thought bleakly. This is the Shadow Real mthat so nany were so desperate to
reach? Ch, it was probably unfair to judge an entire Real mby ground that had been scraped bare by
t he hundreds of people who had waited there, hoping to be chosen for a service contract. But she
knew that, no matter what else she saw, this is what she woul d al ways pi cture whenever someone
ment i oned Kael eer.

She felt someone approach, but didn't turn when her daughter, Leland, joined her at the w ndow.
"Way woul d W I hel mi na have wanted to cone to this place?" Leland nurnured. "I'Il be glad when we
can | eave here."

"You don't have to stay, Leland. Especially now that Vania and Nyselle have so graciously insisted
on acconpanying ne."

"They didn't cone with us out of loyalty," Leland said quietly but bitterly. "They just wanted a
chance to see the Shadow Real m and knew they might not get in any other way."

Al exandra cl enched her teeth while the truth of Leland' s renmark gnawed at her. Vania and Nysell e,
the two Province Queens who grudgi ngly had acconpani ed her to Hayll, had becone sickening in their
solicitousness as soon as she announced she was going to Kaeleer to | ook for WIhelmna. So they
and their Consorts had conme with her, along with Philip and Lel and and a five-man escort. Four of
the escorts had cone with her fromChaillot. The other one, chosen by Dorothea SabDi abl o, had been
"borrowed" fromone of Dorothea's pet Queens in another Territory. The man nade her skin craw,
but Dorot hea had assured her that he would be able to slip WIhelnina away from her "captors" and
deliver her to another |oyal group of nmales already in position in Kaeleer

It pains me to say it, Dorothea had said, but if you can free only one of your granddaughters from
the High Lord' s control, it nust be Jaenelle. She is the danger to Terreille.

Al exandra didn't believe for a noment that Jaenell e was anything nore than a stal ki ng-horse being
used to hi de whoever—eor whatever—was the real threat to Terreille. But, sweet Darkness, she hoped
she woul dn't have to make a choi ce between W/ hel mi na and Jaenel | e-because she knew in her heart
whi ch child woul d be |eft behind.

"Besides," Leland added softly, "I need to stay. She was always such a strange child, but Jaenelle
was ... is ... my daughter. To think she's been under that nonster's control all this time..."

Lel and shuddered. "There's no telling what he's done to her."

And no way to tell what had been done to her in Briarwod. Had she really been nmentally fragile or
had that place made her so? No, she decided firmy. Jaenelle's stays at Briarwood m ght have
weakened an already fragile stability, but the child' s eccentricities had been the reason why she
had decided to send the girl to Briarwood in the first place.

"What are we going to do?" Leland asked quietly.

Al exandra | ooked over her shoul der at the other people restlessly waiting for her decision.

Philip, whose self-control had broken several tines while he'd given her Lord Jorval's

i nfornati on, would go with her, not only because he had married Lel and, but al so because he

genui nely cared for Wl hel nina and Jaenelle. Vania and Nyselle would go in order to see nore of
Kael eer than this dirty piece of barren ground. The Consorts and escorts would follow the Queens
out of duty. Would curiosity and duty be enough agai nst something like the Hi gh Lord?

It didn't matter. She woul d take whatever hel p she could get.

As she turned back to the wi ndow, she said, "Prince Al exander, please arrange passage on a Coach
as soon as possible. W're going to SaDiablo Hall."

5 | Kael eer

Certain that he had nore muscle aches than nuscles, Daenon slowy nade his way to the great hal
where, Beale had informed him the Hi gh Lord was waiting.
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Never again. Never never never. He should have renenbered what "I'Il start you off easy" neant,
shoul d have renenbered that other kinds of exercise didn't prepare the body for Eyrien weapons
drills. Ch, if he wanted to be fair—and he had no intention of being fair in the foreseeable
future—tucivar had started himwith the basic warnmup drills. But even noving at the practice pace,
when you had Lucivar as a working partner, you worked.

Then he opened a door at the far end of the great hall and forgot about his aching nuscles when he
saw Saetan brush the hair away fromthe face of an attractive Dhem an witch. There was tenderness
in that action, and affection as well. Wndering if he was reading things correctly, he noved
forward as quietly as possible.

The witch noticed himfirst. Looking flustered, she took a | ong step back and watched hi mtensely.
But it was the flash of anger he picked up fromhis father that nade hi mwary.

Then Saetan turned, saw him and rel axed for a nonent before hurrying toward him

"What happened to you?" Saetan demanded. "Are you hurt?"

"Luci var happened to ne," Daenon replied through gritted teeth.

"Why were you and Lucivar tangling?" Saetan asked in a deceptively neutral voice that had a strong
undertone of parental disapproval.

"W weren't tangling, we were drilling. But |I'mdelighted that soneone besi des ne has trouble
under st andi ng the distinction."

The witch turned away fromthem and started maki ng funny noi ses. When she turned back, her gold
eyes were bright with laughter. "lI'msorry," she said, not sounding the least bit sorry. "Having
been on the receiving end of Lucivar's instruction, | understand how you feel."

"Why were you doing weapons drills with Lucivar?" Saetan asked.

"Because |'man idiot." Daenon raised his hand to brush the hair off his forehead. H's armfroze
hal fway t hrough the notion, stuck. He slowy lowered his arm grateful it would go back down. "I
really want to be there the next time Jaenelle puts himin the dirt."

"Who doesn't?" the w tch rmurmured.

Saetan | et out an exasperated sigh. "Sylvia, this is Daenon Sadi. Daenmpn, this is Lady Sylvia, the
Queen of Hal away. "

Sylvia's eyes widened. "This is the boy?"

Daenon bristled until Saetan gave hima sharp nental jab.

" '"Boy' is arelative term" Saetan said.

"I"'msure it is," Sylvia replied, trying to school her face into an appropriate expression

Saet an j ust | ooked at her

"Well," Sylvia said too brightly, "I'Il just go say hello to the coven and let the two of you sort
this out."

"Are you going to lend nme that book?" Saetan asked, his lips curving in a know ng, malicious
smile.

"What book is that, H gh Lord?" Sylvia asked, attenpting to | ook i nnocent while bl ushing
furiously.

"The one you won't admt to reading."”

"Ch, | don't think it would interest you," Sylvia nunbl ed.

"Consi dering your reaction every time |I've nentioned it, | think | would find it very interesting
readi ng. "

"You coul d buy your own copy."

"I would prefer to borrow yours."

Sylvia glared at him "I'll lend it to you on the condition that you admt to the coven that
you're reading it."

Saetan said nothing. A faint blush colored his cheeks.

Satisfied, Sylvia smled warmy at Daenon. "Wl cone to Kael eer, Prince Sadi."

"Thank you, Lady," Daenon replied courteously. "Meeting you has been highly instructive."

Saet an hissed. Sylvia didn't waste any tine renoving herself fromtheir conpany.

As soon as she left, Saetan raked his fingers through his hair, then inspected the enpty hand. "I
understand perfectly why her father's hair fell out,"” he growed. "Mne just keeps getting grayer
for which, | suppose, | should be thankful."

"She's a friend?" Daenon asked bl andly.

"Yes, she's a friend," Saetan snapped, putting too nuch enphasis on the |ast word. He gave Daenon
a sour |ook. "Come on, puppy. You' d better sit down before you fall down."

Daenmon obediently followed his father into the official study, anused by and intensely curious
about the edgy, defensive tone in Saetan's voice.

By the time he'd gotten his rebelling nuscles to yield enough to let himsit down, Andul var

Yasl ana had joi ned himand Saetan
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"You didn't do too badly for a novice," Andul var said.

"As soon as | can nove again, |'mgoing to flatten his head," Daenbn grow ed.

Saet an and Andul var exchanged an arused | ook

"Ah," Saetan said, "the centuries may pass, but the sentinment renains the sane.”

"You said nmuch the sane thing the first tinme you and Lucivar pounded on each other," Andul var

sai d.

Daenon studied the two nmen through narrowed eyes.

"The two of you were only a couple of years ol der than Daenonar," Saetan said. "You found a |ong
pole that was the right dianeter for a child' s hand, cut it in half, and then Lucivar set out to
show you the drills he'd been practicing.”

"He's always had a natural talent for weapons," Andul var said, "but at that age, he wasn't good at
explaining the drills."

"So," Saetan said, "he got in a couple of good whacks, and you, by luck or tenper, got in a couple
of whacks yourself. At which point, the two of you tossed aside the sticks and started using your
fists. Manny put an end to it by dunping a bucket of cold water over both of you."

Daenon had to nake a conscious effort not to squirm "Are you going to do this every tinme?" he
grow ed at Saetan

"Do what ?" Saetan asked bl andly.

"Trot out enbarrassing stories frommy chil dhood."

Saetan just sniled.

"Conme on, puppy," Andul var said. "You need a hot bath, a rubdown, and sonmething to eat. The
morning's still young, and you've got the rest of the day ahead of you."

Daenon's snarl turned into a yel p when Andul var grabbed the back of his shirt and hauled himto
his feet.

"One nonent," Saetan said quietly.

Sensi ng the change in nmood, Daenon turned to face Saetan squarely. "You sent for nme."

Saet an studi ed Daenon for a minute. "lI've received a request. Wether you want to honor it is
totally your choice. If you decide you re not ready, or don't want to at all, I'll try to
explain."

Daenmon felt ice rush through his veins, but he resisted the urge to give in to the cold rage. He
had a lot to | earn about the give-and-take between nales and fenales in Kael eer. He shoul dn't
assune that a request made here neant the same thing as a request made in Terreille.

"What's the request?”

Saetan said gently, "Your nother would like to see you."

6 / Kael eer

Si pping a cup of herbal tea, Karla wandered around the inner garden, hoping the sound of the
fountain woul d soothe her. She | ooked up once, apprehensively, at the second floor w ndows on the
south side of the courtyard. Was Sadi up there right now, watching her from behind the sheer
curtains?

Hell's fire, | shouldn't have blurted out that he is a Black Wdow. She'd realized that the nmonment
she saw the cold fury in his eyes. But she'd been disturbed by the tangled web she'd woven a
coupl e of days ago and so preoccupied with trying to understand the cryptic i mages she' d seen..
Wel |, seeing Daenon Sadi certainly explained a |ot of those inages. She'd seen the H gh Lord

|l ooking into a mirror, but the reflection wasn't him She'd seen truths protected by lies. She'd
seen a Bl ack-Jewel ed Bl ack W dow who becanme an eneny in order to remain a friend. And she'd seen
death held back by a ring. Her death.

Troubl ed by her inability to interpret the vision of the H gh Lord, she had begun to wonder if
she'd misread the tangl ed web sonehow. Now t here were no nore doubts.

She drai ned the cup and si ghed. There was one nore thing she'd better get straightened out before
Jaenel l e returned—for all their sakes.

Daenon reached for the black jacket he had laid on his bed, then paused when he heard the tapping
again, alittle louder this time. Sonmeone was outside the glass bal cony door of his sitting room
Leaving the jacket, he went into the sitting room pulled aside the curtain, and stared at the
spi ky-haired witch standing on the balcony. His first inpulse was to rel ease the curtain and
ignore her. He didn't want her physical presence or her psychic scent in his rooms. He didn't want
anyone wondering why he was entertaining another wonan before he'd had a chance to be formally
accepted by the Queen.

He didn't give a damm that she was a Territory Queen. But the fact that she was in the First
Crcle of Jaenelle's court did matter
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Rel uctantly, he opened the door and stepped back to |l et her enter

"I have an appointnent in a few nminutes," he said coldly.

"l cane to apologize," Karla said. "It won't take long. I"mnot very good at them so | tend to
keep them short."

Daenon slipped his hands into his trouser pockets and waited.

Karla took a deep breath. "I shouldn't have announced your belonging to the Hourglass so publicly.
The First Circle would have been told in any case, but | shouldn't have blurted it out like that.
| was thinking about something else that had been puzzling nme, and when | saw you..." She
shrugged.

"How did you know? No one in Terreille realized what | am"

Her lips curved. "Well, | doubt any of them has spent the past ten years annoyi ng Uncl e Saetan

Those of us who have would notice the simlarities in your psychic scents and reach the correct
concl usion."

Daenon blinked. "Uncle Saetan?"

Her lips finished curving into that w cked snile. "He adopted Jaenelle, and the rest of us adopted
him W cane to stay for a summer and never quite went hone again. You can inmagine howthrilled he
was to discover he'd acquired ten adol escent witches instead of just one—and the boyos, too, of
course. "

"Of course," Daenmpn said, fighting not to snile. "Some surprise."

"Mm That first summer, when we all piled in on him the coven becane very adept at brew ng
soothing tonics. It was so distressing to hear himwhinper.”

Daenon choked on a | augh. Then his anusenent faded. She was clever, this Queen with the ice-Dblue
eyes and spi ky white-blond hair. She nust realize how nuch he wanted to hear stories of Jaenelle's

yout h.
Karla studied him "If it would make you feel better, you can threaten to throttle ne."
He was speechless for a nonment. "1 beg your pardon?”

"In this court, it's the acceptable way for a male to express annoyance with a witch."
"Threatening to throttle a wonman i s consi dered acceptabl e?" Daenon asked, sure that he had

m sunder st ood sonet hi ng.

"As long as he says it calmy so you know he doesn't nean it."

A rmal e who could remain calmin this place nmust have an amazi ng amount of self-control, Daenon

t hought. He rubbed his forehead and began to understand Lucivar's warning about having one of the
coven explain things to him

"Havi ng Lucivar threaten you doesn't bother you?" Daenpon asked. Since Lucivar usually sounded calm
when he threatened soneone, only a fool wouldn't take himseriously,

Karla twi tched her shoul ders. "Oh. Well. Lucivar. He rarely says anything if he's annoyed with
you. He just picks you up and tosses you into the nearest body of water." She paused. "Although to
be fair—

"Who wants to be fair?" Daenpn grow ed.

"Spent the norning with him didn't you?" Karla said knowingly. "If it's a watering trough or a

fountain, he dunks you rather than tosses you so that you don't get hurt. However, that's Lucivar
We strongly discourage other males fromacquiring that particular habit."

"I'f you didn't, you'd be wet nost of the time," Daenon nuttered.

Before Karla could respond to that commrent, Mrghann, the Queen of Scelt—-the red-haired Queen he'd
seen earlier that norning—and Gabrielle, the Queen of the Dea al Mn, gave the bal cony door a
token tap before wal king in.

"The coven's roons all face this inner garden, so it's quicker to use the bal cony doors rather
than wal king all the way around inside," Mrghann said at the sane time Karla said, "Wuere's

Surreal ?"
Gabriell e hooked her silver-blond hair behind her pointed ears and grinned. "Chaosti claimed her
on the pretense of giving her a tour of the Hall. She was still snarling about having to apol ogi ze

to Graysfang for sounding |like she nmeant it when she threatened to smack him™

"I was explaining some of the rules to Daenpon," Karla said.

"I really do have an appointnment," Daenon nuttered, then said, "Cone in,"—oudl y—when soneone
knocked on the sitting room door

Saetan wal ked in, took one |ook at the three wonen, and stopped.

"Kiss kiss," Karla said.

"We were going to explain the rules to Daenon," Mrghann said.

"May the Darkness have nercy on Daenobn," Saetan said dryly.

"Il get ny jacket," Daenon said, not about to ignore a chance to retreat. Pride kept himfrom
bolting into his bedroom Common sense nmade himlinger far |onger than necessary, so that when he
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finally wal ked back into his sitting room Saetan was the only one waiting for him

"Have they gone off to plague soneone el se?" Daenon asked sourly as they left his suite and
started wal king through the corridors.

Saet an chuckl ed. "For the nonent."

Daenon hesitated. "Maybe you'd better explain those rules to ne."

"I''"ll give you a book of court Protocol to review"

"No, | neant the rules that are peculiar to this court. Like—=

"I don't want to know," Saetan said quietly but firnmy.

"You have to know. You're the Steward."

"Exactly. And if this court has sone rules that | have been blissfully ignorant of for the five
years that |'ve been the Steward, | do not want to know about them now. "

"But — Daenon said. The inplacable |ook in Saetan's eyes stopped him "That's a prissy attitude
for you to take."

"From where you're standing, | suppose it is. Fromwhere |I'mstanding, it makes a world of sense
You' re younger. Deal with it."

Bef ore he could nmake a conment he m ght regret, a snmall brown-and-white dog raced up to them and
stopped a few feet away, his tail wagging in effusive greeting.

*He's here! Jaenelle's mate is finally here!*

Daenon felt as if the wind had been knocked out of him not only because he had heard the dog but
because he'd seen the Red Jewel hidden in the white ruff.

"Daenon, this is Lord Ladvarian," Saetan said. "Ladvarian, this—=

*A Bl ack-Jewel ed Warlord Prince,* Ladvarian said as he danced around in front of them *He's a

Bl ack- Jewel ed Warlord Prince. | have to tell Kaelas.* The dog dashed down the corridor and

di sappear ed.

"Mt her Night," Saetan said under his breath. "Come on. Let's get out of here before you neet
anyone el se. You've already had a sufficient amount of education for your first day in the court.”
"He's kindred," Daenon said weakly as he foll owed Saetan. "Wen Lucivar said sonmeone naned
Ladvarian woul d be pleased to see ne, | thought... Unless he neant soneone el se?"

"No, that's Ladvarian. He would have gone to the service fair to ook for you hinself, but kindred
aren't well received in Little Terreille, and | wasn't willing to risk him H s ability to explain
ki ndred behavior to humans and human behavi or to the kindred nmakes hi muni que. And his influence
on Prince Kaelas is not to be taken lightly."

"Who' s Kael as?"

Saetan gave himan odd | ook. "Let's save Kael as for another day."

* * *

Daenon studied the wel |l -kept cottage and neat yard. "l'd always wanted Tersa to live in a place
like this."

"She's confortable here," Saetan said, opening the front door. "A journeymaid Black Wdow |ives
with her as a conpanion. And then there's MKkal," he added as they foll owed the sound of voices to
the kitchen

Daenon stepped into the kitchen, gave the boy sitting at the kitchen table a quick glance, and
then focused on Tersa, who was nuttering to herself as she busily arranged an assortnment of food.
Her bl ack hair was as tangled as he remenbered it, but the dark-green dress was clean and | ooked
war m

The boy hastily swall owed a nout hful of nutcake before saying in a suspicious voice, "Wo's he?"
Tersa | ooked up. Joy brightened her gold eyes and nade her snile radiant. "It's the boy," she said
as she rushed into Daenon's arnmns.

"Hel | o, sweetheart," Daenon said, feeling swanped by the pleasure of seeing her again

"He's not a boy," the boy said.

"M kal ," Saetan said sternly.

Leani ng away from Daenon, Tersa | ooked at M kal, then back at Daenon. "He is a |arge boy," she
said firmy. She pulled Daenon toward the table. "Sit down. Sit. There is food. You should eat."

Daenon sat across fromthe boy, who openly regarded himas an unwel cone rival. "Shouldn't you be
in school ?"
M kal rolled his eyes. "It's not a school day."

"But you did finish the chores your nother assigned to you before you cane here," Saetan said
m | dly, accepting the glass of red wine Tersa offered himwhile his eyes never left M kal

M kal squirned under that knowi ng stare, and finally nmuttered, "Mst of them"

"In that case, after we've eaten, |I'I|l escort you honme and you can finish them" Saetan said.
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"But | have to help Tersa weed the garden," M kal protested.

"The weeds will still be there," Tersa said serenely. She |ooked at the two "boys," frowned at the
gl asses of m Ik she held, then put both of themin front of Mkal. She patted Daenpon's shoul der
"He is old enough for wne."

"Thank the Darkness," Daenon said under his breath.

The nmeal was eaten with little conversation. Saetan inquired about Mkal's schoolwrk and got the
expected evasive answers. Tersa tried to nake nundane comments about the cottage and garden, but
each tine the remarks becane nore disjointed.

Daermon cl enched his teeth. He wanted to tell her to stop trying. It hurt to watch her struggling
so hard to wal k the borderland of sanity for his sake, and seeing the concern and resentnent in
M kal's eyes as her control continued to crunble stabbed at him

Saetan set his wi neglass on the table and rose. "Conme on, puppy," he said to Mkal. "I'll take you
hone now. "

M kal quickly grabbed a nutcake. "I haven't finished eating.”

"Take it with you."

When they left, with Mkal still loudly protesting, Daenon | ooked at Tersa. "It's good to see you
again," he said softly.

Sorrow filled her eyes. "I don't know how to be your nother."

He reached for her hand. "Then just be Tersa. That was al ways nore than enough." He felt her
absorb the acceptance, felt the tension drain from her body.
Finally, she smled. "You are well?"

He returned the smle and lied. "Yes, I'mwell."
Her hand tightened on his. Her eyes |ost focus, becane distant and farseeing. "No," she said
quietly, "you' re not. But you will be." Then she stood up. "Cone. I'll show you ny garden."

7 | Kael eer

Saetan shifted to a sitting position on the couch in his study. He didn't need to use a psychic
probe to know who was on the other side of the door. The scent of her fear was sufficient. "Come."
W hel m na Benedi ct entered the room each step a hesitation

Wat ching her, Saetan tightened the reins on his tenper. It wasn't her fault. She had been barely
nmore than a child herself thirteen years ago. There was nothing she coul d have done.

But if Jaenelle hadn't stayed in Chaillot in order to protect Wl helmna, that last, terrible

ni ght at Briarwood woul dn't have happened. She would have left the family that hadn't understood
or cherished what she was. She woul d have cone to Kael eer, would have conme to hi m—and woul d have
escaped the violent rape that had left her with so nany deep enotional scars.

It wasn't fair to hold Wlhelnmna in any way responsi ble for what had happened to Jaenelle, but he
still resented her presence in his hone and her reappearance in her sister's life.

"What can | do for you, Lady Benedict?" He tried, but he couldn't keep the edge out of his voice
"I don't know what to do." Her voice was barely audible.

" About what ?"

"All the other people who signed the contract have sonething to do, even if it's just making a
list of their skills. But |—

She wrung her hands so hard Saetan wi nced in synpathy for the delicate bones.

"He hates me," W/ helmina said, her voice rising in desperation. "Everyone here hates ne, and
don't know why."

Saet an pointed at the other end of the couch. "Sit down." As he waited for her to obey, he
wonder ed how such a frightened, enptionally brittle wonan had nanaged to make the journey through
one of the Gates between the Realns and then tried to acquire a contract at the service fair. Wen
she was seated, he said, "Hate is too strong a word. No one here hates you."

"Yasl ana does." She pressed her fists into her lap. "So do you."

"I don't hate you, WIlhelnina," he said quietly. "But | do resent your presence."

" \Npy 2"

Faced with her hurt and bew | derment, he was tenpted to blunt the truth, but decided to give her
the courtesy of honesty. "Because you're the reason Jaenelle didn't |eave Chaill ot soon enough.”
Her swift change fromfrightened to fierce startled him and he realized it shouldn't have. He
shoul d have | ooked for the conmon ground between her and Jaenelle instead of letting the past

cl oud his judgnent.

"You know where to find her, don't you? Don't you?"

She | ooked |i ke she was about to shake the answer out of him Intrigued by the change in her, he
wondered if she would actually try.
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"Not at the nmoment," he said nmildly. "But she'll be hone soon."

"Home?" Her fierceness changed back to bew | dernment and then thoughtful ness as she | ooked around
the study. "Hone?"

"I''"'m her adopted father." Wen she didn't react to that, he added, "Lucivar is her brother."

She junped as if he'd jabbed her with a pin. Her blue eyes were filled with sonething close to
horror as she stared at him "Brother?"

"Brother. If it's any confort to you, while you're both related to the same wonman, you're not
related to each other."

Her relief was so blatant he al nost | aughed.

"Does she like hinmP" W/l helmna asked in a small voice. He couldn't help it. He did | augh. "Mbst

of the tine." Then he studied her. "lIs that why you cane to Kael eer? To find Jaenelle?"
She nodded. "Everyone el se said she had died, that Prince Sadi had killed her, but | knew it
wasn't true. He never would have hurt Jaenelle. | thought she had gone to live with one of her

secret friends or with her teacher." She | ooked at himas if she were trying to nmeasure what she
saw agai nst sonething she knew. "It was you, wasn't it? She cane to you for |essons.”
"Yes." He waited. "Wiat nmade you think of Kael eer?”

"She told ne. After." WI helmna brushed a finger agai nst her Sapphire Jewel. "Wen Prince Sad

unl eashed his Black Jewels to escape the Hayllians who had come for him | heard Jaenelle yelling
‘ride it, rideit.' So |l did. Wen it was over, | was wearing a Sapphire Jewel. Everyone was upset
about that because they thought | had sonehow made the Offering to the Darkness. But it wasn't ny
Jewel. It was Jaenelle's. | couldn't actually use it, but it protected nme. Sonetines, when | was
scared or didn't know what to do, it always gave the sane answer: Kaeleer. | left honme because
Bobby— She pressed her |ips together and took a couple of deep breaths. "I left home. As soon as
I was twenty, | nmade the Ofering. | got this Jewel. The other one di sappeared.”

"And you' ve spent these past years trying to find a way here?"

She hesitated. "I wasn't ready for a long tinme. Then, one day, | started wondering if | would ever

be ready. So | came anyway."
VWi ch neant this woman had nore courage than was readily apparent.

"Tell me sonething, Wlhelmna," Saetan said gently. "If, thirteen years ago, Jaenelle had deci ded
to |l eave Chaillot and had asked you to go with her, would you have?"

It took her along time to answer. Finally, reluctantly, she said, "I don't know " She | ooked
around the room sadness in her eyes. "Jaenelle belongs here. |I don't."

"You're Jaenelle's sister and a Sapphire-Jewel ed witch. Don't judge too quickly.” And |, too, wll

try not to judge too quickly. "Besides, you would have had a different opinion of this place if
you' d been here while ten adol escent witches were in residence,” he added in a deliberately

mour nful voi ce

Her eyes wi dened. "You nean "the Queens who are here?"

"Yes."

"Ch, dear.”

"That's one way of putting it."

She ducked her head as she stifled a | augh. Wen she dared to | ook at himagain, he could tell she
was thinking hard, reassessing the Hall and the people who resided here.

"I still don't have anything to do," she said hesitantly.
The al nost - hopeful expectation in her eyes made himrealize she had taken a long step toward
accepting himas the famly patriarch—and expecting himto fulfill the duties of that position.

"Lucivar didn't say anything?" he asked, fully aware that the only reason Lucivar had brought her
there was to keep her away from anyone who might try to use her relationship to Jaenelle.

For the first tine, a bit of tenper flashed in her eyes.

"He told ne to try not to faint because it will upset the males if | do."

Saet an sighed. "Coming from Lucivar, that was alnmost tactful. He's right. Blunt, but right. Males
react strongly to femnine distress."”

Wl helmna frowned. "lIs that why that |large striped cat keeps foll owi ng ne?"

Saet an | ooked at the study door. A quick question on a psychic spear thread gave himthe answer.
"His nane is Dejaal. He's Prince Jaal's son. He's appointed hinself your protector until you fee
confortable with the other males at the Hall."

"He's kindred? | had heard stories—

"The Blood in Little Terreille don't have much use for the kindred, and the kindred have even |ess
use for the Blood in Little Terreille,"” Saetan said, and then added silently, Except when they're

hungry.
Ri sing, he offered a hand to Wl helmina and | ed her to the door. He called in a groom ng brush and
gave it to her. "If you want to do sonething that will help all of us right now, take Dejaal out
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to one of the gardens and brush him Once you get used to him perhaps it will be easier for you
to be around the rest of us."

"If it's supposed to nake ne feel easier, maybe | should brush Lucivar instead,"” she said with
just a hint of tartness. Saetan burst out laughing. "Darling, if you want to get along with
Lucivar, just show himthat bit of steel in your backbone. Since he's lived with Jaenelle for the
past eight years, he'll recognize it for what it is."

8 /| Kael eer

"Are you sure this is the path back to the Hall ?" Daenon asked as he ducked under a | ow hanging
branch.

*We |eft the path,* Ladvarian said. *W have to cross the creek, and the path has no bridge.*

"I don't need a bridge to cross the creek."

Ladvari an | ooked at Daenon's shoes. *You would get wet.*

"I'd survive," Daenon nuttered.

When he left Tersa's cottage, he'd found Ladvarian waiting to escort himback to the Hall. At
first, he'd wondered if this was a subtle kind of insult, inplying that he couldn't find his way
back by hinsel f. Then, when Ladvarian offered to show hima footpath that ran between Hal away and
the Hall, he'd wondered if he was being set up for an ambush. Finally he realized the dog just
wanted to spend a little tinme getting to know the nal e whose duties nmade himan i nportant part of
the Queen's life.

What he didn't Iike was the growi ng inpression that he was being | abel ed as a human who needed to
be coddl ed.

He stopped wal king. "Look, this has got to stop. | may not be an Eyrien warrior, but |I'mperfectly
capabl e of wal king a couple of mles without collapsing, | can get across a creek w thout getting
wet if | choose to, and | don't need a short furball treating ne like | can't survive if |I'mnot

i nside a house full of servants. Do you understand?"

Ladvari an wagged his tail. *Yes. You want to be treated |like a Kaeleer male.*

Daenon rocked back on his heels and studied the Sceltie. "Is that what | said?"

*Yes.* Ladvari an headed off at an abrupt angle. *This way.*

A mnute later, they arrived at the creek. Ladvarian trotted up to the bank and | eaped. By rights,
he shoul d have | anded in the mddle of the creek, but he kept sailing over it, and when he | anded,
he was standing a foot above the ground, a doggy grin on his face.

Daenon | ooked at the creek, |ooked at the Sceltie, and then air wal ked over the creek to the other
bank.

*Di d Jaenell e teach you that ?*

Renenbering the afternoon when Jaenelle had shown himhow to wal k on air, Daenpbn's chest
tightened. "Yes," he said softly, "she did."

*She taught nme, too.* Ladvarian sounded pl eased.

As soon as they wal ked t hrough anot her stand of trees, Daenon saw the road. The drive, he anended.
Once the north road out of Hal away crossed the bridge, it becane the drive up to the Hall, and the
| and spread out before himwas the famly estate.

He headed for the drive, then spun around when Ladvarian grow ed, hal f-expecting an attack despite
the dog's display of friendship.

But Ladvarian was facing the way they'd cone. The bridge was out of sight because of the roll of
the land, but the wind was comng fromthat direction
"What is it?" Daenon asked, opening his first inner barrier enough to sense the area around them

*Humans are coming. Three carriages. |'ve warned the other nales, but we have to get back now. *
Ladvarian started trotting in a direct line toward the Hall, forcing Daenon into a fast walk to
keep up.

"What's wong with humans coming to the Hal [ ?"

Ladvarian's psychic scent becane hostile. *They feel wong.*

The sudden fierceness was a sharp rem nder that the snall nmale trotting beside himwas al so a Red-
Jewel ed Warlord, and if Lucivar had overseen sone of Ladvarian's training, the Sceltie was a far
nmore effective fighter than anyone m ght suspect.

*Ni ghthawk will take you to the Hall. He runs faster.*

Bef ore Daenon coul d wonder about that cryptic remark, he heard the hoofbeats pounding toward him
Under other circunmstances, once he saw the bl ack horse, he woul d have declined the offer—ot only
because riding a stallion bareback wasn't a healthy idea, but because, for just a nonment, the w nd
and the horse's novenent had lifted its forelock and he'd seen the G ay Jewel hidden underneath.
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Despite the difference in their species, he recognized the aggressive psychic scent of another
Warlord Prince. But when he didn't nove after the horse pulled up, Ladvarian nipped his calf. *Co,
Daenon. Now. *

He barely had tine to nount and grab a fistful of the long mane before N ghthawk took off at a
flat-out gallop cross-country. Wndering how Ladvarian was going to keep up with them at that
pace, he gl anced back and saw t he dog bal anced on the horse's runp.

When the horse angled toward the last, long, straight section of the drive, Daenon tugged on the
mane, and shouted, "Ease up," worried that N ghthawk would slip on the gravel at that speed.

He felt a slight lift, and then heard... nothing. No poundi ng hooves, no scattering gravel

Looki ng over Nighthawk's |eft shoul der, he saw those driving legs racing on air straight for the
front door.

They were cl ose enough to see the details of the dragon's head doorknocker before N ghthawk sat
back on his haunches and finally came to a stop a hand span away fromthe steps.

Daenon di smount ed and wal ked up the steps, not sure if his legs were trenbling frommuscle tension
or frayed nerves. Wen he reached the door and | ooked back, there was no sign of Ni ghthawk, but he
could sense the stallion's presence nearby.

"Hell's fire," he nuttered as a footman opened the door

Ladvari an rushed in ahead of himand di sappear ed.

Daenon entered nore slowy, feeling the press of male hostility. Besides the footman, the only
visible person in the great hall was Beale, the butler, but he doubted they were the only ones
present.

"It seens we're about to have conpany,” Daenpn said as he snpothed back his hair and straightened
his bl ack jacket.

"So it would seem" Beale replied blandly. "If you would remain here, Prince Yaslana and the Hi gh
Lord will be arriving shortly."

Daenon | ooked around, then stepped into the fornmal receiving roomjust far enough not to be seen
by whoever wal ked t hrough the door.

Cbserving the nove, Beale shifted position, putting hinmself directly in Daenon's |ine of sight.
*Luci var,* Daenon said, using an Ebon-gray spear thread.

*I"mcomng in through the servants' door at the back of the hall.*

*1f any of them manage to slip past us, is there any way for themto reach the living quarters?*
*The only way to the upper floors fromthat part of the Hall is by using the staircase in the
informal receiving room Don't worry about it. Kaelas is there. Nothing's going to get up those
stairs. And the High Lord is com ng down fromthat direction.*

Daenon heard the carriages pull up in front of the Hall, saw Beale nod to the footman when soneone
banged on the door.

Foot steps. Rustling clothes. Then a worman's voi ce.

"I demand to see W/ hel mi na Benedict."

Col d rage slipped through himso fast he was riding the killing edge before he realized he'd taken
the first step toward it. He hadn't heard her voice in thirteen years, but he recognized it.

"Lady Benedict is not available," Beale said in a bland voi ce.

"Don't tell ne that. I'"'mthe Queen of Chaillot and | —=

Daenon stepped out of the receiving room "Good afternoon, Al exandra," he said too calmy. "Such a
pl easure to see you again."

"You." Al exandra stared at him her eyes wide and fearful. Then the anger cane. "You arranged for
that "tour' of Briarwood, didn't you?"

"Al'l things considered, it was the least | could do." He took a step toward her. "I told you
woul d wash the streets of Beldon Mor with blood if you betrayed ne."

"You al so said you would put ne in my grave."

"l decided that letting you live was a nore thorough puni shnent."

"You bastard! You— Al exandra started shivering. Al of her entourage started shivering.

The intense, burning cold hit hima nonent |ater, stunning himenough that he slipped away from
the killing edge.

A noment after that, Saetan stepped into the great hall.

Is that what | |ook Iike when | go col d? Daenon wondered, unable to | ook away from gl azed, sl eepy
eyes and the malevolently gentle snile.
"Lady Angelline." Saetan's voice rolled through the Hall like soft thunder. "I always knew we

woul d neet soneday to settle the debt, but | never thought you woul d be foolish enough to cone
here. "

Al exandra cl enched her hands but couldn't stop shaking. "I cane to take ny granddaughters hone.
Let themgo, and we'll |eave."
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"Lady Benedict will be inforned that you're here. If she wants to see you, a neeting will be
arranged—ful |l y chaperoned, of course."

"You dare inply that | present sonme kind of danger?"

"I know you do. The only question is, how much of a danger."

Al exandra's voice rose. "You have no right—

"I rule here," Saetan snarled. "You're the one who has no rights, Lady. None at all. Except those
| grant you. And | grant you little."

"I want to see ny granddaughters. Both of them"

Sonet hi ng savage flickered at the back of Saetan's eyes. He | ooked at Leland and Philip, then
turned his attention back to Alexandra. Hi s voice dropped into a singsong croon. "I had two | ong,
terrible years in which to come up with the perfect execution for the three of you. It will take
you two long, terrible years to die, and every mnute of it will be filled with nore pain than you
can imagi ne. However, in this case, | must have ny Queen's consent before | begin." He turned away
fromthem "Beale, prepare some roons for our guests. They'll be staying with us for a while."

As he wal ked past Daenon toward his study, their eyes net.

Daenon | ooked at Lel and, who was clinging to Philip and crying softly; at the other Queens and
their nmales, who were cowering in a tight group; and, finally, at Al exandra, who stared at him
with terrified eyes and whose skin was bl eached of any col or.

Turning on his heel, he headed for the study and noticed Lucivar standing quietly at the back of
the hall.

*1f you go in there, be careful, Bastard,* Lucivar said.

Noddi ng, Daenon wal ked into the study.

Saet an stood by the desk, carefully pouring a glass of brandy. He | ooked up, poured a second

gl ass, and extended it toward Daenon

Daenon accepted the glass and took a healthy swallow, hoping it would thaw hima little.

"Anot her male's rage shouldn't throw you so rmuch it knocks you away fromthe killing edge," Saetan
said quietly.

"1"d never felt anything quite like that before.”

"And if you feel it again, will it throw you agai n?"

Daenon | ooked at the man standing an armis length away from himand understood it was the Steward
of the Dark Court and not his father who was asking the question. "No, it won't."

Movi ng carefully, as if he were too aware that any sudden novement night unleash the viol ence
still raging inside him Saetan |eaned agai nst his bl ackwood desk

Keepi ng his own novenents equally controll ed, Daenon poured hinself another brandy. "Do you think
the Queen will give her consent?"

"No. Since her relatives inflicted harmon her and not sonmeone el se, she'll oppose the execution
But I'Il still make the request."

Daenon gently swirled the brandy in his glass. "If, for sone reason, she doesn't oppose it, may |
wat ch?"

Saetan's smle was sweet and vicious. "My darling Prince, if Jaenelle actually gives her consent,
you can do nore than watch."

9 /| Kael eer

Lord Magstrom sighed as he laid his stack of files on the large table already filled with stacks
of files. He sighed again when his el bow jostled a corner stack and the top bulging file spilled
on the floor. CGoing down on one knee, he began collecting the papers.

Thank the Darkness clainmng day had ended and the autum service fair was officially over. Perhaps
he shoul d decline to work the service fair next spring. The grueling hours were taxing for a nan
his age, but it was the heartbreaki ng hope and desperation on the inmgrants' faces that wung him
dry. How could he | ook at a woman no ol der than his youngest granddaughter and not want to help
her find a place to live where the fear lurking at the back of her eyes would be replaced by

happi ness? How could he talk to a courteous, well-spoken nman who had been horrifically scarred by
repeated attenpts to "teach hi m obedi ence” and not want to send himto sonme quiet village where he
could regain his self-respect and not have to wonder what was going to happen to himevery tine
the Lady who ruled there | ooked in his direction?

There weren't places like that in Little Terreille. Not anynobre. But it was the Queens in this
Territory that continued to offer contracts and stuff their courts with inmigrants. The ot her
Queens in Kaeleer, in the Territories that answered to the Queen of Ebon Askavi, were nore
cautious and far nmore selective. So he did his best to find the inmgrants who had a skill or a
dream or sonething that mght buy thema contract outside of Little Terreille, and he brought
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those people to the attention of the males in Jaenelle Angelline's First Circle when they cane to
the service fair. As for the others, he filled out the contracts and wi shed them | uck and good
life—and wondered if their newlife in Little Terreille would really be any different than the
life they had tried to escape.

And he tried not to think at all about the ones who hadn't been fortunate enough to receive sone
ki nd of contract and were sent back to Terreille.

Magstrom shook his head as he shuffled the papers into sone kind of order. Such sl oppy work,
stuffing the immgration entry lists into the sane file as the service lists and the lists of
those who were returning to Terreille. How could the clerks be expected to—

Hi s hand tightened on a sheet of paper. The Hayllian entry list. But he had been in charge of the
Hayllian list—until the end of the third day, when Jorval had decided to oversee that particul ar
list. There had been twenty nanes on the list he'd given Jorval. Now there were only twelve. Had
soneone recopied the list and only put down the nanes of the people who had been accepted into
service? No, because Daenpbn Sadi's nane wasn't there.

Magst rom qui ckly shuffled through the papers for the Hayllian Iist of people returning to
Terreille which the guards would use to make sure no one tried to slip away and go into hiding.
Four nanes |isted. Since Sadi was now in Dheml an, that |eft three people unaccounted for who had
been on the entry list he had given to Jorval

When he heard footsteps approaching, he stuffed the papers back into the file, grunted softly as
he stood up, and hurriedly placed the file on a stack where it wouldn't just spill back onto the
floor.

The footsteps stopped at the door, then continued on

Magstrom | istened for a nonent, then used Craft to probe the area. No one there. But a shiver of
uneasi ness rippl ed down his back

Pushed by that uneasiness, he left the building and hurried to the inn where he had been staying
during the service fair. As soon as he reached his room he began to pack

By rights, he should have sought out other Council nenbers and nentioned the disparities in the
Hayllian lists. Maybe it was a sinple clerical error—+oo0 many nanes, too nuch work rushed through
But who would "forget" to put a Warlord Prince |ike Daenpbn Sadi on the list? Unless the om ssion
had been deliberate. And if that were the case, who knew how many other lists had sinilar

di sparities, how many Terreill eans who had cone to Kael eer were now unaccounted for?

And who knew what mi ght happen to the evidence of those disparities if he told the wong Counci
menbers about it?

If he rode the White Wnd, which would be the | east demandi ng, he could still be at the Nharkhava
border by dawn. Because one of his granddaughters lived there, Kalush, the Queen of Nharkhava, had
granted him a special dispensation that allowed himto visit her Territory without having to go
through the formalities every tine. And if, once he reached the border |anding web, he requested
an escort to his granddaughter's house... The guards might think it an odd request, but they

woul dn't refuse to assist an elderly man. After he had a little sleep, he would conpose a letter
to the H gh Lord, explaining about the disparities in the lists.

Maybe it was only a clerical error. But if it was, in fact, the first glinpse of trouble, at |east
Saet an woul d have sone war ni ng—and woul d al so know where to | ook for the source

Jorval | ooked at the sheet of paper |ying under the table and the papers hastily stuffed back into
the bulging file.

So. The old fool had gotten curious. How unfortunate.

Magst rom m ght have been a thorn in the Dark Council's side for a good many years now, but he'd
had his uses—especially since he was the only Council nmenber who coul d request an audi ence with
the Hi gh Lord and actually be granted one.

But it would seemthat Magstrom s useful ness was conming to an end. And he wasn't about to forget
that if it hadn't been for Magstromis interference yesterday afternoon, the Dark Priestess would
have had her Bl ack-Jewel ed weapon safely tucked away somewhere where he could be useful

He was tenpted to send soneone to take care of Magstromthat night, but the tinmng mght |ead
certain people—+ike the High Lord—+to |look into the service fair a little too closely.

He could wait. Magstrom couldn't have seen that nmuch. And if anything was questioned, it was easy
enough to dismiss a clerk or two for negligence and of fer profuse apol ogi es.

But when the tinme did cone...

10 / Kael eer

Al exandra huddled in the chair in front of the bl ackwood desk
The Hi gh Lord requests your presence.
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Request s? Demands was nore like it. But the study had been enpty when that |arge, stone-faced

butl er had opened the door for her and, after fifteen mnutes, she was still waiting. Not that she
was in any hurry to face the H gh Lord again.

She strengthened the warmi ng spell she'd put on her shawl and then grimaced at the futility of
seeking a little warnth in this place. It wasn't so nuch the place—which was actually quite
beautiful if you could get past the oppressive, dark feel of it—+t was the people who produced a
bone-deep chill

She didn't think it was out of courtesy that she and her entourage had been given dinner in a
smal |l dining roomlocated near the guest rooms. He woul dn't have cared that she was too physically
and enotionally exhausted to cope with neeting whoever else lived there. He woul dn't have cared
that she woul dn't have been able to choke down a nouthful of food if she had to sit at a table
wi t h Daenon Sadi .

No, she and her peopl e had di ned al one because he hadn't wanted her presence at his table.

And now, when she wanted to do nothing nore than retire to her room and get whatever sleep she
could after an exhausting day, he had requested her presence—and then didn't even have the
courtesy to be there when she arrived.

She shoul d | eave. She was a Queen, and the insult of keeping her waiting had gone on | ong enough
If the H gh Lord wanted to see her, let himcome to her

As she stood up, the door opened and his dark psychic scent flooded the room She sank back into
the chair. It took all her self-control not to cower as he wal ked past her and settled into the
chair behind the bl ackwood desk

"When a mal e asks to speak with a Queen, he doesn't keep her waiting,
keep her voice from quivering.

"And you, being such a stickler about courtesy, have never kept anyone waiting?" Saetan asked
mldy after a |l ong pause.

The queer, burning glitter that filled his eyes scared her, but she sensed this was the only
chance she woul d have. If she backed down now, he woul d never concede anyt hi ng.

She filled her voice with the cool disdain she used whenever an aristo male needed to be put in
his place. "Wiat a Queen does is beside the point."

"Since a Queen can do anything she damm wel | pleases, no matter how cruel the act, no matter how
much harm she causes."

"Don't twi st my words," she snapped, forgetting everything el se about himexcept that he was mal e
and shouldn't be allowed to treat a Queen this way.

"My apol ogi es, Lady. Since you twi st so nmuch yourself, 1'll do ny best not to add to it."

She gave herself a nonent to think. "You're deliberately trying to provoke ne. Wiy? So you can
justify executing nme?"

Al exandra said, trying to

"Ch, | already have all the justification | need for an execution," Saetan said mldly. "No, it's
sinmpler than that. Your being terrified of ne gets us nowhere. If you' re angry, you'll at | east
talk."

"In that case, | want ny granddaughters returned to ne."

"You have no right to either of them"

"I have every right!"

"You're forgetting something very basic, Alexandra. Wlhelnmina is twenty-seven. Jaenelle is twenty-
five. The age of majority is twenty. You have no say in their lives anynore."

"Then neither do you. They shoul d decide to stay or |eave."

"They' ve already decided. And | do have far nore say in their lives than you. W1l hel mi na signed a
contract with the Warlord Prince of Ebon Rih. He, in turn, serves in the Dark Court. |I'mthe
Steward. So court hierarchy gives nme the right to nake sone decisions about her life."

"What about Jaenell e? Does she serve in this Dark Court, too?"

Saet an gave her an odd | ook. "You really don't understand, do you? Jaenelle doesn't serve,

Al exandra. Jaenelle is the Queen."

For a nmonent, the conviction in his voice al nbst convinced her

No. No. If Jaenelle were really a Queen, she would have known. Like would have recognized |ike.
Oh, there nmight actually be a Queen who ruled this court, but it wasn't, couldn't be, Jaenelle.
But his declaration gave her a weapon. "If Jaenelle is the Queen, you have no right to control her
life."

"Nei ther do you."

Al exandra cl anped her hands around the arns of the chair and gritted her teeth. "The age of

maj ority acknow edges certain conditions that have to be net. If a child is deened incapable in
some way, her famly maintains its right to take care of her nental and physical well being and
make deci sions on her behal f."

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harryl/...1s%203%20-%20Queen%200{%20The%20Darkness.txt (54 of 192) [3/5/2004 8:56:45 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol d...%20-%20D ark%620Jewel s%6203%20-%20Queen%200f%20T he%20Darkness.txt

"And who decides if the child is incapable? The fanmly that gets to maintain control of her? How
very convenient. And don't forget, you're tal king about a Queen who outranks you."

"l forget nothing. And don't you try to take the noral high ground with me—as if you had any
concept of what norality neans."

Saetan's eyes iced over. "Very well, then. Let's take a | ook at your concept of norality. Tell ne,
Al exandra. How did you justify it when it was obvious Jaenelle was being starved? How did you
justify the rope burns fromher being tied down, the bruises fromthe beatings? Did you just shrug
it all off as the discipline needed to control a recalcitrant child?"

"You lie!" Alexandra shouted. "I never saw any evidence of that."

"You just tossed her into Briarwood and didn't bother to see her again until you decided to |et
her out?"

"OfF course | saw her!" Al exandra paused. An ache spread through her chest as she renenbered the

di stant, al nost accusing way Jaenelle woul d | ook at them soneti mes when she and Lel and went to
visit. The wariness and suspicion in her eyes, directed at them She remenbered how nuch it had
hurt, and how Lel and wept silently on the way home, when Dr. Carvay had told themthat Jaenelle
was too enotionally unstable to have any visitors. And she renenbered the tinmes she had felt
relieved that Jaenelle was safely tucked away so others wouldn't have firsthand know edge of the
girl's fanciful tales. "I saw her whenever she was enotionally stable enough to have visitors."
Saetan snarled softly.

"You sit there and judge nme, but you don't know what it was like trying to deal with a child who—=
"Jaenel | e was seven when | net her."

For a nonent, Al exandra couldn't breathe. Seven. She could inagine that voice wapping itself
around a child, spinning out lies. "So when she told her stories about unicorns and dragons, you
encour aged her."

"I believed her, yes."

"Ny 2"

Hs smle was terrible. "Because they exist."

She shook her head, struck nute by the collision of too many thoughts, too many feelings.

"What would it take to convince you, Al exandra? Being inpaled on a unicorn's horn? Wuld you stil
i nsist he was a fanciful tale?"

"You could trick anyone into believing anything you choose."

H s eyes got that gl azed, sleepy look. "I see." He stood up. "I don't give a damm what you think
of me. | don't give a damm what you think about anything. But if | sense one flicker of distress
fromWI hel m na or Jaenell e because of you, I'll bring everything I am down on you." He | ooked at
her with those cold, cold eyes. "I don't know why Jaenelle ended up with you. | don't know why the
Dar kness woul d pl ace such an extraordinary spirit in the care of sonmeone |like you. You didn't
deserve her. You don't deserve even to know her."

He wal ked out of the room

Al exandra sat there for a long tine.

Tricks and lies. He'd said Jaenell e had been seven, but how old had she really been when the High
Lord first started whispering his sweetly poisoned lies into a child's ear. Perhaps he had even
created illusions of unicorns and dragons that |ooked real enough to be convincing. Muybe the
uneasy way Jaenelle had sonetines made her feel had really been an aftertaste of himand not the
child hersel f.

She couldn't deny that horrors had been done at Briarwood. But had those men done those things by
choi ce or had an unseen puppet naster been pulling the strings? She had experienced Daenpon Sadi's
cruelty. Wasn't it likely that his father had refined his taste for it? Had all that pain and
suffering been caused in order to nake one particular child so vul nerabl e she becane enotionally
dependent on these nmen?

Dor ot hea had been right. The High Lord was a nmonster. Sitting there, Al exandra was certain of only
one thing: she would do whatever she had to in order to get WI hel mina and Jaenell e away from him

He felt Daenobn's hands slide up his shoul der bl ades, then settle on his shoul ders a nonent before
those strong, slender fingers began kneadi ng tight mnuscles.

"Did you tell her Jaenelle is Wtch?" Daenon asked softly.

Saetan took a sip of yarbarah, the bl ood wine, then closed his eyes to better savor the feel of
tensi on and anger drai ning away as Daenon coaxed his muscles to relax. "No," he finally said. "l
told her Jaenelle was the Queen, which should have been enough, but..."

"I't wouldn't have nattered," Daenpn said. "That |ast night, at the Wnsol party, when | finally
under st ood what Briarwood really was, | had intended to tell Al exandra about Jaenelle. I'd

convi nced nyself that she would help ne get Jaenelle away from Chaillot."
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"But you didn't tell her."

Daenon' s hands paused, then started worki ng on anot her group of knotted nuscles. "I overheard her
tell another woman that Wtch was only a synbol for the Blood, but if the living nmyth did appear
she hoped soneone woul d have the courage to strangle it inits cradle.”

A bolt of anger flashed through Saetan, but he couldn't tell if it was his or Daenobn's. "Mt her

Ni ght, how | hate that wonan."

"Philip and Leland aren't exactly innocent."

"No, they're not, but they only follow Al exandra's | ead both as their Queen and the famly
matriarch. She accused ne of spinning lies to ensnare Jaenelle, but how many lies did they tell by
cloaking themin the conviction of truth?" He made a sound that m ght have been a bitter |augh. "I
can tell you how many. W had years to observe the enotional scars their words left on her."

"And what happens when she finds out they're here?"

"We'll deal with that when it cones.”

Daenon | eaned cl oser, brushed his |ips against Saetan's neck. "I can create a grave no one wll
ever find."
The kiss followed by that statenent jolted Saetan enough to renenber that this son still needed

careful handling. He might indulge in imaginary gravedigging to channel sonme of his anger, but,
just then, Daenon wouldn't hesitate to do it.

He jolted again when he felt the feather-light brush of dark, femninine power across the deepest
edge of his inner barriers.

"Saet an?" Daenon said too softly.

Wl f song filled the night.

"No," Saetan replied gently but firmy as he stepped away far enough to turn and face Daenon.
"It's too late for that."

" \le?ll
"Because that chorus of wel cone neans Jaenelle is back." Wen Daenpon pal ed, Saetan ran a hand down
his son's arm "Conme to ny study and have a drink with nme. W'll bring Lucivar with us since he's

probably fussed over Marian enough by now to annoy her."

"What about Jaenel | e?"

Saetan sniled. "Boyo, after one of these trips, greeting nales, no matter who they are, cones in a
poor third on her list of priorities—the first being a very long, hot bath and the second being an
enornmous neal. Since we can't conpete with those, we might as well sit back and relax while we
wait for her to get around to us."

11 / Kael eer

Surreal stormed through the corridors. Each tine she came to an intersection, a silent, solem-
faced footnman pointed in the right direction. Probably the first one had warned the others after
she'd snarled at him "Were's the High Lord' s study?"

It struck her as a little odd that none of the servants had seened startled by her roaring through
the corridors wearing nothing but a nightgown. Well, considering that the witches had to deal with
the males who lived in this place, it probably wasn't unusual

When she finally reached the staircase that led down to the informal receiving room she hitched
her nightgown up to her knees to keep fromtripping on the hem raced down the stairs and into the
great hall, and swore because the nmarble floor was col d against her bare feet. In lieu of a knock
she wal [ oped the study door once and then stonped up to the bl ackwood desk where Saetan sat

wat chi ng her, a glass of brandy raised halfway to his |ips.

Daermon and Lucivar, confortably slouched in two chairs in front of the desk, just stared at her
Now t hat she was there, she wasn't quite as willing to address the High Lord directly, so she half
turned toward Daenpn and Lucivar and tossed out the question, "Don't | have the right to decide if
I want a male in nmy bed?"

The air behind the desk instantly chilled, but Lucivar said blandly, "G aysfang?" and the air
returned to normal

The smirk in Lucivar's voice had her turning toward himfully. "I don't know about you, but I'm
not used to sleeping with a wolf."

"What's wong with Graysfang staying with you?" Daenon asked

The soothing tone he was putting into his voice only infuriated her. "He farts," she snapped, then
waved her hand disnmissively. "Well, so do the rest of you."

Soneone made a choki ng sound. She thought it was Daenobn

"Do you resent his being there because he's a wolf or because he's interfering with another kind
of male warm ng your bed?" Lucivar asked.
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Maybe it hadn't been nmeant as a slur that she used to be a whore, but she took it as such because

then she could vent her tenper on him "Well, sugar, fromwhere |I'm standing, there's not much to
choose between you. He takes up nore than his share of the bed, he snores, and he gives sl obbery
kisses. But if | had to choose, I'd pick him At |east he can lick his own balls!"

A glass hit the desk with an omi nous thunk.

Surreal closed her eyes and bit her lip.

Shit. She'd been so focused on being mad at Lucivar, she'd forgotten about the H gh Lord.

Bef ore she could turn, Saetan had a firmgrip on her armand was pulling her toward the door

"If you don't want Graysfang in your roomat night, tell him" Saetan said, sounding |ike he had

sonmet hing stuck in his throat. "If he persists...\Wll, Lady, he wears a Purple Dusk Jewel and you
wear a Gray. A shield around your room shoul d take care of the problem"
"I did shield the room" Surreal protested. "And | still woke up and found himthere. He sounded

pl eased that |1'd shielded the room against the 'strange nales,' but when he realized he couldn't
get in, he had sonebody naned Kael as hel p himthrough the shield."

Saetan's hand froze over the doorknob. He straightened up slowy. "Kaelas hel ped hi mthrough the
shield," he said, spacing out the words.

She nodded cautiously.

Saetan swiftly opened the door. "In that case, Lady, | strongly suggest you and Graysfang get this
settled between you."
The next thing she knew, she was standing in the great hall, staring at a firmy closed door

"You said you'd help,"” she nmuttered. "You said | could cone to you if | needed anything."

When the door opened again, she hal f-expected the H gh Lord to call her back. Instead, Daenon and
Luci var got shoved into the hall and the door was slanmmed shut behind them

They stared at the door for a nmonment, then | ooked at her

"Congratul ations," Lucivar said. "You' ve been here a little over twenty-four hours and you've

al ready gotten tossed out of his study. Even | was here three days before he tossed ne out the
first time."

"Why don't you go sit on a spear," Surreal grow ed.

Luci var shook his head and tsked. Daenon seened to be straining a ot of nuscles to keep from

| aughi ng.
"So why did he toss the two of you out?" Surreal asked.
"For privacy. You'll notice there are very strong shields around that room now, including an aura

one." Lucivar |ooked at the closed study door. "Having w tnessed this behavior a number of tinmes,
the males in the First Circle have conme to the conclusion that he's either sitting there |aughing
hinself silly or he's indulging in a fit of hysterics, and either way, he doesn't want us to
know. "

"He said he would help ne," Surreal snarled.

Lucivar's eyes were bright with laughter. "lI'msure he'd intended to explain a fewthings to

G aysfang—ight up until you mentioned Kael as."

"That name keeps coming up,"” Daenpn said. "Just who is Kael as?"

Luci var eyed Daenon thoughtfully, then directed the answer to Surreal. "Kaelas is an Arcerian
Warlord Prince who wears a Red Jewel. But because of some quirk in his talent or his training, he
can get through any kind of shield—ncluding a Black."

"Mt her N ght," Daenon nuttered.

"He's al so eight hundred pounds of feline rmuscle and tenper."'
not to upset Kaelas."

"Shit," Surreal said weakly.

Lucivar smiled grimy. "W all try

"Come on," Lucivar said. "W'II| escort you to your room"
Wal ki ng between two strong nal es suddenly sounded |i ke a good idea.
After a couple of mnutes. Surreal said, "At |east, being that big, he'll be easy enough to spot."

Luci var hesitated. "The Arcerian Bl ood al ways use sight shields when they hunt. It nakes them very
effective predators.”

"Ch." Being friends with a wolf was soundi ng better and better by the mnute.

When they reached her room she said good night and went inside.

G aysfang was standi ng exactly where she'd left him Well, she had told himto "Stay right there,"
and he had taken her at her word.

Looki ng at the sadness in those brown eyes, she sighed.

Puppy love. It was a term whores used to describe clunmsy, eager young males during their first few
weeks of sexual experience. For a short tine, they would try to please so they wouldn't be refused
the bed. But after the novelty wore off, they woul d address those sanme wonen with a hardness in
their eyes and a sneer in their voices.
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"Tonorrow we're going to have to conme to an agreenent about a few things," Surreal told G aysfang.
Hs tail went tock-tock, just once.

Gving in, she clinbed into bed and patted the covers beside her. He junped up on the bed and | ay
down, watching her cautiously. She ruffled his fur, turned off the light, and found herself
smling. She had ended up in a place where, when soneone spoke of puppy |ove, they were tal king
about a real puppy.

12 / Kael eer

Too edgy to sleep and too restless to find distraction in a book, Daenon wandered through the
dimy lit corridors of the Hall

You' re running, he thought, bitterly aware of the doubts and fears that had conme swarning up when
he had neared his suite of roons—and had sensed Jaenelle's presence in the adjoining suite.

For nost of his 1,700 years, he had believed, w thout question, that he'd been born to be Wtch's
lover. Thirteen years ago, faced with a twelve-year-old girl, that conviction hadn't been shaken
H s heart had been committed; it was just the physical union that wuld have been del ayed a few
nmore years. But a brutal rape and the years he'd been |l ost in nmadness separated them now, and he
wasn't sure he could stand to face her and see only a sense of obligation or, worse, pity in her
eyes.

He needed to find a place that would help himregain his bal ance.

Daenon paused, then smiled reluctantly as he realized that he hadn't been running so nuch as

sear chi ng. Somewhere on the grounds of the estate, there would be a place dedicated to performng
the Blood's formal rituals for the sacred days in each season, but he doubted Saetan would build a
home that didn't also contain a place for informal, private nmeditations.

He cl osed his eyes and opened his inner senses. A nonent |ater, he was novi ng agai n, headi ng back
toward the part of the Hall that contained the famly living quarters.

He woul d have nissed the entrance conpletely if he hadn't caught a glinpse of his reflection in
the door's gl ass.

St eppi ng outside, he | ooked down at the sunken garden. Raised flower beds bordered all four sides
except where the stone steps led down into the garden. Two statues domi nated the space. A few feet
in front of themwere a raised stone slab and a wooden seat. Carefully positioned candlelights
illum nated the statues and the steps.

The statues pulled at him He went down the steps, hesitated a nonment, then stepped onto the
grass.

Power filled the air, naking it almpst too rich to breathe. As he filled his lungs with it, he
felt his body absorb the strength and peace contained within this garden. On the stone slab were
hal f a dozen candles in tinted glass containers. Choosing one at random he used Craft to create a
little tongue of witchfire and light it. A hint of |avender reached himbefore he wal ked over to
the fountain that contained the fenal e statue.

The back of the fountain was a curved wall of rough stone curtained by water that spilled into a
st one- encl osed pool. The woman rose hal fway out of the pool, her face lifted toward the sky. Her
eyes were closed, and there was a slight smle on her lips. Her hands were raised as if she were
just about to wipe the water fromher hair. Everything about her enbodi ed serene strength and a
celebration of life.

He didn't recognize the mature body, but he recognized that face. And he wondered if the scul ptor
had conti nued his exquisite detail beneath the hips that rose out of the water, wondered what his
fingers would find if he slid his hand past her belly.

Because he wondered, he turned to the other statue—the male.

The beast.

Hi s visceral response to the crouched, blatantly male body that was a bl end of human and ani nal
was a gut-deep sense of recognition. It was as if someone had stripped himof his skin to revea
what really | ay beneath.

Massi ve shoul ders supported a feline head that had its teeth bared in a snarl of rage. One

paw hand was braced on the ground near the head of a snall sleeping womman. The other was rai sed,
t he cl aws unsheat hed.

Soneone |ike Al exandra would |look at this creature and assume it was about to crush and tear the
femal e, that the only way to control that physical strength and rage would be to keep it chained
Soneone |ike Al exandra woul d never | ook beyond that assunption to notice the small details. Like
the sl eeping woman's hand reaching out, her fingertips just brushing the paw hand near her head.
Li ke the way the crouching body sheltered her. Like the way the glittering, green stone eyes
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stared at whoever approached, and the fact that the snarling rage cane fromthe desire, the need,
to protect.

Daenon took a deep breath, let it out slowy—and then tensed. He hadn't heard any footsteps, but
he didn't have to turn around to know who now stood at the foot of the stairs. "Wat do you think
of hinP" he asked quietly.

"He's beautiful," Jaenelle replied in her nidnight voice.

Daenon slowy turned to face her

She wore a long black dress. The front |acing ended just bel ow her breasts, revealing enough fair
skin to make a man's nouth water. Her golden hair flowed over her shoul ders and down her back. Her
anci ent sapphire eyes didn't |ook as haunted as he renenbered, but he had the pai nful suspicion
that he was the reason for the sadness he saw in them

As the silence between them | engthened, he couldn't nove toward her any nore than he could nove
away.

"Daernon. . ."

"Do you understand what he represents?" he asked quickly, tipping his head just enough to indicate
t he statue.

Jaenelle's lips curved into just a hint of a dry smle. "Ch, yes, Prince, | understand what he
represents.”

Daenmon swal | owed hard. "Then don't insult me by offering regrets. A male is expendable. A Queen is
not —especi ally when she is Wtch."

She nmade an odd sound. "Saetan said al nost the sane thing once.”

"And he was right."

"Well, being a Warlord Prince nmade fromthe sane nold, you would think that, wouldn't you?" She
started to snile. Then her eyes narrowed. Her attention sharpened.

Daenon had the distinct inpression there was sonething about himthat didn't please her. Wen her
i ntense focus ended a nonent |ater, he realized that she had made sone decision about him just as
she had done the first tinme he'd met her. And now, |ike then, he didn't know what she had deci ded.
The Consort's ring was a heavy weight on his finger, but, because of it, he could ask for one
thing he desperately needed.

"May | hold you for a mnute?"

He tried to tell hinself that her hesitation cane from surprise and not wariness, but he didn't
believe it. That didn't stop himfromclosing his arns around her when she wal ked up to him That
didn't stop the tears fromstinging his eyes when her arms cautiously circled his waist and she
rested her head on his shoul der
"You're taller than | renenber,’
"l shoul d hope so."

Her voice sounded a bit tart, but he could hear the snmile init.

Oh, how his hands wanted to caress and explore, but he was afraid she would pull away fromhim so
he kept themstill. She was alive, and he was with her. That's all that mattered.

He coul d have stayed that way for the rest of the night, just holding her, feeling the easy rise
and fall of her breathing, but after a few m nutes she drew away from him

"Come on, Daenon," she said, holding out her hand. "You need to get sone rest, and ny orders were
to herd you back to your roomso that you'd get sone sleep before daylight."

Hi s temper sharpened instantly. "Wo woul d dare give you orders?" he snarled

She gave hima |l ook full of exasperated amusenent. "Guess."

He al nost said "Saetan,” and then thought about it. "Lucivar,” he said grinmy

"Lucivar," Jaenelle agreed as she took his hand and pulled himtoward the stairs. "And trust ne,
boyo, having Lucivar haul you out of bed because you weren't on the practice field when he told
you to be is not an experience you want to have."

"What's he going to do? Pour a bucket of water over nme?" Daenopn said as they reached the corridor
and headed toward their suites.

"No, because soaking the bed would get Helene mad at him But he wouldn't hesitate to shove you
under a cold shower."

"He hasn't—

She just | ooked at him

Hi s opinion was blunt and explicit. "Wy do you put up with that?"

"He's bigger than ne," she grunbl ed.

"Soneone should rem nd himthat he serves you."

Jaenel | e | aughed so hard she staggered into him "He rem nds ne of that hinself whenever it suits
him And when it doesn't, | end up dealing with nmy big brother. Either way, nost of the tine it's
easier just to go along with him"

he sai d, brushing his cheek agai nst her hair.
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They had reached the door to Jaenelle's suite. He reluctantly let go of her hand.

"He hasn't changed at all, has he?" Daenon said, feeling a stab of anxiety as he renmenbered how
vol atil e Lucivar had al ways been in a court.

When he | ooked at Jaenelle, there was an odd light in her eyes. "No," she said in her mdnight
voi ce, "he hasn’'t changed at all. But then, he, too, understands what that statue represents."

Chapt er Four
1 / Kael eer

"Tell me again why | had to miss breakfast,"
face and neck with a towel.

"Because no one wants to dance around in it if you mss a block and get hit in the belly," Lucivar
replied, sipping his coffee while he watched Pal anar and Tamar go through a warmup routine with
the sticks. "And we're getting an earlier start this norning because | want the mal es finished

bef ore the wonen get here for their first |lesson."

Daenon took a sip of Lucivar's coffee, then handed the nug back. "You're really going to teach the
worren how to use the sticks?"

"By the time I'"'mdone with them they' |l be able to handl e sticks, bow, and knife."

A sharp command by Hal |l evar had the youths stepping back and then going through a nove again
slowy.

"I''"ll bet the warriors weren't pleased when you told them" Daenon said, watching the noves.

Daenon sai d, breathing heavily as he wi ped his sweaty

"They bitched about it. Mst of the wonen didn't | ook happy about it either. | don't expect them
to become warriors, but they'll be able to defend thensel ves | ong enough for a warrior to reach
them "

Daenon eyed Lucivar thoughtfully. "Is that why you taught Marian?"
Luci var nodded. "She kept resisting because Eyrien females traditionally didn't touch a warrior's

weapons. | told her if a male hurt her because she was too stubborn to |l earn how to defend
herself, |1'd beat the shit out of her. And she told ne if | ever raised a hand to her, she'd gut
me. | figured we were making progress.”

Daenon | aughed. The | aughter backed up into his lungs when he saw Jaenelle striding over the |awn,
headi ng toward them H's senses sharpened to a razor's edge, the heat of desire washed through
him and the snell of other nmles becane a declaration of rivalry.

"Rein it in, old son," Lucivar murnured, glancing over his shoulder and then at Daenon.

Pal anar and Tammar finished their routine, and Hall evar and Kohl var stepped into the practice
circle.

Pal anar shifted his nouth into a sneer. "Here cones a chirpy, trying to grow sone balls."

Daenon whi pped around, his eyes filnmed with the red haze of fury.

Hal | evar pivoted and snmacked Pal anar on the buttocks with his stick hard enough to nake the boy

j unp.

"That's my sister, boyo," Lucivar said too quietly.

Pal anar | ooked sick. Sonmeone else nuttered a vicious curse.

"Now, I'mgoing to forget you said that," Lucivar continued just as quietly, "as long as | never
hear it again. But if | do, there will cone a norning when you step into the practice circle, and
I"l'l be waiting for you."

"Y-yes, sir," Palanar stammered. "l'msorry, sir."
Hal | evar cuffed the boy on the back of the head. "Go get sonmething to eat," he grow ed. "Maybe
with some food in you, you'll use nore of your head than just your nouth."

Pal anar sl unk away, Tammar trailing behind him

Hal | evar eyed the di stance between them and Jaenelle, figured she was cl ose enough to have heard,
and swore softly. "I taught himbetter than that."

Lucivar rolled a shoulder. "He's old enough to want his cock adm red. That nakes himstupid." He
| ooked at the older Warlord. "He can't afford to be stupid. Wat the Queens in this court nay be
willing to overlook froma youngster, the nales in the court won't—at |east, not a second tine."
"I"l'l blister his ears to nake sure he gets the nessage,” Hallevar prom sed. "M ght as wel
blister Tammar's while I'"'mat it." He went back to the circle and began the warnmup routine with
Kohl var.

Daenon turned toward Jaenell e, Pal anar already forgotten. Wien he saw the feral |ook in her eyes,
his smle died before it forned.

Lucivar sinply raised his left arm

Wth one wild-shy glance at himand a nmurrmured greeting he could barely hear, Jaenelle ducked
under Lucivar's arm
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Luci var lowered his arm and the hand that settled at her waist tucked her tight against his side.
Her right armrested agai nst his back, her hand curled over his bare shoul der.

They stand that way often, Daenon thought as he fought to rein in his jeal ousy—and the

hurt —because she had barely spared hima gl ance

But he suspected that Lucivar was better prepared to deal with the feral |ook in her eyes than he
was. That hurt, too.

"Do you want the introductions now?" Lucivar asked quietly.

Jaenel | e shook her head. "I want to warmup first."

"When you're ready, |I'lIl go a round with you."

She gl anced at Lucivar's bare chest. "I would have thought you'd al ready done your workout."
"I'"ve gone through two of them Haven't worked up a sweat yet."

" AR

Luci var paused. "Your sister's here."

"I know." She flicked a glance at the enpty wonmen's practice circle. "I'msurprised you haven't

dragged her out here."

"She's got another thirty mnutes to arrive on her own before she gets dragged." Lucivar grinned
wi ckedly. "I promise |I'll go easy."

"Unh- huh. "

That, Daenon thought sourly, he would like to see.

"W al so have conmpany," Lucivar said.

Her eyes iced over. "I know, " she said in her mdnight voice.

Daenon took a step toward her. He didn't know what he could say or do, but he was certain he—er
soneone—had to shift the nood she was in.

*Lucivar...* he began.

*Just keep things soft and easy, Bastard,* Lucivar replied. *The workout will take the edge off
her. *

Daenon t ook another step toward her. Her expression changed to somnething close to pani c—and he
realized that, |ast night when she had |l et himhold her, the Queen had been doing her duty for one
of the nales in her First Crcle, but the wonan didn't want to get anywhere near him

As she darted away from Luci var—and hi mshe al nost ran into Jazen, who was carrying a tray
contai ning a pot of fresh coffee and cl ean nugs.

"Who are you?" Jaenelle said a little too softly.

Jazen stared into her eyes, frozen. "Jazen," he finally said. "Prince Sadi's valet."

Her eyes changed fromice to curiosity. "lIs it interesting work?"

"I't would be nore interesting if he wore sonething besides a black suit and a white shirt all the
time," Jazen nuttered.

Luci var choked back a | augh. Daenmon felt the blood rush into his face and wasn't sure if it was
fromtenper or enbarrassnment. Jazen | ooked horrified.

Then Jaenelle's silvery, velvet-coated |augh rang out. "Well, we'll do our best to runple himup
for you." As she wal ked past Jazen, she brushed her |eft hand over his shoul der. "Wl cone to
Kael eer, Warlord."

Daenon waited until she had reached the wonmen's practice circle before turning to his valet.
"Shoul d | apol ogi ze for being boring in ny taste in clothes? And why in the nane of Hell are you
out here doing a footman's work?"

"Beal e asked me to bring this tray out." Jazen gulped. "I don't know why | said that other."
"You said what you' ve been thinking," Lucivar said, anused. "Don't worry about it. By the tine
we're done with him you'll have to work hard to keep him |l ooking pristine."

Daenon snarled at his brother, then glared at Jazen.

“I'"ll take that," said Holt, one of the footnmen who had carried out the other trays.

Jazen gl anced at Daenon, handed the tray to Holt, and nade as quick a retreat as possible w thout
actual Iy running.

"Looks |ike breakfast is being served out here," Lucivar said as he eyed the various di shes that
were being set out on the table.

Daenon took a deep breath and watched Jaenell e go through the warnmup novenents. "I should talk to
her, explain about Jazen before she passes judgnent."

Luci var gave himan odd |l ook. "Od son, she just did. She wel coned himto Kaeleer. That's al
anyone needs to know. "

"This way," Marian said, nmaking a friendly "come on" gesture to WI hel mi na Benedi ct while she eyed
Surreal's | oose-sleeved tunic and trousers. "Wiat are you wearing under the tunic?"

Surreal worked to keep her voice warm Marian didn't seemthe type to be interested in a forner
whore' s underwear. "Wy?"
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"Lucivar will insist that you strip down for the |esson."

"Strip?" Wlhelnmna said. "In front of those nen?"

"You don't want your novenents restricted by your clothing,” Marian said kindly. "And you'll want
to put on sonething dry afterward."”

"I take it I'mgoing to be sweating," Surreal said. She glanced at Wl hel m na and wondered if that
ki nd of exercise was a good i dea. The young wonan | ooked as pale as water and scared enough to

br eak.

"I don't think he'll work the beginners that hard, but you..." Marian's gold eyes flicked to
Surreal's pointed ears. "You're Dea al Mon. He may push you harder, just to find out what you can
al ready do."

"Lucky ne," Surrel nuttered as they headed across the awn toward the other wonen who were already
gathered at the practice circle.

Marian smiled. "My first weapon was the skillet."

"Sounds dangerous," Surreal said, returning the snile

"1"d been working for Lucivar as his housekeeper for about four nonths. My noon's bl ood had
started that norning, and | wasn't feeling well. Looking back, | realize that he nust have gone

t hrough the other nmoontines with his teeth clenched to keep from sayi ng anythi ng. But that

norni ng, he started fussing at me to take it easy, and I took it as a criticismthat | couldn't do
nmy job. | threw a pot at him Well, not really at him | didn't want to hit him | just felt mad
enough that | needed to throw sonething. It hit the wall about two feet away from where he was

st andi ng.

"He |l ooked at the pot for a mnute, then picked it up and went outside. | could hear himthrow ng
it, and thought he was doing that instead of using his fists on ne the way sone Eyrien males would
have.

"He came back inside, nmuttering, took one of the skillets, and went back out. A few minutes |ater
he dragged me outside. He said a pot didn't have the right balance, but a skillet would work if it
was thrown properly. | spent two nonths practicing slinging a skillet before he declared ne
proficient enough to suit him" Marian grinned at the nmenory.

"What does he consider proficient?" Surreal asked.

Marian didn't | ook amused now. "Being able to break bone nine out of ten tines."

Surreal just gaped at her for a nonent, and then started thinking hard. She was a damm good
assassin. Just how much, under Lucivar's training, could those skills be honed?

When they reached the practice circle, WI hel mi na hung back. Surreal pushed her way to the front.
VWhen an Eyrien warrior snarled at her for elbowing himin the ribs, she snarled back, pleased that
he was the one to give ground.

She | ooked around, saw Daenon, and felt her breathing hitch. He | ooked cal m enough, standing there
with a mug of coffee in one hand, but his face had that set | ook that she'd seen when they were in
the Coach on the way here. It wasn't as bad as it had been then, but it wasn't good.

Then Lucivar started tal king, and she put her concern for Daenon aside for the tine being.

"There are reasons why Eyrien males are the warriors," Lucivar said, his eyes skimm ng over the
wonen as he paced slowy down the |ine and back again. "W're bigger, stronger, and we have the

tenperanment for killing. You have other strengths and other skills. Mst of the tinme, that works
out well. But that's no reason for you to be unable to defend yourselves. And before you give ne
any shit about not being able to handle a weapon, I'Il renmind you that nost of you don't have any

troubl e using kitchen knives, and sone of themare as big as a hunting knife. They just | ook
different. And sone of you will want to wiggle out of this training by telling nme that, no nmatter
how much she knows, a wonan can't hold her own against a nmale. Right?" Looking at the other
practice circle, he roared, "CAT! Get over here!"

Wondering why he'd want a feline, Surreal |ooked toward the circle. Her breath came out in a hiss
as the woman tal king to Karla, Mrghann, and Gabrielle turned around. "Jaenelle," she whispered.
She focused on Daenpn again. He didn't | ook shocked to see Jaenelle. Maybe they'd already had a
chance to talk. Maybe... No, it was probably way too early to think about those maybes.

The ot her wonen strode toward the practice circle. Jaenelle cane nore slowy, her eyes fixed on
Luci var whil e she whi pped the stick around her waist with enough force to sting the air.

Luci var sidestepped to the nmddle of the circle, always watching her. "Conme play with ne, Cat," he
said, giving her an arrogant smnile.

She snarled at himand began to circle.

"Hal | evar," Lucivar said as he circled with her. "Call the tinme."

Surreal felt Falonar tense beside her

"What's tine?" she asked, nudgi ng hi mwhen he didn't answer.

"Ten mnutes," Falonar replied grimy. "He'll beat her into the ground | ong before that."

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harryl/...1s%203%20-%20Queen%200{%20The%20Darkness.txt (62 of 192) [3/5/2004 8:56:45 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol d...%20-%20D ark%620Jewel s%6203%20-%20Queen%200f%20T he%20Darkness.txt

Surreal slashed a | ook at Daenon and started to sweat. If that happened, what would Sadi do? Easy
answer. The hard question was, what could any of themdo to stop himfromtearing Lucivar apart?
The first clash of the sticks had her heart junping into her throat. After that she wasn't aware
of anything except Jaenelle and Lucivar noving gracefully through a savage dance.

Seconds passed into minutes.

"Mbot her Night," Fal onar whispered. "She's nmaking himwork for it."

Lucivar's chest glistened with sweat. Surreal could hear his deep, harsh breathing. Her own sweat
chilled her skin when she saw the wild look in Jaenelle's eyes.

She didn't know how much tine had passed when, after half a dozen |ightning-fast noves, Jaenelle
| ost her balance for a split second. Lucivar danced back just |long enough to | et her get her feet
solidly under her before attacki ng again.

"He coul d have put her on the ground right then and ended it," Falonar said softly.

"He wants to work her, not get her mad enough to really go after him" Chaosti replied just as
softly, stepping up behind Surreal

Finally, Hallevar yelled, "TIM!"

Luci var and Jaenelle circled, thrust, clashed.

"DAWN YOQU BOTH, | SAID TI ME!'"

They broke apart, backed away.

Hal | evar strode into the circle and took the stick away from Lucivar. He | ooked at Jaenelle,
hesitated, then backed of f when Lucivar shook his head.

"Conme on, Cat," Lucivar gasped as he noved toward her. "W've got to walk to cool down."

Her head snapped up. She braced her feet in a fighting stance.

Luci var held up his hands and kept novi ng forward.

The wild | ook in her eyes faded. "Water."

"Wal k first," he said, taking the stick away from her

"Prick," she snarled hal fheartedly, but she wal ked with him

"If you don't give me a hard tinme about it, you can even have breakfast." Lucivar handed the stick
to Fal onar as he and Jaenell e wal ked past. He took a couple of towels from Aaron, draped one over
Jaenel |l e's neck, and began to rub hinself down with the other

Looki ng around, Surreal noticed that Khardeen was also in the crowd, watching and alert. And she
noticed, with a sigh of relief, that Saetan was talking quietly w th Daenon.

Turni ng back to Fal onar, she brushed her fingers against the stick. "Do you think I'll ever get
hal f that good with one of these?" She half expected sone di sm ssive conmrent, but when he didn't
answer, she | ooked up to see him studying her seriously.

"I'f you can becone half as proficient with this as she is, you'll be able to take down any nal e
except an Eyrien warrior," Falonar said slowy. "And you'll be able to take down hal f of them as
well." Then he | ooked at Marian. "Are you all right, Lady?"

Marian let out a shuddering breath. "I'mfine, thank you, Prince Falonar. It's just... sonetinmes

when they're so intense ..
Fal onar bowed just enough to show respect, then left themto talk with Hall evar

"Are you really all right?" Surreal asked, drawing Marian a little ways away fromthe crowd.
Marian's smile was a trifle strained. "Lucivar's always tense after he's been at the service fair
and he's been worried about Daenon."

Looki ng back, Surreal saw Daenon wal king toward the Hall with the H gh Lord. Well, that was one
worry out of the way for the nonent.

She al so noticed the way Jaenel |l e kept glancing at Daenon while Lucivar piled food on a plate. She
sm | ed.

"Usually | can help himrelieve the tension," Marian conti nued.

Her sel f-conscious expression told Surreal exactly how Marian hel ped relieve the tension. The
woman had guts to get into a bed with a nman |ike Lucivar when his tenmper was already on the edge
"Since that wasn't an option this tinme..."

No, Surreal thought as Marian gave her a speculative look. |If Lucivar had never suggested an
alternative to intercourse, she certainly wasn't going to supply the information

After a monent, Marian shrugged. "Usually when Jaenelle is his sparring partner, they just keep
wor ki ng through the nmoves until he's sweated out the tension. But this norning... Jaenelle's
relatives showing up like this has put her on edge, too."

"Yeah, seeing her famly again isn't a reason to cheer."

Marian stiffened. "Her family |lives here."

"Yes," Surreal said after a minute, "I guess they do."

2 | Kael eer
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W hel m na wal ked silently beside Lucivar as he escorted her to her room She w shed he woul d put
his arm around her. Maybe then she would stop shivering. Maybe then she wouldn't feel so afraid.
That was funny. A few hours ago, she'd been terrified of him especially after she'd seen him and
Jaenel | e attacking each other with the sticks.

Afterward, she'd tried to slip back to the Hall before anyone noticed because she'd been sure her
heart would just burst if any of those Eyrien warriors snarled at her when she couldn't do the
exerci ses properly. But Lucivar had noticed her slinking away. He'd grabbed the back of her tunic
and haul ed her into the practice circle.

And he'd been kind. Wile other Eyriens instructed the other women, and Marian and some of the
coven had denonstrated the noves, he had worked with her and the girl, Jillian. Never in a hurry,
never inpatient, his hands firmbut gentle when he repositioned her body, his voice always calm
and encour agi ng.

She hadn't expected that fromhim And she hadn't expected himto stay with her when she went to
nmeet Al exandra, Leland, and Philip

She shoul d have said "no" when the High Lord told her they were here and wanted to talk to her
But she'd felt an obligation to see them since they'd cone all this way.

They' d been angry when Lucivar refused to let the Province Queens and the escorts into the room
and refused to | eave hinself. On, he'd gone out onto the bal cony, but no one was going to forget
hi s presence.

She could tell they had been as insulted as she had been relieved, but they had been glad to see
her. They'd all hugged her and conplinmented her on how pretty she'd becone and how worried they
had been about her and how much they'd nissed her..

And then Al exandra told her not to worry. They would find a way to break the contract and get her
out of this place and away fromthese people. She'd tried to explain that she intended to honor
the contract, that the Hi gh Lord and Prince Yaslana weren't the nonsters Al exandra was trying to
make them out to be.

They didn't listen, just as they hadn't |istened years ago when her father, Robert Benedict, had
tried to force hinself on her after Jaenelle di sappeared—a few nonths after he had come down with
the illness that had finally killed him She had run away because she'd been afraid that, one day,
no one woul d hear her screans or, if they did, would ignore them because she was turning into a
"difficult" child, just like Jaenelle.

They didn't |isten. Because they were so sure they were right, so sure that they knew what was
best. Even Philip. He kept telling her that it would be all right now, that Robert was dead so it
woul d be all right. But it wouldn't be, couldn't be, all right because they thought of her as
bei ng "damaged" somehowshe coul d see that in their eyes—and anything she thought or felt or
want ed woul d be col ored by that conviction. And because she cared for Philip and knew he woul d be
hurt by it, she couldn't tell themwhy she really wanted to stay there.

Her fear that they mght actually be able to take her away after she'd struggled so hard to get to
Kael eer had escal ated to the point where she had | eaped up fromthe couch, and yelled, "No! |
don't want to!"

Luci var was in the roomand hurrying her away from them before anyone el se could nove.

But she couldn't stop shaking, and the fear was eating her alive.

Luci var's hand came down on her shoul der, stopping her. A nonent later, he called in a flask. He
vani shed the cap, gripped the back of her head with one hand, and held the flask up to her lips.
"If you keep shaking like that, you're going to rip sonething," he said, soundi ng annoyed. "Take a
sip of this. It'll settle your nerves."

"I don't want a sedative," Wlhelmna said, trying to pull away as desperation swelled inside her
"There's nothing wong with ne."

"Not hi ng except you've gone way past scared, and that's not good for you." Lucivar paused,
studying her. "It's not a sedative, Wlhelmna," he said quietly. "It's Khary's home brew. It's
got a kick to it that will nmellow you out—and it'll also keep you from breaki ng apart. Now, hold
your nose and swal | ow. "

She didn't hold her nose. She did swallow the sip he gave her

CGol den.

It flowed over her tongue like ripe pluns and sumrer heat, pooled in her stomach for a nmonent, and
then flowed into her |inbs.

When he offered her another swallow, she took it. That glorious heat nelted her fear and produced
a sensuous warnmth inside her. If she had another sip, she might even feel brave—fiercely,
wonder ful ly brave.

But Lucivar wasn't offering another sip. She wasn't aware that he'd rel eased her, but he had the
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cap in one hand now and the flask in the other, and he was going to take away that delicious heat.
She snatched the flask and ran down the corridor, whipped around a corner, and guzzled as nuch as
she coul d before he caught up to her and took it away.

She | eaned against the wall and smled at him She felt enornously pleased when he took a couple
of steps back and watched her warily.

Luci var sniffed the flask, took a small sip, and said, "Shit."

"That would be a rude thing to do in the corridor."

He swore softly while he capped the flask and vanished it, but it sounded nore like |aughter
"Cone on, little witch. Let's get you settled somewhere while you can still walk."

She wal ked toward himto prove that she could, but the floor suddenly got |unpy, and she tripped
and fell against him

"I amvery brave," she told him |eaning against his chest.

"You are very drunk."

"Mmm not." Then she renenbered the inportant thing she had to do. The nobst inportant thing. "I
want to see ny sister."” She smacked her hand as hard as she could agai nst the surface she was

| eani ng on to enphasi ze her point. She | ooked at her stinging hand. "It hurts."

"We' Il have matching bruises," Lucivar said dryly.

"Ckay. "

Miuttering, he steered her through the corridors.

She felt so wonderful, she wanted to sing, but all the songs she knew seened so ... polite. "Do

you know any naughty songs?"

"Mot her Night," he nuttered.

"Don't know that one. How does it go?"

"This way," he said, steering her around a corner

She got away from himand ran down the corridor, flapping her arns. "I can flyyyyy."

When he caught her again, he wapped one arm around her wai st, knocked once on the door in front
of them and haul ed her inside.

"Cat!"

Tears filled WIhelmna s eyes when Jaenel |l e wal ked out of the adjoining room The warmsnile of
greeting was all she needed to see.

Slipping out of Lucivar's grip, she stunbled a couple of steps and hugged Jaenell e.

"I'"ve mssed you," WIhelnmna said, |aughing while tears ran down her face. "l've nissed you so
much. I'msorry | wasn't braver. You were ny little sister, and | should have | ooked after you.
But you were the one who always | ooked after nme." She | eaned back, hol ding Jaenelle's shoul ders
for balance. "You're so pretty."

"And you're drunk." Those sapphire eyes stared at Lucivar. "Wat did you do to her?"

"Her nerves were so strained after nmeeting your relatives, | was afraid she'd break. So | asked
Khary for the strongest brew he had in a flask because | figured she wouldn't take nore than a
sip." Lucivar wi nced. "She guzzled half the flask—and it wasn't one of his honme brews, it was the
concoction you created."

Jaenel |l e's eyes widened. "You let her drink a 'gravedigger'?"

"No no no," WIhelnmna said, shaking her head. "You shouldn't ever drink a gravedigger until he's
had a bath." She smiled placidly when Jaenell e and Lucivar just stared at her

"Mt her N ght," Lucivar mnuttered.

"Do you know t hat song?" WI hel mi na asked Jaenel | e.

"What did you have for breakfast?" Jaenelle demanded.

"Water. | was too nervous to eat. But |'m not nervous anynore. | amvery brave and fierce."

Luci var w apped one hand around her arm "Wy don't you sit on the couch now?"

She headed straight across the room-Arpore or |ess. Wien he started to | ead her around the table,
she dug in her heels.

"I can go through the table," she announced proudly. "I studied ny Craft. | want to show Jaenelle
that | can do that now. "

"You want to do sonething really challengi ng?" Lucivar asked. "Then let's wal k around the table.
Ri ght now, that will be inpressive."

"Ckay. "
Getting around the table was sufficiently challenging, especially since Lucivar kept getting his
feet in the way. Wen she finally reached the couch, she plopped down next to Jaenelle. "I brushed

Dejaal, and now he likes nme. If | brushed Lucivar, do you think he'd like ne, too?"

"He'd promise to like you if you stopped stepping on him" Lucivar growl ed softly while he pulled
of f her shoes.

"I't's Marian's job to brush Lucivar,'

Jaenel l e said sol emly.
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n O(ay. n

"Why don't | have sone coffee and toast sent up?" Lucivar said.

W hel m na wat ched Lucivar until he left the room "I used to think he was scary. But he's just
big."

"Uh- huh. Way don't you lie down for a little while?" Jaenelle said.

W 1 hel m na obeyed. When Jaenelle finished tucking a bl anket around her, she said, "Everyone said
you had died, but when they talked to ne, they said we had 'lost' you. But | always knew you
weren't |ost because you told me where to find you. How could you be | ost when you knew where you
wer e?"

She | ooked into Jaenelle's sapphire eyes. The m nd behind those eyes was so vast. But she wasn't
afraid of that anynore. "You al ways knew where you were. Didn't you?"

"Yes," Jaenelle replied softly. "I always knew. "

3 /| Kael eer

Al exandra paused, took a deep breath, and opened the door without knocking.

The gol den-haired wonman grinding herbs with a nmortar and pestle didn't turn around, didn't
indicate in any way that she knew someone was there. A |large bow floated above the worktable,
heated by three tongues of witchfire. A spoon lazily stirred the bow's contents.

Al exandra waited. After a minute, she said in a tight voice, "Could you stop fiddling with that
for a mnute and say 'hello' to your grandnmother? After all, it's been thirteen years since |'ve
seen you."

"A mnute or so won't make any difference to a greeting that's waited for thirteen years,"
Jaenelle replied, pouring the finely ground herbs into the bow's bubbling contents. "But it wll
make a difference to this tonic devel oping the right potency." She half turned, gave Al exandra one
sl ashing gl ance, then focused her attention on the brew

Al exandra cl enched her teeth, remenbering why she had found this granddaughter so different to
deal with. Even as a small child, Jaenelle had displayed these gestures of superiority, inplying
that she had no reason to show respect for her elders or yield to a Queen

Why? For the first time, Al exandra wondered. She'd al ways assuned, along with everyone el se, that
those displays were attenpts to conpensate for not wearing the Jewels, for being | ess than the
other witches in the famly. But, perhaps, they had been a result of sonmeone—ike the High

Lor d—whi spering sweet lies into a child' s ear until the girl truly believed she was superi or

She shook her head. It was hard to believe that the child who had been unable to do the sinplest
Craft |l essons could grow up to becone sonme terrible, powerful threat to the Realmof Terreille as
Dorothea clainmed. If that were true, where was the power? Even now, when she was trying to sense
Jaenel le's strength, it felt... nuted... just as it always had. Distant, which was the way a Bl ood
fermal e who didn't have enough psychic strength to wear a Jewel felt.

That meant Jaenelle was just a pawn in an el aborate gane. The Hi gh Lord—er, perhaps, the
nysterious Queen who ruled this court—wanted a figurehead to hi de behind.

"What are you maki ng?" Al exandra asked.

"Atonic for a young boy who's ill," Jaenelle replied, adding a dark liquid to the brew.

"Shoul dn't a Heal er be doing that?" Hell's fire, are they really letting her nake tonics for
peopl e?

"I ama Healer," Jaenelle replied tartly. "I'"'malso a Black Wdow and a Queen."

O course you are. Wth effort, Alexandra bit back the words. She would remain calm would forge a
bond, sonehow, with her younger granddaughter; would renmenber that Jaenelle had al ready endured
sonme terrible experiences.

Then Jaenel l e finished making the tonic and turned around.

Staring into those sapphire eyes, Al exandra forgot about remmining cal mor forging a bond.
Staggered by the... something... that |ooked at her out of those eyes, she groped for an

expl anation that would fit.

When she found it, she wanted to weep.

Jaenel l e was insane. Totally, completely insane. And that nonster who rul ed here indul ged that
insanity for his own reasons. He |let Jaenelle think she was Heal er and a Bl ack Wdow and a Queen
He woul d probably let her give that tonic to a sick little boy, regardl ess of what the stuff would
actually do to a child.

"Way are you here, Al exandra?"

Al exandra shivered at the sound of that m dnight voice, then gave herself a mental shake. The
child had always indulged in theatrics. "I cane to take you and W I hel m na hone."

"Why? For the past thirteen years, you thought | was dead. Since that was far nore convenient for
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you than having ne alive, why didn't you just continue to pretend | was dead?"

"W weren't pretending," A exandra said hotly. Jaenelle's words hurt, nostly because they were
true. It had been easier nmourning a dead child than dealing with the difficult girl. But she would
never admt that. "W thought you were dead, that Sadi had killed you."

"Daenmon woul d never have hurt ne."

But you woul d—and di d. That was the message underneath the cold, flat reply.

"Leland is your nother. |I'myour grandnother. We're your famly, Jaenelle.”

Jaenel | e shook her head slowy. "This body can trace its bloodline to you. That makes us rel ated
It doesn't make us famly." She noved toward the door. When she was just about to pass Al exandra,
she stopped. "You apprenticed with an Hourglass coven for a little while, didn't you? Before you
had to nmake the choi ce between becom ng a Bl ack Wdow and beconing Chaillot's Queen."

Al exandra nodded, wondering where this was | eadi ng.

"You | earned enough to nake the sinplest tangled webs, the kind that would absorb a focused intent
and draw that object to you. Isn't that true?" Wen she nodded again, Jaenelle's eyes filled with
sadness and understanding. "How many tines did you sit before one of those webs dream ng that
sonet hi ng woul d hel p you keep Chaillot safe from Hayll's encroachnent ?"

Al exandra coul dn't speak, could barely breathe.

"Has it ever occurred to you that that may be the answer to the riddl e? Saetan was al so an intense
dreaner. The difference is that when the dream appeared, he recognized it." Jaenelle opened the
door. "Go hone, Al exandra. There's nothi ng—and no one—for you here."

"W hel m na,"” Al exandra whi sper ed.

"She'I'l fulfill the eighteen nonths of her contract. After that, she can do as she pleases." There
was sonet hing awful and ironic about Jaenelle's snile. "The Queen commands it."

Al exandra took a deep breath. "I want to see this Queen."

"No, you don't," Jaenelle replied too softly. "You don't want to stand before the Dark Throne."
She paused. "Now, if you'll excuse ne, | have to finish this tonic. It's simrered | ong enough."

Di snissed. As casually as that, she was being dism ssed.

Al exandra |l eft the workroom relieved to be away from Jaenel |l e. She found one of the inner gardens
and settled on a bench. Maybe the sun woul d take away the chill that had seeped i nto her bones.
Maybe t hen she could believe she was shaking fromcold and not because Jaenell e had nentioned
sonet hi ng she had never told anyone.

Her paternal grandnother had been a natural Black Wdow That's what had drawn Al exandra to the
Hourgl ass in the first place. But by then, the aristo Blood in Chaillot were already starting to
whi sper about Bl ack Wdows being "unnatural” woren, and the other Queens and the Warlord Princes
woul d never have chosen a Queen who was al so a witch of the Hourglass covens.

So she |l eft her apprenticeship and, a few years |ater when her naternal grandnother stepped down,
became the Queen of Chaillot. But during her first few years as Queen, she had secretly woven
those sinple tangl ed webs. She had dreanmed that sonething or soneone woul d appear in her life that
woul d hel p her fight against Hayll's undermining of Chaillot society. At the time, she had thought
it would be a Consort—a strong nmal e who woul d support and help her. But no nan |i ke that had ever
appeared in her life.

Then, when her Bl ack W dow grandnot her had been dying, Al exandra had been gi ven what she cane to
think of as the riddle. What you dreamfor will cone, but if you' re not careful, you'll be blind
until it's too late.

So she had waited. She had watched. The dream hadn't come. And she would not, could not, believe
that a disturbed, eccentric child had been the answer to the riddle.

4 | Kael eer

As he stared out the wi ndow, he reached inside his shirt and fingered the slimglass vial that
hung froma chain around his neck. The High Priestess of Hayll had assured himthat she and the
Dark Priestess had woven the strongest spells they knew to keep hi mundetected. So far, they had
wor ked. No one sensed he was anything nore than another escort Al exandra Angelline had brought
with her. He was just a bland man, alnost invisible. That suited himperfectly.

It had sounded so easy when he'd been given the assignnent. Find the target, drug her so that she
woul d be conplacent, and then slip her out of the Hall to the men who woul d be waiting just beyond
t he boundaries of the estate. Wen he'd seen the size of the place, he'd thought it would be even
easi er.

But, despite its size, the Hall was crawling with aggressive nales, fromthe | owest male servant
right up to the H gh Lord. And the bitches never seened to be alone. He'd lingered in corridors
for hours without so nmuch as a sniff of either one of them
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He shuddered as he renmenbered his one glinpse of the golden-haired bitch. He'd been told,
repeatedly, that she was his primary target, but he had no intention of getting anywhere near her
because somet hi ng about her spooked him and he wasn't sure the spells would hold up under that
sapphire stare. So he would snatch the other one, the sister. But he would have to do it soon. He
could only dodge just so long around so nany bristling, suspicious nales.

Maybe he woul d escort W/ hel mi na Benedict all the way back to Hayll. Once he got her out, what
difference did it nmake if he was found to be mi ssing?

And it would nmake no difference to himif Al exandra was |eft behind to explain her granddaughter's
di sappearance—er was the one who ended up payi ng whatever price the Hi gh Lord chose to extract.

5/ Terreille

The rage twi sted inside Dorothea |like a choking vine. The brief report dangled from one hand.
"You're distressed, Sister," Hekatah said as she shuffled into the roomand took a seat.

"Kartane was gone to Kaeleer." She couldn't draw a deep enough breath to give her voice any
strengt h.

"Gone to see if any of their Healers can cure hinP" Hekatah thought about that for a monent. "But
why now? He coul d have gone anytime in the |ast few years.”

"Per haps because he thinks he has sonething to barter now that would be worth nore than gold

mar ks. "

Hekat ah hi ssed, inmedi ately understandi ng. "How nmuch does he know?"

"He was at ny 'confession' the other day, but that's not nmuch to tell soneone."”

"It's enough to put Saetan on his guard," Hekatah said om nously. "It's enough to make him start
aski ng questions.™

"Then perhaps sonet hing should be arranged before Kartane has a chance to talk to anyone outside
of Little Terreille," Dorothea said softly, alnobst absently. She could think of a nunber of
interesting "arrangenents" that could be made for a son who wanted to woo her eneny.

Hekat ah stood up and paced around the roomfor a nminute. "No. Let's see if we can use Kartane as
bait to lure a specific Healer to Little Terreille."

Dorot hea snorted. "Do you really think Jaenelle Angelline is going to help Kartane?"

"I"ll go to Little Terreille tonight and speak to Lord Jorval. He'll know how to phrase a discreet
request." Wen Hekatah reached the door, she paused. "Wen your little Warlord cones home, perhaps
you should give hima lesson in loyalty."

Dor ot hea waited until Hekatah |eft before going over to the fire. She dropped the report into it,
wat ched the flanmes devour the paper.

When the war they were going to start was over, she would build a bonfire and watch the fl anmes
devour that desiccated wal king corpse. And whil e she watched Hekatah burn, she would give her son
that lesson in loyalty.

6 / Kael eer

"I need a favor," Karla said abruptly after ten mnutes of small talk and di scussi on about the
Eyri ens whom Luci var had brought in.

Jaenel |l e gl anced up fromthe piece of needl epoint she was working on, her eyes filled with wary
anusenent. "All right.”

"I want a Ring of Honor |ike you gave the boyos in the First Circle."

"Darling, they wear the Ring of Honor on their cocks. You nmay be ballsy, but you don't have one of
t hose. "

"The kindred nmales don't wear themthere. You had small Rings nade that attach to the chain

hol ding their Jewels."

"So you want a Ring of Honor,'
needl epoi nt desi gn

Karl a nodded solemly. "For everyone in the coven."

Jaenel | e | ooked up, no |onger anused.

Karla met that |ook, recognizing by the subtle change in the sapphire eyes that she was no | onger
talking to Jaenelle, her friend and Sister. She was talking to Wtch, the Queen of Ebon Askavi.

Her Queen

"You have a reason,"” Jaenelle said in her mdnight voice. It wasn't a question

"Yes." How nmuch woul d she need to say to convince Jaenelle? And how much of what she'd seen in the
tangl ed web could be left unsaid?

A few m nutes passed in silence.

Jaenel l e said, still sounding amused, still adding stitches to the
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Jaenel |l e resunmed her stitching. "If it's going to be worn on a finger, it should | ook decorative
enough so that it's real purpose isn't obvious," she said quietly. "I assume you're nostly
interested in the Ring because of the protection spells | added to it."

"Yes," Karla said quietly. The protection spells, the Ebony shields Jaenelle added to the Rings,
were the reason she wanted one.

"Do you want the Rings |linked just between the coven or linked to the boyos as wel | ?"

Karla hesitated. A typical Ring of Honor allowed a Queen to nonitor the enotions of the males in
her First G rcle. Because of a quirk in the way Jaenelle had made the first Ring of Honor—the one
Lucivar still wore—+the First Circle nales in the Dark Court had the sane nmeans of gauging the
Queen's nood. Did she, or any of the coven, really want to deal with nal es who were even nore
attuned to fem nine noods than the boyos already were? Was a little enotional distance worth not
havi ng a means of sending a warning that couldn't, in any way, be bl ocked? "They should be |inked
with the First Circle males.”

"I"ll get the Rings made as soon as possible," Jaenelle said quietly.

"Thank you, Lady," Karla replied, acknow edgi ng the Queen rather than the friend.

Anot her silence filled the room

"Anyt hi ng el se?" Jaenelle finally asked.

Karla took a deep breath, let it out slowy. "I don't like your relatives."

"Nobody here likes my relatives," Jaenelle replied, but there was a sharp edge underneath the
anusement —and sorrow. Then she added very quietly, "Saetan formally requested ny consent for their
executions."”

"Did you give it?" Karla asked neutrally. She already knew the answer. She had been in the sane
position five years ago when she becane Queen of dacia. She had exiled her uncle, Lord Hobart,

i nstead of executing him even though she strongly suspected he had been behind the death of her
parents and Morton's.

Jaenel le, if pushed, would choose the sane.

"If it's any consolation, |I do like your sister,” Karla said when Jaenelle didn't answer the
question. "She'll adjust to living in Kaeleer just fine if she can stop being scared | ong enough
to catch her breath."

Jaenel l e looked a little pained. "Lucivar got her drunk. She offered to brush him"

"Ch, Mother Night." When the laughter finally fizzled out, Karla groaned her way off the couch
sai d good night to Jaenelle, and headed for her own suite.

In the privacy of her bedroom she indulged in a few grunts and nobans as she got ready for bed. No
matter how much she exerci sed when she was hone, it always took her a few days to adjust to the
wor kout s Lucivar put her through. But she wasn't about to miss a chance to get a little extra
training fromhim Especially now

Later, as she was drifting off to sleep, it occurred to her that Jaenelle, who was a strong and
very gifted Bl ack Wdow, mi ght have had her own reasons for agreeing to the favor.

7 | Kael eer

Wth exaggerated care, Daenon tied the robe's belt. The hot bath had warned and | oosened his
tight, tired nuscles. A large quantity of brandy would blur the nental sharp edges. Neither of
those things would ease a bruised, bleeding heart.

Jaenelle didn't want him That was becomi ng painfully clear

When she had come | ooking for himlast night, he had thought she had been pleased to see him had
hoped that they could begin again. But today she had shied away from hi m whenever he tried to
approach her, using Lucivar or Chaosti or the whole coven as a buffer. It had forced himto
realize that she had given himthe title of Consort out of sone sense of obligation, but she
didn't want him

How | ong, he wondered as he wal ked into his bedroom could he stand watching her interact with the
other males in her court while he was being shut out of her life? How long could his sanity hold

t oget her when, day after day, he was cl ose enough to touch her but wasn't allowed to? How | ong. ..
Seeing the mound in the dimlight, he thought sonmeone had cone in and dunped a white fur cover
over his bed without snoothing it out.

Then a head lifted off his pillows and nuscles rippled under the white fur as the huge cat shifted
posi tion.

The front paws, dangling over the side of the bed, flexed, displaying inpressive claws. Gray eyes
stared at himas if daring himto do nore than breat he.

Even if he hadn't seen the Red Jewel |ying against the white fur, Daenpon woul d have had no doubts
about who was sprawl ed on his bed.
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W all try not to upset Kael as, Lucivar had said.

Hell's fire, Mdther Night, and may the Darkness be nerciful

Wth his heart pounding in his throat, Daenbn cautiously backed toward the door. Saetan's suite
was right across fromhis. He could..

Sonet hi ng | arge t hunped agai nst the other side of the door just as his hand touched the knob
Kaelas curled his lips in a silent snarl

There was only one escape open to him

Never taking his eyes off Kaelas, Daenon sidled over to the door that separated his bedroom from
Jaenel l e's. He opened the door only as much as necessary, slipped into her bedroom Bl ack-I ocked
the door, and added a Bl ack shield. If what Lucivar had said about Kaelas being able to get
through any shield was true, the lock and shield were usel ess, but they nade himfeel a little
better.

As he backed farther into Jaenelle's room he began to shake. It wasn't because of Kael as,
exactly. Any man with a healthy survival instinct would be cautiously afraid of a cat that

si ze—especially when that cat was al so a Red-Jewel ed Warlord Prince. But he knew that, before he
had shattered his mind the first tine that night at Cassandra's Altar, he wouldn't have felt this
ki nd of overwhel ning fear. He woul d have had enough confidence in hinself to natch that feline
arrogance even whil e being prudent enough to yield. Now...

" Daenon?"

He tw sted around, suddenly finding it inpossible to breathe.

Jaenel l e stood in the doorway that led to the rest of her suite, dressed in sapphire-blue pajanas.
Seeing her, he lost his balance in too many ways.

She ran to him wapped her arns around his waist to keep himfromfalling. "Wat's wong? Are you
ill?"

"I =4 He was sweating fromthe effort to take a deep enough breath.

"Can you wal k far enough to sit on the bed?"

Unabl e to speak, he nodded.

"Sit down," Jaenelle said. "Put your head between your knees."

When he obeyed, his robe parted. He | eaned over farther, hoping, since she was crouched in front
of him that he wasn't revealing anything she didn't want to see.

"Can you tell me what's wong?" Jaenelle asked as her fingers brushed through his hair.

You don't love ne. "On ny bed," he gasped.

Jaenell e swiveled to | ook at the door adjoining their rooms. Her eyes narrowed. "Wat's Kael as
doing in your roon®"

"Sl eeping. On ny bed. "

"I't's your room Wiy didn't you tell himto get off?"

Why? Because he didn't want to die tonight.

But she sounded so baffled, he raised his head to | ook at her. She was serious. She wouldn't think
twi ce about hauling eight hundred pounds of snarling feline off a bed.

Jaenel l e stood up. "I'lIl get him=

Daenon grabbed her hand. "No. It's all right. I'Il find another bed. A couch. Hell's fire, I'l

sl eep on the floor."

Those ancient eyes studied him Sonething odd flickered at the back of themfor a nmonment. "Do you
want to sl eep here tonight?" she asked quietly.

Yes. No. He didn't want to cone to her as a frightened, needy nale. But he also wouldn't refuse
the only invitation to her bed he m ght ever receive. "Please.”

She pulled the covers back as far as she could with himstill sitting on the bed. "Get in."

"I = Hi s face heated.

"I gather you wear the sane thing to bed as every other male here," Jaenelle said dryly.

Whi ch neant "not hing."

She moved to the other side of the room her back politely turned.

Daermon quickly slipped out of the robe and slipped into the nassive bed. No wonder she had offered
to let himstay there. The bed was so big she woul d never notice another occupant.

A mnute |ater, she got into bed, keeping well to her side of it. As she turned off the candle-
I'ight, she murnured, "Good night, Daenon."

He lay in the dark a long tinme listening to her breathe, certain that, like him she wasn't

asl eep.

Eventual |y, the warm bed, the nurrmur of the fountain in the garden bel ow, and the scent of

what ever soap or perfunme she used lulled himinto a deep sleep

The quiet, alnost furtive sounds roused him

Daenmon opened his eyes.
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Dar kness. Swirling mst.

Proppi ng hinself up on one el bow, he | ooked around and saw her standing next to the altar. The
gol den nane that wasn't quite hair and wasn't quite fur. The delicately pointed ears. The thin
stripe of fur that ran down her spine to the fawn tail that flicked over her buttocks. The human
| egs that ended in hooves. The hands that had sheat hed cl aws.

Wtch. The living nyth. Dreans nade fl esh

He was back in the m sty place, deep in the abyss. The place where..

He rose slowly. Myving carefully so that he wouldn't startle her, he wal ked around the altar unti
he was standi ng across from her.

On the altar was a crystal chalice laced with hairline cracks. As he silently watched, she picked
up a sliver of crystal and slipped it into place.

Sonet hing shifted inside him Looking nore intently at the chalice, he realized it was his own
shattered m nd.

He noticed three other tiny fragments. As he reached for one, she slapped his hand.

"Do you have any idea how nmuch searching | had to do to find these?" she snarled at him

She turned the chalice, slipped another tiny sliver into place.

The m st swirled, danced, spun

Falling, falling, falling into the abyss. His mind shattering. Waking up in the m sty place.
Seeing Jaenelle as Wtch for the first time as she pieced his crystal chalice back together

Anot her sliver slipped into place.

A narrow bed with straps to bind hands and feet—+the bed from Briarwood. A sunptuous bed with silk
sheets. A seductive trap nade of love and lies and truth—a trap to save a child. The Sadi st

whi spering that she would take the bait because he, in all his nmale sexual glory, was the bait.
The | ast sliver was slipped into place.

Re-form ng the psychic link with Saetan after he had persuaded Jaenelle to ascend to the |evel of
the Red Jewels. The two of themforcing her to heal her own torn, bleeding body. Jaenelle's panic
when the nmales from Briarwood started fighting the defenses Surreal had created in the corridors
leading to the Altar. Cassandra opening the Gate between the Real ns and taki ng Jaenel |l e away.

Hi s crystal chalice glowed, heated as Wtch's dark power covered all the cracks and seal ed t hem
Now t hat the gaps were filled in, the menories reforned, and, finally, he knew exactly what had
happened at Cassandra's Altar thirteen years ago. Finally, he knew exactly what he had done—and
not done.

He took a deep breath, let it out slowy.

She gl anced at him nerves warring with the sharp, feral intelligence that filled her ancient
eyes. "The missing pieces nade weak spots that kept the chalice fragile. You should be fine now "
"Thank you."

"I don't want your gratitude," she snapped.

St udyi ng her, Daenon opened his inner barriers just enough to taste her enotions. The hurt inside
her surprised him

"What do you want?" he asked quietly.

She nervously caressed the stemof the chalice. He wondered if she realized he could feel those
caresses. And he wondered if she had any i dea what those caresses were doing to him He started to
nove around the altar, his fingers lightly brushing the stone.

"Not hi ng," she said in a snall voice as she shifted a half step away fromhim Then she added,
"You lied to nme. You didn't want Wtch."

The fire of anger washed through him waking the part of himthe Blood in Terreille had called the
Sadi st. When the anger cool ed, another kind of fire took its place.

Hi s voice shifted into a sexual purr. "I love you. And I've waited a lifetime to be your |over
But you were too young, Lady."

She raised her head, her body stiff with dignity. "I wasn't too young here, in the abyss."
Slow y, he continued noving around the altar. "Your body had been viol ated. Your mnd had
shattered. But even if that hadn't been the case, you were still too young—even here in the
abyss. "

He cane up behind her. H's fingers lightly brushed her hips, her waist. Mving upward, he spread
hi s hands across her ribs, his fingers just brushing the undersides of her breasts. He noved
closer, smling with savage pleasure as the fawn tail's nervous flicking teased and aroused him
He ki ssed the spot where her neck and shoul der joined. The first kiss was |light and chaste. Wth
the second kiss, he used his teeth to hold her still while the tip of his tongue caressed and
tasted her skin.

He could feel her heart pounding, feel each breathy pant.

Leaving a trail of soft kisses up her neck, he finally whispered in her ear, "You're not too young
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anynore."

She |l et out a breathless squeak when he gently rubbed hinsel f agai nst her.

Suddenly his hands were enpty, and he was al one

Hungry desire roared through him He turned in a slow circle, searching, probing—the predator
seeking his prey.

The last thing he was fully aware of was the m st thickening and swirling up around hi muntil
there was not hing el se.

He struggled to get past the thick fog of sleep when sonething grabbed his arm and dragged hi m out
of bed.

Groggy, he tried to wake up enough to wonder why he was bei ng pushed and prodded across the room
He didn't have any trouble waking up after Lucivar shoved himinto the shower cubicle and turned
on the cold water full blast.

Daenon cl awed at the dial until he nmanaged to shut off the water. Bracing one hand agai nst the
wall, he tried to convince his cold-tightened nmuscles to let go of his lungs |ong enough for him
to take a breath. Then he glared at Lucivar

"Jaenel l e woke up in a simlar mood," Lucivar said mldly. "Miust have been an interesting night."
"Not hi ng happened," Daenon grow ed as he swi ped his hair back

"Not hi ng physical," Lucivar said. "But |'ve danced with the Sadi st enough tines to recognize him
when | see him"

Daenon just waited.

Lucivar's lips curled into that |lazy, arrogant snmile. "Wl cone to Kaeleer, brother," he said
softly. "It's good to have you back." He paused at the bathroomdoor. "I'Il bring you a cup of
coffee. That and a hot shower ought to wake you up enough."

"Enough for what?" Daenon asked warily.

Lucivar's snmile turned wicked. "You're late for practice, old son. But, all things considered,
I"1l give you another fifteen mnutes to get to the field before | cone | ooking for you again."
"And if you have to come | ooking agai n?" Daenmpn asked too softly.

"Trust ne. If | have to cone |ooking for you again, you're not going to like it."

He already didn't like it. But he sipped the coffee Lucivar brought himwhile the hot water
pounded his neck and back—and t he Sadi st began pl anning the quiet, gentle seduction of Jaenelle
Angel | i ne.

Chapter Five
1/ Kael eer

Al exandra wal ked through the corridors, Philip beside her. She would have preferred Lel and's
conpany rather than an unavail able male, but the way Philip had quickly offered to acconpany her
meant he wanted to di scuss sonething with her in private w thout naking it obvious.

Irritated by his presence, she snapped, "W've been here for over a week and not hi ng' s happened.
How | ong does that 'escort' expect us to be able to remain guests?”

Philip didn't have to point out that OGsvald, the escort Dorothea had provided, hadn't been able to
get close to either Wlhelmna or Jaenelle without having to deal with at | east one mal e chaperon
| et al one get close enough to slip the wonen away fromthe Hall. He also didn't have to point out
that they would be "guests" until the H gh Lord—er the real Queen who ruled this court—deci ded

ot herw se.

"Lucivar cane to see me this norning," Philip said abruptly.

Hearing the tightness in his voice, Al exandra glanced at him then took a closer | ook at the flush
darkening Philip's face. Was that anger or emnbarrassment? "And?"

"He strongly suggested that you tighten your hold on Vania's | eash before she gets hurt. It seens
she's too aggressive in her efforts to coax a Kaeleer male into her bed. He said if she's that
itchy for a nale, she should invite her Consort, since that's why he's here."

Personal | y, Al exandra thought Vania acted like a slut. But Vania was al so generous about sharing
the use of her males with visiting Queens—a generosity Al exandra never refused whenever she
visited that Province. She had kept no steady |lover in her own court for nmore than twenty-five
year s—ever since she had asked Philip to see Leland through her Virgin Night. It wouldn't have
been fair to any of themif she had asked himto warm her bed after that when he really wanted to
be her daughter's lover, and the other nen she had considered since then had been far nore
interested in the power they nmight wield as her Consort than in giving her pleasure.

But renmenbering Vania's generosity—and the fact that no male currently warnmed her bed, either—nade
Al exandra defensive. "She wouldn't have to be 'aggressive' if this court renenbered to provide
visiting Queens with the basic anenities.™
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"I mentioned that," Philip said through gritted teeth. "And was told that there are no nmales in
this court whose service requirements include that duty."

"I find that hard to believe. Not every Queen who cones here woul d necessarily have a Consort at
that monment or have brought him There nust be sone arrangenment— She stopped, shaken by the depth
of the insult. "It's because we're fromTerreille, isn't it?"

"Yes," Philip said flatly. "He said there are a few males in the Second and Third Crcles who
would nornmally be willing to accommbpdate a guest of the court if asked, but because Terreillean
Queens don't know how to enjoy a male without nistreating him no Kaeleer male would willingly
offer himself." He hesitated. "He also said there are no pleasure slaves in Kaeleer."

That verbal slap hurt as nuch as a bl ow because it was a renminder that, for a few nonths, Daenpn
Sadi had been a pleasure slave in her court.

"I see," she said tightly.

"Despite his anger over the situation, Lucivar actually seened concerned," Philip said, sounding
baffl ed. "Mstly because Vania's fixed her efforts on Prince Aaron."

"Aaron is a very handsone man, and—

"He's married.”

There wasn't nuch she could say to that, not when she could feel waves of anxiety rolling off of
Philip. Vania's marked attention toward a married man would be a sharp reninder of his own

vul nerability.

While nore and nore aristo marriage contracts in Terreille were being made for social or politica
reasons, nost Blood males still cherished the idea of nmarriage because it was the one rel ationship
where the genders net on common ground as partners. Or as close to being partners as was
possi bl e—er reasonable. It also neant that nale fidelity was a narriage requirenent, and any nan
who | ooked beyond his wife's bed could swiftly find hinself w thout hone or fanmly, could even

| ose his children.

"There's another reason to curb Vania," Philip said. "If the males here get any nore riled ..."
"I know," Al exandra replied sharply. They woul d never get WI hel mina and Jaenell e away fromthe
Hall if the nales becane nore hostile than they already were. "I know," she said again, softening
her voice. "I'Il talk to her."

" Soon?"

She disliked herself for thinking | ess of him because of the anxiety in his voice.

"Yes, Philip," she said gently, "I'Il talk to her soon."

2 | Kael eer

An interesting gathering, Daenon thought as he slipped his hands into his trouser pockets and
wondered what it nmeant when the Steward of the Court summoned the Master of the Guard, the
Consort, and the First Escort to his study in order to "discuss sonething."

He'd spent the past couple of days studying the book of Protocol Saetan had gi ven him and had been
surprised by the differences between these rules and the ones he had been taught in Terreille.
This Protocol, while reinforcing the matriarchal nature of the Blood, gave nal es sonme rights and
privil eges that hel ped bal ance the power. Which expl ained the refreshing | ack of fear and
subservience in these nmal es. They understood the boundaries that defined acceptable nmal e behavi or
and within those boundaries, they stood on solid ground, never having to wonder what woul d happen
to themif they were no longer in a particular Lady's favor.

He'd al so been surprised by the section of Protocol that involved First Circle males since he'd
never even seen the vaguest nmention of it in Terreille.

There was a phrase that summed up a male's surrender into formal service: Your will is my life. It
gave the Queen the right to do anything she pleased with a male, including kill him That wasn't
new, and, in Terreille, it was a serious risk. Wiat was different was the tacit agreenent on the
Queen's part that, by accepting the nale, she was al so accepting his right to have a say in her
decisions and her life. If a Queen gave an order and the majority of males in her First Circle
opposed it, she could yield to their decision or disnmiss themfromher court. But she couldn't
hurt them for opposing her

If the males in Terreille had known about that part of Protocol, they mi ght have been able to keep
t he behavior of Dorothea's pet Queens in check, night have been able to keep the younger strong

wi tches safe and whol e, night have found a way to fight the threats of slavery and castration that
had nade nost of the nales too afraid to challenge the witches in power.

But sonet hi ng—er soneone—nust have purged the sections about nale power fromthe books of Protoco
in Terreille so long ago that no one had renenbered they exi sted.

No wonder Terreilleans found living in Kael eer such a shock. And now it finally nade sense why
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imrigrants from T Terreille were required to serve in a court. They would need that time to absorb
the new rul es and understand how those rules applied to day-to-day I|iving.

Wi ch nmade him even nore curious to observe the formal give-and-take between a Queen and the male
triangle.

Assum ng, of course, the Queen was goi ng to show up.

"Did anyone tell Cat she's supposed to be here?" Lucivar asked, echoing Daenon's thought.

Saet an gave Lucivar a bland look. "I told her. However, Lord Ladvarian had already cornered her to
di scuss a couple of things. | expect she'll be along as soon as she can talk herself around

what ever he and Kael as have in nmind." That bland | ook was then ainmed at Daenon.

Daenon nmet that |ook with one equally bland while his heart rate kicked up to a gall op—because he
had the distinct feeling that whatever Ladvarian and Kael as wanted to discuss with Jaenelle had to
do with him

He was trying to think of a reasonable excuse to drag Lucivar into the great hall for a mnute to
ask himwhy the kindred were so interested in the Consort when Jaenelle rushed into the room
"Sorry |I'm—= She checked when she saw them and her rush suddenly becane cautious. "Is this famly
or court?" she asked warily.

"Court," Saetan replied.

Fasci nat ed, Daenon watched the subtle shift fromworman to Queen

"And what is the court's pleasure?" Jaenelle asked quietly.

No hint of a sneer or sarcasmin her voice, Daenpn decided as he recogni zed one of the ritua

openi ngs for discussion

"l received a nessage fromLord Jorval," Saetan said with equal calm although his eyes seened a
little too carefully blank. "A person froma prestigious aristo fanily has cone to Kael eer seeking
the assistance of a Healer for an illness that has baffled all the Healers in Terreille. Since

you're known to be the best Healer in the Realm he urgently requests that you cone to Goth to
of fer your opinion."

Lucivar snarled quietly but viciously. A small, but sharp, hand gesture from Andul var sil enced
hi m
"Jorval also says that, while he's been assured that the illness is not contagious, it does seem

to afflict only males. And since he doesn't want any harmto conme to the males of your court—
This time Andul var snorted.

"—he has offered to provide you with an escort while you're in Little Terreille."

"NO " Lucivar exploded into novenent, pacing furiously. "You are not going into Little Terreille
to do a healing without a full escort of your own nales. Not again. Never again. If this person
wants to see you so badly, why doesn't he cone here?"

"I can think of a few reasons,"” Jaenelle said with dry anusenment as she watched Lucivar

Daenon' s bl ood sang when her eyes nmet his for a nmonent. Then it chilled when he gl anced at Saetan
and saw sonething flicker at the back of those golden eyes. Wat was the High Lord trying to hide
behi nd that deliberately bl ank gaze—and what woul d happen if the | eash holding it back snapped?
"Did Jorval nention where this person is from? O anything else that m ght be useful ?" Jaenelle
asked, turning back to Saetan while Lucivar paced and swore.

"Only that the short-lived races seem nost affected."” Saetan said.

Jaenelle's lips softened in a hint of a dreany snile that was nal evol ent enough to nake Daenon
shiver. "The races fromthe western part of Terreille?" she asked in her midnight voice.

"He didn't say, Lady."

Jaenel | e nodded thoughtfully. "I'Il think about it."

"There's nothing to think about," Lucivar snarled. "You're not going. You may not renenber nuch of
what happened seven years ago, but | do. W're not going through that again, especially you."
Daenon studi ed Lucivar. Behind the fury was fear bordering on panic. He suppressed a sigh, not
happy that his first official act as the Consort might be opposing his Queen. But anything that
spooked Lucivar so badly wasn't sonething Daenbn was going to easily agree to.

Then he noticed Jaenelle's face as she turned toward Luci var—and wondered how any man woul d dare
oppose Wtch now that she had reached maturity and had conme into her full. power.

Lucivar froze in mdstride as those sapphire eyes fixed on him H's body trenbl ed, but he met her
gaze, and his voice was steady as he said quietly, "The only way you're going into Little
Terreille is by going through nme."

Then he wal ked out of the study.

Jaenel | e' s shoul ders slunped for a nonment, then strai ghtened again as she turned to face Daenon.
"Pl ease go with him"

"Why?" Daenpn asked too softly.

The Queen stare nelted a little into exasperation. "Because you're strong enough to hold hi m back
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and | don't want himgetting the boyos riled about something | haven't even decided to do yet."
It was the first thing she had asked of him and he wasn't sure he could do it. "Wat happened
seven years ago?"

Her face went death pale, and it took her a nonent to answer. "Wiy don't you ask Lucivar? As he
said, he renenbers it better than | do."

He waited a few heartbeats. Then, "How | ong do you need?"

Now she | ooked at Saetan. "Wuld an hour be convenient?"

"I't would be our pleasure to reconvene in an hour," Saetan said.

"All right," Daenon said. "I can hold himfor an hour."

Noddi ng to acknowl edge that she heard him she hurried out of the room

Daenon stared at the closed door, fully aware that Andul var and Saetan were waiting for sone

i ndi cation of what he was going to do. "I amgoing to ask him" he said quietly. "And if | don't
Iike the answer, she's going to have to go through nme, too." He would sacrifice any chance of
being her lover if that's what it took to protect her

"You're not going to |ike the answer," Saetan said, "but | wouldn't worry about having to take a
stand. If Jaenelle decides she's going into Little Terreille, she's going to have to go through
the whole First Circle to doit. Since it isn't likely that she'll fight the court that hard over
this particular healing, it's only respectful to allow the Lady the time to reach that concl usion
on her own."

"In that case, if you'll excuse ne, |'d better see what | can do about restraining Lucivar's
tenper."”

3 /| Kael eer

*Luci var is unhappy,* Ladvarian said as he watched Jaenelle stare at the waterfall and tiered
pool s she had built in this inner garden several years ago. "l want to think, Warlord," Jaenelle
said quietly. "Alone." The Sceltie shifted his feet, thought a nonment, then stood firm *He's
snarly and upset and he won't talk to any of us.* This particular snell of anger and fear on

Luci var only happened when Jaenell e or Marian did sonething to upset the Eyrien. Since Mrian
hadn't done anythi ng unusual —he' d al ready checked—that neant Jaenell e had done sonething. O was
goi ng to do sonet hing.

His lips pulled back in a silent snarl. *Jaenelle.*

As she turned to face him he saw the |arge bl ackwood hourgl ass resting on her hand. Saying
not hi ng, she turned it over, set it on the stone lip of the | owest pool, and wal ked to the ot her
end of the garden

Ladvarian grow ed softly at the hourglass.

The kindred had troubl e understanding the way hunans carved up a day into these little chunks

call ed hours and m nutes. They had understood easily enough that sonetinmes hunman feral es wanted to
be left alone, but, for a while, they had cone back too soon and had gotten snarled at. So the

H gh Lord and the Lady had nade these hourgl asses because they were easy to understand. If the
sand was all at the bottom the female was ready to play again. If it wasn't, the kindred would go
away W t hout disturbing her.

Jaenel | e had two sets of hourgl asses. Each set had an hourgl ass sized for one hour, a half hour
and a quarter hour. Jaenelle used the set made of light-colored wood as a request for private tine
and could be interrupted if necessary. Wtch, the Queen, used the set made from bl ackwood, and

t hose hourgl asses were a silent conmand.

Ladvarian trotted out of the garden, accepting the dismn ssal

He woul dn't chal l enge his Queen, but he had | earned that, if nipped sharply enough, Lucivar woul d
Il ash out. And then Ladvarian and the other nales would find out what the Lady was planning to do

4 | Kael eer

Using Craft, any of the Jewel ed Bl ood woul d be able to send an ax cleanly through a chunk of wood.
Luci var, Daenon deci ded as he watched the ax come down and split the wood in half, wasn't using
anyt hi ng but nuscle and tenper. And that, nore than anything el se he'd observed since arriving in
Kael eer, told himhow different serving in a court was here. In Terreille, Lucivar would have

pi cked a fight with another strong male, and the resulting violence would have triggered a vicious
braw that could tear a court apart. Here he was venting his tenper by choppi ng wood t hat woul d
warmthe Hall in the winter days ahead.

"She send you out here to keep nme hobbl ed?" Lucivar snarled as he swung the ax agai n.

"What happened seven years ago, Lucivar?" Daenon asked quietly. "Wy are you so agai nst Jaenelle
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doing a healing in Little Terreille?"

"You're not going to talk ne around this, Bastard."

"I"'mnot interested in talking you around this. | just want to know why |'m about to draw the line
that puts nme on the opposing side of ny Queen's wi shes."

The ax cane down just hard enough to set the blade into the chopping bl ock

Lucivar called in a towel and wi ped the sweat off his face. "Seven years ago she had been in
Little Terreille, naking one of those visits that had been a concession to the Dark Council. A
child had been badly injured, and she was asked to do the healing. Wwoever set it up did it well.
The injury was extensive enough that the healing would have | eft her physically and nentally
exhaust ed but not enough that she m ght have called in other Healers than the ones in Little
Terreille. Because if she'd called Gabrielle or Karla for help, a male escort would have cone with
t hem

"When the healing was done, sonmeone gave her food or drink that was drugged, and she was too tired
to detect it. It nade her conplacent enough to do what she was told—and she was told to sign a
marriage contract."

The cold slipped through Daenpn's veins, sweet and deadly. You weren't here. You can't think of it
as a betrayal since you weren't here. It didn't nmatter. A Consort could be nothing nore than a
physi cal accommpdati on. But a husband... "Then where is he?" he asked too softly.

Luci var twi sted the towel. "He didn't survive the consunmmmation.'

"You took care of that? Thank you."

"He was dead when | got there." Lucivar closed his eyes and swallowed hard. "Hell's fire, Daenon,
she splattered himall over the room" He opened his eyes. The bl eakness in them nade Daenpbn
shiver. "They gave her a large dose of safframate on top of the other drug."

Daenon' s body went conpletely nunmb for a nonent.

He knew all too well what safframate could do to a person. "You took care of her?" Meaning, you
gave her the sex she needed? There was no roomin himnow to feel jealousy or betrayal, just the
desperate hope that Lucivar had done what was needed.

Luci var | ooked away. "I took her hunting in Askavi."

Daenon just stared at his brother, letting the nagnitude of those words ripen. "You went out with
her as bait?"

"What was | supposed to do?" Lucivar snapped. "Let her stay |ocked up in Ebon Askavi suffering?

Bl oodl etting relieves the pain of safframate as well as sex does." He paused to take a deep breath
and regain control. "It wasn't easy, but we survived it."

And that, Daenon realized, was all Lucivar intended to say about a period of time that must have
been a nightrmare for him

"She's only been back to Little Terreille a couple of tinmes since then, and then only with a full
armed escort that included nme," Lucivar said. "She hasn't been back at all since she formally set
up her court."

"I see," Daenon said quietly. "It's alnmost tine to hear her decision. Do you want to get cl eaned
up?"

"What for?" Lucivar asked with a grimsmile. "Once | hear it, I'll probably be back out here
anyway. "

5 | Kael eer

"May | help you?"

OGsval d, the escort, clenched his teeth, then made an effort to smle as he turned to face the
footman. Hell's fire, wasn't there one nmale in this whole damn place who wasn't spoiling for a
fight? "I seemto have gotten turned around, so |I thought I'd adnmire the pictures in this part of
the Hall."

"I woul d be happy to show you the way back to your room" Holt said with frigid courtesy.

In Terreille, he could have had the footman whi pped for no better reason than sufficient |ack of
subservience. In Terreille, servants wouldn't wear their Jewels so blatantly that it forced their
soci al superiors to acknow edge that strength. It galled himthat he, who was favored by the Hi gh
Priestess of Hayll, had to acknow edge that a footnman was al so an Qpal - Jewel ed Warl ord.

"This way," Holt said just as WI hel m na stepped out of her room

Csvald swore silently. If Holt had shown up a few minutes |ater, he could have had the bitch and
gotten out of this place.

Then the large striped cat stepped out of the roomand i nmediately fixed those unblinking eyes on
him making himglad of Holt's presence. Wen the cat's lips began to lift into a snarl, he didn't
need any nore urging. He offered Wlhelnmna a polite greeting—and felt intensely relieved when she
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returned it so automatically it sounded like casual fam liarity, the kind of automatic response
the other bitches in this place only gave to nales they knew fairly well. Wth every other male,
there was that slight pause that practically screaned "stranger."

That could work to his advantage, he thought as he followed Holt back to the wi ng where Al exandra
and her entourage had been quartered. It wouldn't seemodd for an escort to deliver a nessage from
one Lady to another—especially if it was assuned he'd been working for that fanily for a nunber

of years.

Yes, that could work very well

6 / Kael eer

*When they work in tandem they're dangerous,* Andul var said to Saetan, using an Ebon-gray

comuni cation thread

Looki ng at Lucivar and Daenon, Saetan understood the distinction Andul var was naking. Al Warlord
Princes were dangerous, but when two nmen with conplenentary strengths becane a team.. *So were we
at their age,* he replied dryly. *W still are.*

*If it ever cane down to a fight, | wouldn't want to go up agai nst those two,* Andul var said
t houghtful ly.
Any amusenent Saetan felt fled with that statenent. His heart wanted to shout, They'll never be

enenies. They're nmy children, my sons. But another part of himthe part that had to assess the
potential danger of another strong nmal e—oul dn't be sure. He had been sure when it had been

Luci var al one. But Daenon...

Luci var had endured a brutal childhood, but in sone ways, it had been a clean brutality. He hadn't
gotten entangled in a court until he was a youth. But Daenon had been raised in Dorothea' s court,
and he had taken the tw sted | essons taught there into hinself, had made them a part of hinself,
and then used them as a weapon.

While he might fight individuals, Lucivar had been able to enbrace loyalty to famly and court.
Saetan strongly suspected that Daenon's |oyalty woul d al ways be superficial, that the only loyalty
the rest of themcould count on was his conmitnment to Jaenelle. \Wich neant Daenon was capabl e of
doing anything in the name of that loyalty. Which neant this son had to be handl ed very, very
careful ly.

It didn't help that Jaenelle was acting like a rabbit to Daenon's fox. Wth any other nan, Saetan
m ght have found this chase anusing. He knew the boyos certainly did, and he understood why they
were delighted by her reaction to Daenon. But he didn't think Daenmon found it the |least bit

anusi ng, and he wondered what woul d happen when his son's tenper finally snapped—and who woul d

suf fer because of it.

When Jaenell e entered the study, Saetan put aside the problemthat hadn't arrived yet in order to
deal with the one already at the door

"Hi gh Lord," Jaenelle said formally.

"Lady," Saetan replied, equally formal.

She took a deep breath and turned to Lucivar. "Prince Yaslana, as First Escort, | want you to
arrange for accomopdati ons sonewhere along the border of Little Terreille for nyself and a linmted
escort. Not an inn. A private house or a guard station. Sonmewhere that ensures discretion. |Inn can
be in whichever Territory you choose. You can decide the tinme of the neeting—al though not within
the next three days."

He wasn't standing cl ose enough to her to catch the scent, but he could tell by the sudden bl aze
in Daenon's eyes and the sharpness in Lucivar's that her noon's bl ood had started. He wanted to
sigh. Hell's fire, how was he supposed to channel Daenon's instinctive aggression while fighting
to control his own? Wtches were vul nerable during the first three days of their noontinmes because
they couldn't wear their Jewels or do nore than basic Craft w thout causing thensel ves physica
pain. And when it was his Queen who was vul nerable, a Warlord Prince's tenper rode the killing
edge during those days.

"You don't have to tell anyone about the arrangenents you've nmade,"” Jaenelle continued. "Although,
out of courtesy, you should informthe Steward, the Master of the Guard, and the Consort. The
Steward will contact Lord Jorval to confirmthe neeting place in Little Terreille.”

"What's the point of setting up a secure place if you're going to go to Little Terreille?" Lucivar
asked, but Saetan noticed he was keeping his tone carefully respectful

"Because |'mgoing to go to Little Terreille without going to Little Terreille. That will satisfy
the court's concerns about nmy well-being and still allow me to neet with this person."”

Luci var narrowed his eyes, considering. "You could just refuse."

"1 have nmy own reasons for doing this,"” Jaenelle replied in her mdnight voice.
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And that, Saetan knew, would decide the matter for Lucivar.

Except Lucivar was still studying her. "If | agree to this, do we get to fuss for the next three
days without getting snarled at?"

That's all it took to change the Queen back into a stuttering, snarling younger sister. "Wwo is
"we' ?" she asked om nously.

"The famly."

Saet an wondered if anyone el se had noticed that the | ook Daenon gave his brother should have left
Luci var bl eedi ng. And he wondered if Lucivar even realized that, whether he had included or

excl uded Daenon under the term"famly," it wasn't sitting well with the Queen's Consort. "Papa!"
Jaenel l e said, whirling around to face him "Wtch-child?" he replied mldly, but he could fee
beads of sweat forming on his forehead as Daenon's face shifted into a cold, unreadabl e nask

She stared at himfor a nmonment, then whirled back to Lucivar. "Wthin reason," she snapped. "And |
get to decide what's reasonable."

When Lucivar just grinned at her, she stonped out of the study. The grin faded when he | ooked at
Andul var. "Since you're the Master of the Guard, she should have asked you to nake the
arrangenents. "

Andul var shrugged. "My ego's not bruised, puppy. She's too good a Queen not to understand the
needs of the nales who serve her. Ri ght now, you need to nake the arrangenents nore than | do."
H's smle had sharp edges. "But if you don't informne of your arrangements, | will be insulted.”
"I'f you have tine now, we could take a |l ook at a map," Lucivar said.

"You' re | earning, puppy,” Andulvar said as he draped an arm over Lucivar's shoulders and |led him
out of the study. "You're learning."

When Daenmon nade no nove to | eave, Saetan | eaned agai nst the bl ackwood desk. "Sonething on your

m nd, Prince?"

"I don't give a damm what fanmilial ties you and Lucivar claimto have with her, | am not her
brother," Daenon said too quietly.

"No one said you were. The fact that |I'm her adopted father and you happen to be ny son is
irrelevant. You' ve never thought of her as a sister, and she's never thought of you as a brother.
That hasn't changed. "

The chill in Daenon's eyes thawed to bl eakness. "She may not think of ne as a brother, but she

al so doesn't want nme to be anything else.”

Saetan snapped to attention. "That isn't true."

Daenon's soft laugh held bitterness and grief. "It usually takes me |ess than an hour to seduce a
woman when I'mtrying. And usually not nore than two when I"'mnot. | can't even get close enough
to talk to her nost of the tinme."

Daenon's acknow edged ability to seduce chilled Saetan. Because the people telling the tales
didn't know they were tal king about his son, he'd heard enough stories about the Sadist to fee
uneasy. Those bedroom skills, Iike the man who wi el ded them were a doubl e-edged sword.

I f Daenon felt driven enough to use those skills prematurely..

Saetan crossed his arns to hide the slight trenmor in his hands. "The boyos find this little chase
bet ween you and Jaenel | e anusi ng. "

"Do they?" Daenon asked too softly.

"And, | confess, so do |I." O would, if | could be certain you weren't going to go for ny throat
before I finish this.

Daenon's gold eyes held a bored, sleepy | ook Saetan knew too wel | -because there had been tines
when he had | ooked into a mirror and seen it in his own eyes.

"Do you?" Daenobn asked.

"A coupl e of days ago, Jaenelle asked for my opinion about the dress she was wearing for dinner."
"I remenber it. It's a lovely gown."

"I"mdelighted that you appreciated it." Saetan paused. "Can you al so appreciate that, in the
thirteen years she's lived here, Jaenelle has never been concerned enough about clothes to ask for
my opi ni on about sonething she was wearing. And can you appreciate that she wasn't asking for ny
opi nion as her Steward or her father but as a nman. And | adnmit that, considering the way that
dress fit her, ny opinion of it as a father would have differed considerably fromny opinion as a
man. "

Daenon al nost smi | ed.

"She sees you as a man, Daenon. A nman, not a nmale friend. For the first time in her life, she's
trying to deal with her owmn lust. So she's running."

"She's not the only one trying to deal with it," Daenon nuttered, but the sleepy | ook had changed
to sharp interest. "I am her Consort. She could just—

Saet an shook his head. "Do you really think Jaenelle would demand that from you?"
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"No." Daenon raked his fingers through his hair. "Wat can | do?"

"You don't need to do anything nore than you're already doing." Saetan thought for a nmonent. "Do
you know how to nake a brew to ease noontine di sconfort?”

"l know how to neke a few of them'

Saetan smled. "In that case, | suggest that the Consort prepare one for his Lady. | don't think
even Jaenel |l e woul d di sagree about that falling into the category of 'reasonable fussing.' "

7 | Kael eer

Surreal paused in the dining roomdoorway and swore under her breath. The only people in the room
wer e Al exandra and her entourage.

Hell's fire. Why couldn't Jaenelle have left well enough al one? The neals had certainly been nore
rel axed and the conversation nore interesting when Al exandra and her people had been taking their
meal s separately. When she had pointed that out to Saetan, he had inforned her it had been
Jaenelle's idea to have Al exandra and the others join the rest of themfor neals, in the hope that
they m ght acquire some understandi ng about Kael eer.

The intention m ght have been good, Surreal thought crossly as she strode to the table, but the
reality was a miserable failure. Not one of them from Al exandra right down to the | east-ranking
escort, wanted to understand anything about the Bl ood in Kael eer. And the nidday neals were the,
wor st since Saetan didn't preside over them

As she reached the table, the two Province Queens, Vania and Nyselle, gave her |ooks that m ngled
smug superiority with disgust. She night have taken it personally if she hadn't known that they

| ooked at all the witches there in exactly the sane way—ncl udi ng the Queens who far outranked

t hem

Then Vani a | ooked at the doorway, and her expression changed to predatory delight.

d anci ng over, Surreal saw Aaron pause in the doorway—and deci ded that a man who had been told the
date of his execution |ooked pretty nmuch the same way. Figuring that he didn't need anot her woman
staring at him she turned her attention to the table.

The first point of interest was the way this group had split. Alexandra, Philip, and Leland were
sitting at one end of the table. Nyselle was sitting at the other end, her Consort and the escorts
ranged around her. Vania's Consort sat on his Lady's left, |ooking unhappy. The chair on Vania's
right was enpty, as were the ones across from her

The second point of interest was the serving dishes on the table. Breakfast and the nidday nea
were usually set out on the huge sideboard so that everyone could fill a plate and take a seat as
they pleased. Dinner was the only neal that had a set starting tinme, and was the only neal where
the footnen served the food. This m dday neal had been set out famly-style, as if only a snal
nunber of peopl e were expected.

That was fine, Surreal thought as she began filling her plate fromthe closest serving dishes.
That was just fine—as |long as everyone el se was going hungry to avoid eating with the guests. But
if she found out that another nidday neal was being quietly served el sewhere, she was going to
have a few things to say to soneone about not being told.

"May | sit with you?" Aaron asked quietly as he joined her

She was about to nmake a tart reply about there being plenty of chairs when she saw the hunted | ook
in his eyes.

As if her noticing himhad given himsome kind of permission, he shifted closer to her. d ose
enough for her to feel the way his muscles quivered with the strain of keeping strong enotions
tightly | eashed.

"Why don't you sit over here, Aaron?" Vania said, giving hima coy snile while she patted the
chair on her right.

Well, that nore than explained the hunted | ook

During the tine Surreal had been at the Hall, she'd observed that the nmal es—fromthe nost nenia
mal e servant right up to the Hi gh Lord-had sonme very particul ar ideas about what was consi dered
accept abl e physical distance, and the cold courtesy they could all turn on a woman was usually an
ef fective deternent when that distance wasn't respected. The males in the First Circle not only
tol erated bei ng approached and touched by all of the witches in the First Crcle, they wel coned
that friendly intinmacy. But they didn't welcone it from anyone el se.

He considers nme one of them she realized, feeling a jolt of pleasure at the acceptance. He
considers ne safe. Because of that, her "O course," in reply to his question was as soothing as
she could make it. Wich, for sone reason, distressed him

I was a good whore, she thought as she picked up the serving fork and the carving knife fromthe
platter holding the roasted turkey. A dammed good whore. So why is it that, all of a sudden, nales
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are inpossible to figure out?

"Woul d—

Surreal turned her head to | ook at Aaron, the carving knife poised over the turkey. "You weren't
goi ng to suggest that | don't know how to handle a knife, were you, sugar?"

Aaron's eyes w dened. "I would never be so foolish as to suggest that a Dea al Mon witch didn't
know how to handle a knife," he said, sounding suspiciously neek. "I was going to ask if you would
nmnd cutting a slice for ne.
"Of course you were," she replied tartly. She felt something in himrelax and swore silently about
perverse nmal e behavior. Then again, she nmused as she cut the turkey breast, maybe the males were
just so used to that blend of tart and sweet in a witch's personality, they could relax around it.
It could be an acquired taste, |ike pickleberries.

The t hought nade her chuckl e.

After placing the serving fork and carving knife back on the platter, she settled down to eat.
There wasn't much conversation, which suited her just fine—especially since all of Vania's remarks
were ai med at Aaron and his replies had becone curt to the point of rudeness.

Hopi ng to break, or at |east change, the tension that was getting thicker by the mnute, Surrea

| ooked up, intending to ask Al exandra when she and her party were going to | eave. But she didn't
say anyt hi ng because she found herself |ooking straight at Vania. There was a nasty kind of anger
in the woman's eyes directed right at Aaron

After toying with her food for a mnute, Vania pushed her plate away and smiled coyly. "I declare,
I"mjust too tired to eat right now. Aaron was so stimulating this norning."

It took Surreal a nonent too long to understand that remark

Wth a howl of rage, Aaron lunged across the table, grabbed Vania by the hair, and yanked her
forward. His left hand closed on the carving knife and swing it toward her throat.

Surreal grabbed Aaron's left wist with both hands and pull ed back as hard as she could. He gave
her a couple of inches before his rmuscles bunched and his arm surged forward.

The knife's point jabbed Vania's neck. She screaned as bl ood began fl owi ng fromthe wound.

Surreal poured the power of her Gray Jewels into her hands to give her added strength, but there
was sone kind of tight shield around Aaron that just absorbed the power.

Al right. Miscle against nmuscle. She could hold himoff for the few seconds needed for the other
men at the table to help her

Except no one noved.

Then she got a glinpse of Aaron's face and knew none of the other people in the roomwere going to
approach a Warlord Prince who | ooked that cold and nercil ess.

She fought harder, used every bit of |everage she could find. She didn't give a dam if Vania got
her throat slit, but she didn't want Aaron to get into trouble because the bitch had pushed him
too far.

*Surreal ?* Gaysfang said anxi ously.

*Hel p ne!*

The wol f rmust have been nearby because he was in the dining roomseconds after she call ed.
*Surreal ... *

*Don't just stand there. Do sonething!*

*Aaron is First CGrcle,* Gaysfang whined. *I can't bite Aaron.*

* Then find soneone who can!*

G aysfang rushed out of the room

If she could have, she would have used Craft to vanish the knife, but Aaron had extended that
dammed shield to include the weapon. She couldn't get the knife, couldn't even break his wist to
stop him

Her grip on his wist slipped for an instant—+ong enough for the knife to slice Vania's neck

agai n.

Then Chaosti was there, his hands clanped on Aaron's right wist. Lucivar's hands cl osed over
hers, adding nore force and strength.

Aaron fought against themmndlessly, intent only on the kill

"Dam it, Aaron," Lucivar snarled. "Don't force ne to break your wist."

Good luck, Surreal thought sourly as Lucivar's hands tightened on hers. She just hoped he
remenbered her hands were in the way before he started breaking bones.

Aaron seened far past the ability to hear them but he reacted when an icy m dni ght voice said,
"Prince Aaron, attend."

Aaron began shivering uncontrol |l ably. Lucivar quickly took the carving knife away from hi mand
vani shed it. Chaosti pried Aaron's right hand open, releasing Vania's hair.

Vani a kept scream ng—had been screaming, Surreal realized, since the first jab.
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"SI LENCE. "

Ice instantly coated all the glasses on the table. Vania glanced in Jaenelle's direction and
st opped screani ng

"Prince Aaron," Jaenelle said too calmy. "Attend."

Fl i nching, Aaron slowy straightened up. Chaosti and Lucivar rel eased himand stepped aside.
Deat hly pal e, Aaron wal ked over to where Jaenell e stood and sank to his knees.

"Wait for me in the H gh Lord' s study," Jaenelle said.

Wth effort, Aaron got to his feet and left the dining room

Surreal |ooked at those frozen sapphire eyes, felt the lightest brush of i mense, barely
controlled rage, and started to shake. Her |egs gave out. She sat on the table.

Jaenel l e slowy approached the table and turned her eyes on Lucivar. "You knew about this."

Luci var took several shallow breaths before answering. "I knew "

"And you did nothing."

He swal |l owed hard. "I had hoped it would be taken care of quietly."

Jaenelle just stared at him Then, "I'll see you in the H gh Lord's study in thirty nm nutes,
Prince Yasl ana."

"Yes, Lady."

Those sapphire eyes pinned Chaosti next. "And you after him"
“I't will be ny pleasure, Lady," Chaosti replied, his voice husky.

Ch, | doubt that very much, Surreal thought, still shaking.
Then Jaenel |l e | ooked at Vani a—and the col d began to burn
"If you ever again cause one of ny nmales any physical, nental, or enptional distress, | will hang

you by your heels and skin you alive."

No one spoke, no one noved until Jaenelle wal ked out of the room

Coul d she do that? Surreal wondered. She didn't realize she had spoken out |oud until Lucivar made
a sound that was a cross between a | augh and a whi nper.

"I'n the mood she's in right now? Not only could she do it, she wouldn't bother using a knife."
Surreal |ooked at her own hands, thought about it for a nmoment, and then wondered if anyone woul d
be upset if she threw up on the floor.

"Surreal ?" Lucivar's hand shook as he lifted her head up

He's scared shitless. Hell's fire, Mdther N ght, and nay the Darkness be merciful

"Surreal ? Are you injured?"

The sharp concern in Lucivar's voice made her focus her attention. "Hurt? No, | don't think—=
"There's bl ood on your face and neck."
"Ch." Her gorge rose. "I nust have gotten splashed when..." Keeping her nouth shut seened like a

very good idea right now
Luci var | ooked over his shoul der. "Fal onar?"

"Prince Yaslana," Falonar replied quietly.

"Your sole duty this afternoon is to take care of Lady Surreal."
"I't will be ny pleasure.”
"Lady Vani a needs a Heal er,'

one of the escorts said frantically.

"Well, shit," Surreal said, suddenly feeling a bit drunk, "they really are alive. They can talk
and they can nove. The way they were sitting on their thunbs a few mnutes ago, |'d doubted it. |
really had."

"Shut up, bitch," an escort yelled.

Luci var, Chaosti, and Fal onar snarled at the man.

"l suggest you ask Lord Beale to send for the Heal er in Halaway," Lucivar said coldly.

"Surely the Hall keeps a Healer," Al exandra said, sounding outraged.

"There's Lady Gabrielle and Lady Karla," Lucivar replied. "If | were you, | wouldn't ask either of
them right now "

"You coul d al ways ask Jaenelle,"” Surreal said with a venonmous snile

Frightened silence nmet that statenent.

Wth Vani a supported by two of the escorts, Al exandra and her entourage quickly left the room

Luci var and Chaosti gave Fal onar a hard | ook before | eaving.

Fal onar approached Surreal cautiously. "This must have been... distressing... for you." He | ooked
i ke he was about to bite down on a toad. "Do you need snelling salts or sonething?"

Surreal narrowed her eyes. "Sugar, |'man assassin. |'ve done worse than this at a dinner table."
"l wasn't talking about..." He | ooked at the bl ood-splashed table.

"Ch." At least he was smart enough to realize it wasn't Aaron who had scared her

He paused, then added, "I neant no insult."

"None taken," she replied. It was her turn to pause. "On any other day, |'d be willing to find out
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what the rules are for inviting a man to have a sweaty afternoon of sex, just to get my mnd off
this for a few hours. But | don't think sex of any kind would be a good idea today."

Surprise and interest flickered in Falonar's eyes, and his voice held regret. "No, | don't think
it would be a good idea... today."

"So why don't we go through another practice round with the sticks? I'd like to get out of this
building for a while."

Fal onar nodded thoughtfully. "You can handl e a knife?"

Surreal smiled. "I can handle a knife." She glanced at his groin. "I can also handle spears quite
well."

He actually blushed a little. "A bow?"

Still smling, she shook her head.

"A new skill requires concentration."

"So do sone old skills ... if you want to do themright."

Hi s bl ush deepened while his interest sharpened.

Surreal stood up. "Let's go concentrate on a new skill."

"And di scuss the possibility of practicing old skills?"

"Ch, definitely."

In charity with each other, they hurried to escape the growing fury that filled the Hall

8 /| Kael eer

Daenon paused outside Jaenelle's sitting room He took a deep breath, straightened his shoul ders,
and knocked on the door

No answer.

She was there. He could feel the fury swirling in the room And he could feel the cold.

He knocked again, then went into the room ignoring the fact that he hadn't been invited.

Jaenelle prow ed the sitting room her arms wapped around her middle. She glared at him and
snarl ed, "Go away, Daenon."

She shoul d have been resting today, Daenon thought as his tenper sharpened. Probably had been
before that scene in the dining room

"Since I"'mthe only male in the First Crcle who isn't the recipient of your displeasure, |
thought |I'd check and see if you needed anything. Wiy is that, by the way?" Despite his efforts to
keep his tone nmild, his voice had an edge to it. Rationally, he knew he should be grateful to have
escaped the verbal |ashing the others had received. Instead, he resented the exclusion—ntil he
got the full thrust of that frozen sapphire stare

"Did you know you shoul d have reported Vania's stal king of Aaron?" Jaenelle asked too quietly.

"No, | didn't. Even if | had known, | wouldn't have reported it."

"Way in the name of Hell not?" Jaenelle shouted.

Heat. Daenon felt his | egs weaken as relief washed through him Thank the Darkness, this was no

| onger cold rage but hot anger. He could work around hot anger. "Because she was stal king him
Aaron wasn't casting any lures or making any unspoken invitations. She was trying to push himinto
her bed because she wanted the conquest. She didn't give a dam what it would do to him™
"Exactly."

She still didn't understand. Daenon raked his fingers through his hair. "Hell's fire, woman, the
man has a wife and an infant daughter. If he had said anything, would Kalush really believe he was
i nnocent ?"

"Of course she would!" Jaenelle shouted. "But if he didn't feel he could tell Kalush, he could
have told ne or Karla or Gabrielle.”

"How woul d t hat have hel ped?" Daenon shouted back. "You would have told Kalush, and he'd still be
under suspicion for something he didn't do, didn't even want to do."

"Why do you keep harpi ng about suspicion? This—

"I am not harping."

"—has nothing to do with suspicion."

"Then why are you so furious with hin?" Daenon roared

"BECAUSE HE GOT HURT AND HE SHOULDN T HAVE!" Jaenelle's eyes suddenly filled with tears. "I'm mad
at him because he got hurt. Don't you think | know how ecstatic and terrified he's been since

Kal ush got pregnant? How much she and Arianna nmean to hin? How vul nerabl e he feels about another
worman showi ng interest in hinP" She swiped at a tear that rolled down her face. "But you all hid
it so wll, we weren't picking up anything but the edgi ness the boyos have felt since those..
people... cane to the Hall. If we'd known, the coven woul d have done sonethi ng before now "
Heari ng sonet hi ng underneath the words, Daenon narrowed his gold eyes. "Wuat el se?"
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Jaenel l e hesitated. "Al exandra is ny grandnother."

He advanced on her so fast, she took a quick step back and tripped on the train of her gown.
Catching her by the arnms, he pulled her up against him "You are not going to wallow in guilt,
Jaenel le," he said fiercely. "Do you hear ne? You' re not going to do it. She's your grandnother. A
grown woman. As an adult, she's responsible for her own actions. As a Queen, she's responsible for
controlling her own court. |If anyone should share the blame with Vania, it's Al exandra. She was
war ned about this and did nothing." Wen she started to argue, he gave her enough of a shake to
make her bare her teeth and snarl at him "If you want to shoul der guilt and bl ame because they're
here, then Wlhelmna is equally guilty and equally to blane."

Oh, the protective fierceness in those eyes.

Daenon ran his hands soothingly up and down her arns. "If one granddaughter shoul dn't be bl anmed
for Vania's actions or Alexandra's |lack of action, how can you, in all fairness, blane the other?"
"Because |'mthe Queen, and a Queen not only controls her court, she protects it."

Daenon snarled in frustration and nmuttered a few unconplinmentary things about fenmale stubbornness.
"lIt's not stubbornness when you're right," Jaenelle snapped.

He couldn't win this fight if that was the stand she was going to take, so he tried to shift them
to different ground. "All right. W should have reported it." O taken care of it thensel ves
better than they had.

She stared at hi m suspiciously. "Wy are you agreeing with me all of a sudden?"

Daenon rai sed one eyebrow. "I would think you would prefer having nmales agree with you,'
mldly. "Should | keep arguing?"

"When any of you gives up this quickly, it's only because another of you has gotten into position
to continue the argunent from another angle."

"You make the First Crcle sound like a hunting pack," Daenon said, trying hard to suppress a
chuckl e.

"I think they learned that tactic fromthe wol ves," Jaenelle replied sourly.

Daenon began massagi ng her neck and shoul ders.

She cl osed her eyes. "Did you know you and Lucivar were the only living human males in the First
Circle that Vania didn't try to bed?"

"She woul dn't have dared try with me," Daenpn said too softly.

"And she was smart not to try with Lucivar. Wen soneone puts himin that position, he has a
tendency to hit first and discuss after.”

"Sounds |ike a successful deterrent.”

"Mm Ch, right there.”

Daenon obligingly focused on a knot of tight muscle. As he caressed and nassaged, he subtly coaxed
her to | ean against himuntil her arnms were around his wai st and her head rested on his shoul der.
"Lucivar's very hurt over your being so angry with him" he said quietly. "Al'l the boyos are."

he said

"I know." She sighed. "I'mtoo tired to think of a task for each of them | guess |I'll have to
stub my toe.”

"1 beg your pardon?" H s hands stopped caressing for a nonent.

"I"ll stub nmy toe, and then I'Il let themall fuss and fetch and carry, and they'll know I'm not
angry with them anynore."

"They'll actually believe a stubbed toe is a serious injury?"

Jaenel l e snorted softly. "OF course not. It's nore like a ritual."

"I see. The Queen can't apol ogize for the discipline but has to give a clear signal that it's
done. "

"Exactly. If it had been just one of them | would have asked his assistance with sonething that I

could just as easily do nyself, and he woul d have understood. Wth so nany, I'll have to |l et them
fuss." Her voice took on a bit of a growl. "They'll plunmp pillows and tuck bl ankets around ne that
| don't want. They'll nake ne take naps.'

"So it's not just forgiveness, but alittle revenge thrown in."
"The revenge isn't so little. Usually, one of the coven will sneak a book in so | can read during

my 'naps.' Once, when Papa cane in to check on nme, | stuffed the book under a pillow, but not
quite well enough. He didn't say anything. Wen Khary and Aaron cane in, he even poked the book
farther under the pillowto hide it better. Then Saetan had the balls to say | |ooked flush so

that they could fuss even nore."

Daenon paused for a monent, sorting through the distinction she nade between "Papa" and " Saetan."
"Sweet heart," he said carefully, "if Saetan has balls, then so does Papa."

"I't sounds disrespectful sonehow to say that about Papa.”

"I see," Daenopn said in a tone of voice that indicated he didn't see at all

"Papa," Jaenelle explained, "is charnming and intelligent, a well-rounded conpanion."
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Thi nki ng of Saetan and Sylvia, Daenon said dryly, "I don't think Saetan is the conpani on who's

wel | - rounded. "

A |l ong pause. Then, "You would call Sylvia's figure well-rounded?"

Daenon bit his tongue. Was she aski ng about Sylvia because she had picked up a stray thought of
his or through an obvi ous connection of topics? And how in the nane of Hell was a Consort supposed
to safely answer that? "Her figure is nore well-rounded than his," he hedged—and then threw Saetan
into the verbal pit without a qualm "They do seem fond of each other, even if Sylvia won't |end
hi m t hat book. "

When Jaenel |l e rai sed her head, there was nothing cold about the gleamin her eyes. "Wat book?"

* * *

“You nentioned what!"

Daenon rubbed the back of his neck as he warily studied his father. He had felt some obligation
male to nale, to give Saetan fair warni ng—and now sincerely wi shed he hadn't.

Saetan stared at him "Whatever possessed you to tell her about it in the first place?"

Ch, no. He was not going to repeat anything that had led up to that comrent. "Jaenelle's in a much
better nood now. "

"I"'msure she is." Saetan rubbed his hands over his face. "Wuat's she doi ng now?"

"Resting," Daenon said. "I'mgoing to talk to Beal e about having a tray brought to her sitting
room We'll have dinner there and then play cards for a while."

The way Saetan's eyes suddenly glittered nade hi m nervous.

"You're going to play cards with Jaenel |l e?" Saetan asked.

"Yes," Daenon replied cautiously.

"In that case, Prince, |I'd say you've nore than nmade up for nentioning that book."

9 /| Kael eer

Gsvald lingered in the corridor.

At first, he'd thought Vania's greedy lust was going to spoil all their plans. But after the pale
bi tch-Queen had ripped into the males of the court because of it, they'd all gone off to lick
their enotional wounds and hadn't been seen for the rest of the day.

Jaenel le's fury would have been a gift that had fallen into his hands if WI hel m na Benedi ct had
been in her room But she wasn't, and he had no idea where to |look for her. If she was with the
ot her bitches, he couldn't approach her. He didn't want any of themtaking special notice of him
before he was ready to di sappear.

Soon, he thought as he returned to his own room Soon

10 / Kael eer

And they call ne the Sadi st, Daenon thought as he eyed the ganme board and cards—and did his best
not to snarl in frustration

"You al nbst won that round,"” Jaenelle offered, trying not to |l ook too gleeful as she tallied up

t he scores.

Daenon bared his teeth in a poor imtation of a snile. "My deal ?"

Noddi ng, Jaenelle busily turned the paper over, drew a |line down the niddle, and wote their nanes
at the top.

Daenon picked up the cards and began shuffling the deck.

Hell's fire, he shouldn't be having this nmuch trouble with a card gane. It was just a variation of
the gane "cradl e" that Jaenelle had played as a child. Al right, it was twenty-six variations of
"cradle." He still shouldn't be having this nuch trouble winning a round. But there was sonething
alittle off about this gane, sonething that defied rational thinking. Male thinking.

A gane board with col ored stones and bone discs with synbols etched on one side. A hand of cards.
And the convoluted interaction between them He could picture the coven sitting around on a storny
wi nter afternoon, putting this ganme together piece by piece, building one variation off another,
adding bits fromother ganes distinct to their own cultures, until they had created sonething that
was pure torture for the nale brain. He particularly despised the wild card gane because the

pl ayer in control of the board when the wild card turned up could call for a different

vari ati on—which could turn a good hand and game plan into garbage.

There had to be a way to turn that to his advantage. Had to..

Continuing to shuffle the cards, Daenon studied the gane board carefully, studied the stones and

t he bone di scs. Thought about how each piece could interact with the other pieces—and the cards.
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Yes, that would work. That would work quite well.

"Whi ch variation do you want to play?" Jaenelle asked as she placed the stones and discs in their
starting positions.

Daenon gave her the smile that used to terrify the Queens in Terreille. "Variation twenty-seven."
Jaenel l e just frowned at him "Daenon, there is no variation twenty-seven."

He dealt the cards and purred, "There is now. "

11 / Kael eer

She was so young, Surreal thought as she studied her nother. | had thought of her as being so big,
so strong. But she's smaller than ne... and she was so young when she di ed.

Titian tucked her feet up on the wi ndow seat and w apped her arns around her knees. "It's good

you' ve cone to Kael eer."

Surreal stared out the wi ndow. But the night-darkened glass didn't show her anything but her own
refl ecti on—and that nade her think of the questions that had gone unanswered for too long. "Wy
didn't we cone here before?" she asked quietly. "Wiy didn't you go home after you got away from
Kart ane?" She hesitated. "Was it because of ne?"

"No," Titian said sharply. "I chose to keep you, Surreal. | had to fight against ny body's
instinctive rejection of a child conceived by force, and I chose you." Now Titian hesitated.
"There were other reasons not to go hone then. If | had, your life would have been easier, but..."
"But what?" Surreal snapped. "If you had gone hone, you wouldn't have had to whore for food and
shelter. If you had gotten out of Terreille, you wouldn't have died so damm young. What reason is
good enough to bal ance those things?"

"l loved ny father," Titian said softly. "And | |loved ny brothers. Rape is punishable by
execution, Surreal. If |I had gone hone as soon as | escaped from Kartane, ny father and brothers
woul d have gone to Hayll to kill him™"

Surreal stared at her. "How in the name of Hell did they expect to get past all of Dorothea's
guards in order to get to Kartane?"

"They woul d have died," Titian said sinmply. "And | didn't want my father and brothers to die. Can
you under stand that?"

"Not really, since |'ve spent nost of nmy life preparing for the day when | can kill Kartane. Now,
if it had been your nother..." Surreal tried to snle and couldn't. "Wat do you think your father
woul d have said about your choice?"

Titian's smile was rueful. "I know what he said. He was in the Dark Realmfor a little while

before he returned to the Darkness. But he lived the full span of his years, Surreal, and ny
brothers raised children who never woul d have been born." She paused. "And if | had chosen
differently, you wouldn't have been in Chaillot thirteen years ago, and we woul d have | ost the
greatest Queen the Bl ood has ever known."

"And if you hadn't ended up in Terreille, under Kartane, you woul d have been a Queen and a Bl ack

W dow. "

"I still ama Queen and a Black Wdow," Titian snapped. "Wen Kartane broke ne, he severed nme from
the strength that woul d have been m ne, but he couldn't take away what I am"

"I"'msorry," Surreal said, not sure how to express regret w thout giving insult.

"Don't shoulder regrets, little witch," Titian said gently as she got to her feet. "And don't

shoul der the burden of anyone's actions but your own." She held out her hand. "Cone on. You'l

need your wits about you if you're sparring with Lucivar tonorrow "

Surreal rose wearily and followed Titian. Between that scene with Vania at mnidday, the extra

wor kout with Fal onar, and coping with the aftermath of Jaenelle's fury, she was nore than ready to
crawl into bed. She had hugged nore distressed nales that day than she had in her entire life.

Whi ch rem nded her of sonething else. "How do | deal with the nale relatives |'ve suddenly

acqui red?"
"You set your boundaries," Titian replied as they reached the corridor near Surreal's room "You
decide what you're willing to let themdo for you and what you have to do for yourself. Then you

tell themgently. This is Kaeleer, Surreal. You have to handle the males—= Titian froze. Her
nostrils flared.

"Titian?" Surreal asked, startled by the awful expression on her nother's face. "Wat's wong?"
"Where's the High Lord?" Titian snarled. Not waiting for an answer, she ran for the nearest
staircase

Surreal raced after her, catching up to her when Titian jerked to a halt in front of a door
Titian banged the door once with her fist, then flung it open. "Hi gh Lord!"

A nmuffl ed sound cane fromthe adjoining room
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Titian flung that door open and rushed into the room Surreal rushed in behind her, then stopped
abruptly.

Saetan froze in the act of reaching for the dressing robe that was on his bed. He slowy

strai ghtened up and turned to face them

Surreal couldn't stop herself from giving himone quick, professional—-and approvi ng—gl ance.
Titian didn't seemto notice that she had wal ked in on a naked, and nowirritated, nan.

"There's a tainted male in the Hall," Titian said abruptly.

Saetan stared at her for a nonent. Then he grabbed the robe, said tersely, "Were?" and was out
the door, with Titian at his heels, before Surreal could gather her wits.

By the time she caught up to them Titian was questing back and forth in the corridor |ike a hound
searching for a scent while Saetan prowed nore slowy. Neither of thempaid any attention to her
arrival

"I't was here," Titian said as she searched. "It was here."

"Can you still sense it?" Saetan asked too quietly.

Titian's shoulders tensed. "No. But it was here."

"I'"'mnot doubting you, Lady."

"But you sense nothing."

"No. Wiich only neans that whoever created the spells designed to hide himknew exactly who and
what to hide himfrom"

"Hekatah did this," Titian said.

Saet an nodded. "O Dorothea. O both. Woever he is, they made sure he would blend in so there
woul d be no reason to give hima closer |ook. The only thing they couldn't anticipate was a Harpy
catching a trace of his true psychic scent. But why was he lingering here?" He turned to study the
doors. "Surreal's room And WIlhelnmna's room"

Surprised by her own disconfort, Surreal cleared her throat. "It could just be a man who hasn't
heard that | retired fromthe Red Mon houses."

Saet an gave her a |ong, assessing |look, then turned to Titian, who shook her head. "I agree," he
said cryptically. He knocked sharply on Wl hel mna' s door. When he got no answer, he went in. He
came out a minute later. "She's in the garden with Dejaal. He'll stay with her."

It took Surreal a nonment to connect the name with the young tiger she had frequently seen with
W | hel m na.

"Graysfang is on his way,
toni ght."

It took her another nonent to fit the pieces together. She bristled. "Wait just a mnute, H gh
Lord. | can take care of nyself."

"He's a Warlord," Saetan snapped. "He defends and protects.”

"He wears Purple Dusk to ny Gray. You can't assune that this other male wears a lighter Jewel than
he does."

"I'"'m assum ng nothing. He defends and protects."”

Furious, Surreal strode up to Saetan and grabbed two fistfuls of his robe. "He's not fodder," she
snarled. "It's not right for himto die when |I'mperfectly capable of defending nyself."

Dry anusenent slowy filled Saetan's eyes. "You will not wound his pride by telling himhe isn't
capabl e of protecting you. However, since the Queens share your opinion, it is considered
acceptable for you to provide the protective shields for both of you and to guard his back."

"Ch." Releasing him Surreal tried to smooth the winkles in his robe that her fists had made.
When she noticed Saetan's amusenment grow ng, she gave up and stepped back

"WIIl you station guards tonight?" Titian asked.

Saet an thought for a nonment, then shook his head. "No. Nothing that obvious tonight. The Ladies in
the court will be protected. The rest we'll deal with in the nmorning." He | ooked at Surreal. "I'd
like you to stay in your roomtonight, or the inner garden your room overl ooks. No one will be
com ng at you or Wlhelmna fromthat direction.”

Al of Surreal's instincts sharpened as she considered all the ways an assassin could gain access.
"Are all these roons occupi ed?" she asked thoughtfully. Slip into an enpty room slip through the
garden, enter the victims roomthrough the glass doors that opened onto the garden..

"A couple of the guest roons are enpty," Saetan said, "but no one will be conming at you through
the garden. Kaelas will be there."

Daenon took one | ook at Saetan and Titian, stepped into the corridor, and cl osed Jaenelle's
sitting roomdoor. "Lady Titian," he said respectfully, masking his surprise at seeing her. He
knew she was denon-dead, but he hadn't expected to see her at the Hall—-and he didn't |ike her
tense stance any nore than he liked Saetan's controlled neutrality.

"As Steward of the Court, I'mformally requesting that you remain with the Queen tonight," Saetan

Saetan said, giving Surreal a hard look. "He's not to | eave your side
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said quietly. "Al'l night."

Daenon tensed. This evening was the first tine since Jaenelle had finished healing his nmind that
she'd been willing to spend time with him and he'd hoped playing a few hands of cards would
remnd her that he was a friend, which was the first step toward her accepting himas her |over.
But if he told her he was going to spend the night in her bed, she'd start running from hi magain.
Didn't Saetan understand that?

Yes, he realized as he studied that controlled neutrality, Saetan understood. But the Steward of
the Court, while synmpathizing with the Consort's hesitation and feelings, felt conpelled to

di smi ss them

"I"'mmaking this request to all the Consorts and First Escorts,"” Saetan added.

Daenon nodded as he considered that bit of information. A formal request like that, in this court,

was equal to a call to battle. Every Warlord Prince at the Hall would be riding the killing edge
that night. "WIIl Lucivar be with Marian?"

"No," Saetan said, "Prothvar will stay with Marian and Daenonar. Lucivar will... tour... the Hall
toni ght."

"Where wi ||l Kael as be?" Daenpon asked. Suddenly that feline strength and tenper were a confort.
"Kaelas will be in the garden. It will give himnore flexibility."

"Then I'1l wish you a good ni ght—and good hunting," Daenpbn added too softly. "Hi gh Lord. Lady."

"I's there a problen?" Jaenelle asked when he returned to the sitting room

Daenon hesitated but couldn't think of any other way to say it. "The Steward has formally
requested that | remain with you tonight."

The flicker of panic in her eyes hurt him but it was the knife-edged way she focused on the
sitting roomdoor that nade hi mwary—especially when that focus shifted to him

"I's that request being made of all the Consorts and First Escorts?' Wtch asked in her midnight
Voi ce.

"Yes, Lady, it is."

A long silence. Then Jaenelle winkled her nose. "A formal request seens a bit much just to get
the boyos off the couches tonight."

Daenon suppressed a sigh of relief. She was willing to pretend that that's all the request neant.
Most |ikely, she just wanted a few nore hours before admtting that Al exandra or one of her

ent our age had done sonething serious that would have to be dealt with.

"Wul d you like to play another round?" he asked, taking his seat.

She narrowed her eyes. "Wose deal is it?"

He smled at her. "Mne."

"Way didn't you tell himabout the tainted male?" Titian asked.

"I can't count on Daenobn's control right now, " Saetan replied after a | ong pause. "A Varlord
Prince who's focused on being accepted as a Consort has an extrenely volatile tenper.”

After a monent, Titian shook her head. "Even if everyone else didn't sense the spells Dorothea and
Hekat ah created, | don't understand why Jaenelle didn't notice them"

"Nor do |. But as | said, Dorothea and Hekatah knew exactly who they had to hide himfrom" Saetan
replied, feeling his heartbeat thicken until he could feel each thunp Iike a bl ow.

"Even so, Jaenelle always takes a careful |ook at the people who intend to stay in Kaeleer."

"But she would have no reason to | ook that closely at someone who wasn't intending to stay,
especially if enotional and personal issues were being used as a blind to hide a different

pur pose. "

Titian frowed. "W else is staying at the Hall?"
"Jaenelle's Chaillot relatives and their conpani ons.
face.

"And you haven't done anything about thenf"

"My fornmal request for execution was denied," Saetan replied, doing his best not to respond to the

He saw his own hatred reflected in Titian's

accusation in her voice. "I'll choke on it, but I'lIl abide by it. Besides, there will be another
time and another place to settle those debts," he added softly.
Titian nodded. "If | slip into their roonms, maybe | can sense sonething. Then we could quietly

take care of the tainted nale tonight."
Saetan snarled in frustration. "Except for that bitch Vania, no one has done anything yet that
justifies an execution.” He shook his head. "W've nade sure nothing will happen tonight. After

breakfast, 1'll talk to Jaenelle about getting those... people... out of the Hall and out of
Kael eer."
"l suppose that's best." They wal ked in silence for a while. "Are all of Jaenelle's relatives

her e?"
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"Except for Robert Benedict. He died a few years ago—and was in the Dark Realmfor a very brief
tine."

Titian stopped wal ki ng. Saetan turned to face her. She lifted her hand and pressed it lightly
agai nst his face.

"And, during that tine, did he have a private conversation with the H gh Lord of Hell?" she asked
wi th mal evol ent sweet ness.

"Yes," Saetan replied too softly, "he did."

Chapter Six
1/ Kael eer

Daenmon's nerves were raw when he and Jaenelle wal ked into the dining roomthe next norning, and
the specul ative | ooks fromthe other males in the First Circle didn't help. The fact that it was
Jaenel l e's noontine and he couldn't have done nore than warmthe bed didn't nmatter. He knew what
was expected of a Consort, and he knew the other nmen were aware that he wasn't fulfilling those
duti es.

He tried to push those thoughts aside. There were reasons to be alert that day.

Luci var stood near the sideboard, sipping a mug of coffee, while Khardeen and Aaron filled their

pl ates. Leland and Philip, the only nmenbers of Al exandra's entourage who were present, were eating
breakfast at one end of the table. Surreal and Karla were at the other end.

A greedy look filled Jaenelle's eyes when she focused on the nug in Lucivar's hand. "Are you goi ng
to share that?"

Luci var bared his teeth in a smle. "No."

She gave hima frigid | ook but kissed his cheek anyway.

Daenon coul d have cheerfully killed Lucivar for being given that kiss. It was a grunpy, habitua
kiss, but still a kiss—which was nore than he'd gotten that norning. Since killing Lucivar wasn't
an option—-at that nonent, anyway—he watched Jaenelle select two slices of pear and a spoonful of
scranbl ed eggs.

As she turned away fromthe sideboard, Lucivar reached over, jabbed a fork into a hunk of steak
and dunped it on her plate. "You need the neat today. Eat it."

She snarled at him Lucivar just sipped his coffee.

"Long ni ght?" Daenon quietly asked Lucivar.

"I'"ve had longer," Lucivar replied with a snile that turned sharp as he flicked a glance at Philip
and Lel and, then raised his voice just enough to carry. "Wat about you, old son? You |l ook |ike
you put in a long night yourself."

"It was interesting," Daenpon said cautiously. He wasn't about to admit that he and Jaenell e had

pl ayed cards until, bleary-eyed, they had fallen into bed for a few hours of restless, broken
sl eep.

Jaenel l e snorted. "There's sonmething a bit sneaky about the positions in variation twenty-seven
that give a male so much of an advantage, but | haven't worked it out... yet."

Daenon noticed Philip's white-lipped anger—and he noticed the way Khardeen and Aaron snapped to
attention.

"You know twenty-seven vari ations?" Khardeen asked sl owy.

Daenon sai d not hi ng.

"Yes, he does," Jaenelle grunbled. "And that variation is brilliant. Sneaky, but brilliant." She
studied the platter of steaks, selected two nore pieces, and headed for the table.

Bef ore Daenon coul d reach for a plate, Khardeen was hol ding one arm and Aaron had the other, and
they were hustling himout of the dining room

"We'll get breakfast later,"” Khary said as he and Aaron | ed Daenpn to the nearest enpty room
"First, we need to have a little talk."

"I't's not what you think," Daenon said. "It's really nothing."

"Not hi ng?" Aaron sputtered, while Khary said, "If you've figured out a new variation of 'cradle'
that gives a man the advantage, it's your duty as a Brother of the First Circle to share it with
the rest of us before the coven figures out how to beat it."

He just stared at them not sure he had heard them correctly.

Aaron smled. "Well, what did you think Consorts do at night?"

Daenon burst out | aughing.

2 | Kael eer

Gsval d knocked on W1 hel mina's door, then stepped back and firmly gripped the carved wooden box
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with both hands.

It hadn't taken nuch persuasion to convince Al exandra to keep nost of her people in their roomns.
It had taken nore to convince her to send Leland and Philip down to breakfast in order to give the
appear ance that everyone else was nerely late. Wth so nmany absent, no one woul d be sure exactly
who was missing until he was | ong gone fromthe Hall

Assum ng, of course, that the spells Dorothea and the Dark Priestess had prepared to cut a "door"
in the High Lord' s defensive shields actually worked.

No. He woul dn't doubt. The spells that had kept himfrom being detected were proof enough that
Dorot hea and the Dark Priestess knew how to deal with the bastard who ruled this place. He would
escape with the |l esser of the two prizes, true, but that |esser prize, sufficiently squeezed,

m ght be enough bait to in turn capture Jaenelle Angelline.

Everything was in place. The three nen Dorothea had arranged to help himwere waiting at the
bridge. There was a Dark Altar beside the Hall, but she had warned himthat the detection spells
around that Altar would i mMmediately alert the H gh Lord, and he would never get the Gate open in
time to escape. So he would take Wl helnmina to Goth, where Lord Jorval would help himreach

anot her of the Gates.

By this evening, he would be back in Terreille with his prize, and Al exandra and the fools who
were with her would still be explaining WIhelnina s disappearance to the Hi gh Lord... or dying.
Smiling, Osvald knocked on Wl hel mina's door again. A nonent |ater, inpatient, he knocked harder.
She was in there. He'd made sure of it this tine. What was taking her so long to open a damm door ?
It was tenmpting to use one of the sinple conmpul sion spells Dorothea had prepared for him but he
only had two of themand didn't want to waste one for this. Still, every mnute's delay increased
t he chance of someone noticing him

He was just about to give in and trigger one of the conpul sion spells when the door finally
opened. "Good norning, Lady Wlhelmna." Smiling, he lifted the box just enough to draw it to her
attention. "Lady Al exandra asked me to bring this to you."

"What is it?" WI helmna asked, sounding anything but eager

"A token of her regard for you—and a gesture of goodwill. She's planning to | eave soon and has
felt distressed that her concern for you may have been m sunderstood. She hopes that, by accepting
this little menento, you'll be able to renenber her fondly in the days to cone."

Wl helmna still |ooked wary. "Wy didn't she bring it hersel f?"

OGsval d | ooked at her sadly. "She feared you might refuse the gift and didn't want to face that
rejection in person.”

"Ch," Wlhelmna said quietly, her wariness slowy changing to synpathy. "I hold no ill feelings
toward her."

He hel d the box out, both to entice and to keep his face as far away fromit as possible. Wen she
opened the lid, a drugged m st would burst out of the box. Startled, she would gasp and inhale
enough of the highly potent drug to make her sufficiently conpliant so that he could get her away
fromthe roomand this corridor before forcing the second, liquid dose down her throat.

I nside the room sonething thunped to the floor.

That dammed striped cat.

Gsvald triggered the first conpul sion spell and shaped the command. Step into the corridor and
close the door. Step into the corridor and close the door. Step into..

He snil ed when, |ooking slightly confused, W/I hel ni na obeyed.

"I was told to report your reaction to the gift," he said, sounding apol ogetic about putting her
to the extra bother.

She stayed close to the door, her hand still gripping the knob

Cursing silently, he triggered the second conpul sion spell. Step close to the box and raise the
lid. Step close to the box..

Moving as if her nuscles fought against the effort, WIhelmna stepped close to the box and slowy
lifted the Iid.

3 /| Kael eer

Wth G aysfang beside her, Surreal wandered around one of the inner gardens. The cryptic remarks

Jaenel | e and Karla had nade at breakfast about a new variation intrigued and worried her

There were plenty of sexual variations that gave the nale an advantage, so she didn't think they

were tal king about that... unfortunately. Daenpbn was getting burned by his own sexual energy, and
the strain of trying to keep it |eashed sufficiently in order not to scare Jaenelle was starting

to show. She wasn't sure how much | onger he could endure the easy affection Jaenelle gave to the

other males in the First Crcle before he | ashed out. Maybe she should talk to the H gh Lord ..
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G aysfang snarled. Before she could ask what was wong, he took off, heading straight for the
wal | . As he approached, he leaped and clinbed air as if he were clinbing a steep hill, scranbled
over the roof, and was gone.

"Graysfang!" Surreal shouted

*Dejaal is being attacked,* he replied. *I'mgoing to help him?*

Surreal swore viciously as she ran for the nearest door

"Surreal!"

She spun around.

Fal onar strode toward her fromthe other side of the garden. "Lucivar sent nme to find you since
you didn't show up for—

"Can you get me over this roof?" Surreal said with enough fury in her voice to nake hi mcheck his
stride. "Graysfang said Dejaal is under attack, and the son of a bitch took off w thout ne!"

In the two strides it took himto reach her, he nade the shift fromcautious male to warrior
"Hold on to ne," he ordered.

Surreal hesitated a nmonment, trying to decide what she could hold on to wi thout inpeding his w ngs.
She hooked one arm around his neck and snugged the fingers of her other hand under his wide

| eat her belt.

It wasn't until she felt his w ngs punping that she wondered if he could carry an extra person's
weight. "I'"mgoing to learn to do that air walking so | won't have to be carried around," she
grow ed.

"I don't mnd carrying you," Fal onar snapped, setting her none too gently on the roof.

Surreal clenched her teeth. One male at a time. And it was the furry gray one who had first dibs
on her tenper. "Do you see hinP?" she asked as she scanned the courtyard bel ow

"No. He could have—=

A bl ast of Jewel ed power cane fromthe next courtyard, followed by a woman's scream

Fal onar | aunched them off the roof with enough force that Surreal wapped her |egs around one of
his to give herself another way to hold on. She gritted her teeth as her body, with appalling
timng, expressed its approval of the hard male thigh riding between her I egs. Wich did nothing
for her tenper.

"I'f he gets hurt because he didn't wait for nme, I'mgoing to snack himso hard he'll have to lift
his tail to see the world," she snarl ed.

"Wait here," Falonar said as he | ooked down into the courtyard.

"Do you like having balls?" Surreal snapped, twisting to | ook around. But she pulled her fingers
out fromunder his belt so that he wouldn't worry that she'd neant the threat.

She caught her breath and swore. The young tiger, Dejaal, was lying in the courtyard, not noving.
A footman withed in agony. G aysfang was dashi ng back and forth, not actively engaging in an
attack but still holding the attention of the nman who had a firmgrip on WI hel ni na, who was
struggling ineffectively.

She swore agai n when she recogni zed the nan. Osvald. One of Al exandra's escorts. Mther N ght.
"Can you keep your bal ance?" Fal onar asked a nonent before he let go and stepped away from her

At | east he asked, Surreal thought as she used Craft to prevent a fast slide off the roof.
Graysfang dashed in low, as if he were trying to hanstring GOsval d.

Surreal saw the flash of Gsvald's Opal Jewel. She threw a Gray shield around Graysfang, fast
enough to prevent himfromreceiving a killing blast of power but not in time to keep himfrom
bei ng knocked over by the clash of G ay and Opal strength.

Seeing the wol f go down, WI hel m na screaned and cl awed at the hand cl anped around her arm Gsvald
swung around and hit her with enough force to send her to the ground, stunned. Then he turned to
make anot her attack on Graysfang, who had gotten shakily to his feet.

"Tell the wolf to back off," Falonar said as he called in his Eyrien | ongbow and nocked an arrow.
Surreal quickly obeyed—and felt relief when G aysfang responded. As kindred how s and roars

al erted everyone in the Hall, she could sense the flood of furious male strength coming toward
themfromall directions. And she sensed the cold fem nine power coming in its wake.

Fal onar took aim

"Put it through the bastard," Surreal whispered

"W don't know what's going on down there," Fal onar replied.

Don't we? Surreal thought viciously. Wiat nore do you need to see?

As Osval d turned back toward W/ hel nmi na, Fal onar | oosed the arrow, sending it through the man's

I eft knee.

Gsval d went down, scream ng.

Grabbing Surreal's left arm Fal onar dropped themoff the roof—a junp barely slowed by his spread
Wi ngs.
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"CQuard the woman," Fal onar said as he ran toward Gsval d, the Eyrien bow now repl aced by a bl aded
sti ck.

"l can—

"Do as you're told."

No tine to argue. Calling in her neanest knife, Surreal ran toward W/I hel mi na. She saw Osval d
grasp Wlhelnina s ankle with his left hand and cursed his cl everness. Miybe sonmeone el se woul d
know how to do it, but as long as he had physical contact with WIhelmna, she couldn't throw a
protective shield around the young woman. Then she saw sunlight flash on the short knife in his
ri ght hand—and knew by the m xture of rage and triunph on his face that the poison on that knife
woul d be quick and | ethal

Another flash in the sunlight. As Gsvald's hand arced down to drive the knife into Wlhelnina's

| eg, Falonar sliced through the wistbones as easily as if they were soft butter, then turned the
bl ade of his stick in order to catch the severed hand and the knife it still held and flip it away
from W I hel m na.

The bl aded stick flashed down agai n, severing the hand that grasped WI hel mi na's ankl e.

A nonment |ater, Surreal reached W/I hel mi na—and Lucivar and nost of the First Crcle nales poured
into the courtyard. So did Karla and Gabrielle.

So did Al exandra and her entourage.

It didn't turn out quite like you' d planned, did it? Surreal thought as she watched Al exandra scan
the courtyard and turn sickly pale. Vanishing her knife, she placed one hand on WI hel ni na's back
the ot her hand on G aysfang as soon as he wobbled up to her, and created a Gray shield around the
three of them It probably wasn't necessary, but there was no reason to take chances. She | ooked
at Fal onar, who had positioned hinself so that, the next tine, the bladed stick would cone down on
the bastard's neck. She put a shield around him too. She felt his surprise and pl easure when her
shield settled around hi mand wondered why he was afraid.

Gabrielle rushed over to help the footnan while Karla, w thout actually touching Gsvald, used
healing Craft to seal the severed bl ood vessels.

"What's going on here?" Al exandra demanded, the sharp edge in her voice sounding nore frightened
than angry. "Wy are you attacking one of ny escorts?"

"Did you send hin®?" Lucivar asked, an odd note in his voice.

"I sent himto bring a gift to Wlhelnina," A exandra said.

There was sonet hing queer and bitter about Lucivar's laugh. "And the bastard delivered it, didn't
he?"

"When | went to deliver the gift, Lady Wl helnmna wasn't feeling well,"” Osvald whinpered. "I
offered to walk with her so that she could get sonme fresh air. Then that creature attacked us."
Luci var | ooked at Osvald, then at Falonar. "If that bastard says anything el se, cut his tongue
out."

Fal onar | ooked shocked, but nodded.

"How dare you?" Alexandra said. "You' re so quick to make demands to ne about controlling ny court,
yet you allow this—=

"Shut up," Lucivar snapped. "Things are bad enough right now Don't nake it worse."

Surreal gave Lucivar a sharp | ook. Wat was goi ng on here?

Shivering, Gaysfang noved closer to her. *Queen's rage is bad, Surreal. Ml es fear Queen's rage
Even Kael as. *

Fol l owi ng the wol f's gaze, Surreal saw the huge white cat standing on the roof next to a tiger
That was Kael as? Mot her Night!

*Who's the tiger?* she asked.

*That is Jaal. He is Dejaal’s sire.*

Surreal swallowed hard. The tiger was dwarfed by Kaelas, but he was still twice as large as the
young tiger lying in the courtyard. *Dejaal is dead, isn't he?*

*He has returned to the Darkness,* Gaysfang said sadly.

How were they going to explain this to Jaenelle?

As if the thought had conjured the wonan, Jaenelle wal ked into the courtyard, flanked by Daenbn
and Saet an.

Surreal mght have taken sone confort in their presence if the High Lord's face hadn't turned gray
at the sight of Dejaal's body.

Al exandra started to speak, but before she could nmake a sound, her hands flew up to her throat and
her eyes becane wi de and terrified.

Surreal wasn't sure which one of the males had acted, but she would have bet it was Daenpbn who had
created the phantom hand that was now choki ng Al exandra into sil ence.

Everyone noved out of the way as Jaenell e wal ked over and knelt beside Dejaal. The hand that
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caressed the fur was gentle and | oving, but the eyes that finally | ooked up and focused on

W | hel m na. .

What Surreal saw in those sapphire eyes went so far beyond cold rage there were no words for it.
Yes, there were, she realized as Graysfang whinpered softly. This was what the wolf had neant by
Queen' s rage.

Hell's fire, Mdther N ght, and nay the Darkness be merciful

She said the only thing she could think of, the only thing that, she hoped, would rel ease her from
those eyes. "She's alive."

Jaenel l e | ooked at Karla, who bowed formally before wal king over to exam ne WI hel m na.

"You said the right thing," Karla whispered to Surreal as she exani ned W/I hel m na. Then she swore
and added, "Whatever else you do, follow Protocol to the letter." Taking a deep breath, she stood
up and faced Jaenelle. "WI hel mi na has some bruises fromthe struggl e—and she's been heavily
drugged. "

"Can you counteract it?" Jaenelle asked too calmy.

"l need nore tine to determ ne the exact nature of the drug that was used," Karla answered
quietly. "But I'msensing nothing that will cause permanent harm M/ recomendation is closely
supervi sed isolation and rest. Wth your pernmission, |'Il take her to her room now and | ook after
her."

"Thank you, Sister."

Responding to Karla's slight gesture, her cousin, Mrton, picked up Wlhelmna and foll owed Karl a
out of the courtyard.

Surreal remai ned crouched beside G aysfang, unwilling to make a novenent that woul d draw those
sapphire eyes back in her direction

"What about me?" Osval d whi npered.

Fal onar gl anced at Lucivar, silently asking if he should carry out his order and cut out the man's
tongue. Lucivar shook his head, the barest of novenents.

Jaenel | e crossed the courtyard, |ooked down at Osvald, and smiled. "I'mgoing to take care of you
personal ly."

Luci var | eaped forward. "Lady, with respect, Dejaal was our Brother, and it's the males' right—=
Jaenel l e silenced himby sinply raising her hand. For a nonent, she just stood there, but Surrea
felt the flick of power that burst fromher as a quickly expandi ng psychic probe—and realized that

no one wearing a Jewel lighter than the Gray woul d have sensed anything at all

"There are three men waiting by the bridge that | eads to Hal away," Jaenelle said. Aterrible
glitter filled her eyes as she | ooked at Osvald. "Three strangers. | don't care what you do with
them ™"

Gsvald floated to an upright position. Wien Jaenelle turned and wal ked out of the courtyard, he
floated after her, protesting his innocence.

"Kal ush and Morghann are coming," Gabrielle said, her eyes filling with tears. "W'|| stay with
Dej aal until..."
Poi nting at Al exandra, Lucivar |ooked at Falonar. "You and Surreal escort these... people ... to

their roons." He paused. "If any of themgive you any trouble, kill them™

"My pleasure," Surreal said. Falonar just nodded.

Luci var left the courtyard, followed by the other Warlord Princes in the First Circle. Wen Daenon
turned to follow them Saetan said, "No. You stay with nme."

Qui ckly roundi ng up her prisoners, Surreal hurried themand Fal onar and G aysfang—eut of the
courtyard. She didn't know what the High Lord had in mnd, but she'd rather not be around while
they discussed it.

Daenon stepped asi de as Myrghann and Kal ush rushed into the courtyard.

"Let's get out of here," Saetan said, his voice rough with suppressed gri ef—-and sonet hing that
ni ght have been fear

It was that fear—and his concern for the man—that nmade Daenon follow his father. But even those
things weren't sufficient for himto swall ow his own anger.

As they slowy headed away fromthe courtyard, Daenon said, "I may not have Lucivar's talent with
weapons, but | can deal with an eneny quite effectively."

Saet an st opped wal ki ng. "Renenber who you're talking to, Prince. If anyone can appreciate how
effective you are as a predator, it's ne."

"Then why did you stop ne?"

"Luci var doesn't need your help to handl e whoever is waiting at the bridge for that

bast ard—especially not with the males who went with him But | do need you. Right now, | need
every drop of strength and every grain of skill you've got in order to handle Jaenelle. Hell's
fire, Daenpbn. Don't you realize what happened here?"
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Wth enornous effort, Daenon held on to his tenper. "Al exandra played the bitch and arranged to
have her own granddaughter abducted."
Saetan sl oWy shook his head. "Al exandra was working with Dorothea and Hekatah in order to abduct
her own granddaughter.™
Daenon absorbed the inmpact of the words—and realized what night happen once Jaenelle | earned that.
"Mbot her Night."
"And may the Darkness be nmerciful," Saetan added. "W have an enraged Queen who, by now, has gone
so deep into the abyss we have no chance of reaching her that way—and no way at all to deflect
what ever she might unl eash in her present enptional state.”
"What can | do?" Daenpn asked, knowing with dread certainty where the conversation was | eadi ng.
"I't's what we can do as Steward and Consort, what Protocol gives us the right to do in situations
like this."
"Protocol didn't take into account dealing with a Queen who's twi ce as strong as a Bl ack-Jewel ed
Warl ord Prince!l"
Saetan's hand shook a little as he smoothed his hair back. "Mre |like six tinmes our comnbined
strength.”
"What ?" Daenon said weakly. He braced a hand against the wall.
"There's no real way to neasure Jaenelle's strength. But considering the nunber of Birthright
Bl ack Jewels that were transfornmed into Ebony when she nade the Offering to the Darkness, my best
guess is that, at her full strength, she's six tinmes nore powerful than our full strength
conbi ned. "
"Mot her Night." Daenon concentrated on breathing for a mnute. "Just when were you going to
mention this to ne? O weren't you?"
Saetan winced. "I wanted you to be... confortable... with each other before I told you. But now=*
A bl ast of power shook the Hall, tossing themto the floor
Daenon felt as if he were desperately holding on to a crunbling bank inches froma raging flood
that would not only sweep himaway but crush himin the process.
He felt Saetan grab him dig in, hold on
That rush of power vani shed as quickly as it had struck—and that scared himnore than the bl ast.
For Jaenelle to unleash and reabsorb that much power that quickly..
"Jaenel l e," Daenpn said, springing to his feet. He sent out a psychic probe, a quick, casting
search for her, and brushed against a spot in the Hall that was burning cold. Despite his pulling
back quickly, the lancing pain alnmst drove himto his knees. And that drove himforward.
"Daenon, no!" Saetan said, struggling to get to his feet.
Daenon ran through the corridors. He didn't need to search anynore. The corridors got col der and
col der the closer he got to the room where she had unl eashed that power.
" Daenon! "
He heard Saetan running to catch up to him but by then he'd reached the door to the room Using
Craft, he opened the door, then stepped into the room
The col d had a jagged edge that was physically painful, but he barely noticed it because, as he
| ooked around, he couldn't quite understand what he was seeing. It wasn't until he realized that
the odd red speckles on the wi ndows were frozen drops of blood that his mind identified the
rest...
" Daenon. "

and he understood what Lucivar had been telling himabout Jaenelle's forced nmarri age. She
splattered himall over the room

"Daenon. "
He heard the plea in Saetan's voice, but couldn't respond to it. A peculiar nunbness had settled
over his enptions ... and without being able to feel, he could think

He knew why Saetan hadn't wanted himto see this room By the very nature of his duties, a Consort
couldn't be inhibited when dealing with his Queen. A Consort knowi ngly and willingly made hinsel f
physically vulnerable to her in ways no other male in the court had to. A Consort who feared his
Queen couldn't function in the bed.

But he'd seen this side of her before. Ch, it had been only a faint glinpse, but he'd known that
this was another facet of Wtch.

And this was the side of her that would be drawn to the surface by intense arousal as well as
intense rage. Could he live with that? Could he | ead the sexual dance once he brought out this
side of her?

The heat of the sexual hunger inside him the driving need to mate with Wtch that suddenly

engul fed him burned away the enotional nunbness. And left in its place a chilling approval of
what he saw.
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He stepped out of the room and cl osed the door
"Daenon, " Saetan said softly, watching him
Daermon smiled. "It's a pity about the wallpaper. It was a |ovely design."

4 | Kael eer

"Well," Surreal said as she pushed her hair away from her face, "I don't think any of the 'guests
are going to be eager to leave their roons right now, do you?"

"No," Fal onar replied, sounding a bit queasy, "I don't."

"Yeah." Surreal |eaned against the wall and cl osed her eyes. "Shit."

"Were you hurt by ... that?" Fal onar asked, meaning the blast of power that had shaken the Hall

He briefly touched her shoul der before stepping back

Surreal shook her head. Hurt? No. Scared shitless? Ch, yes.

But the people who |ived with Jaenelle didn't live in constant fear. In fact, thinking about how
Karla and Lucivar had acted in the courtyard, she would have called their behavior cautious rather
than fearful —and that caution wasn't usually in evidence either.

Putting those thoughts aside for the nonent, she scowl ed at Fal onar and decided to tackle
sonet hi ng easi er—+i ke the arrogant Way he had been tossing out orders after they reached the
courtyard. "I could have handl ed that bastard."

Fal onar | ooked insulted. "It's a male's right to defend and protect."

Surreal bared her teeth. "I've heard that song before, and—

"Then you should heed that song, Lady—and respect it."

"Why? Because poor little ne isn't capable of handling nmyself in a fight?" she said with venom

| aced sweet ness.

"Because you're deadlier," he snarled. He paced a few steps away from her, swore, paced back
"That's why nal es defend, Lady Surreal. Because you fenal es are deadlier when you' re roused—and
you're merciless when you're riding the killing edge. At least if | go down first in a fight, |
don't have to deal with you afterward.”

Not sure if she'd just been conplimented or insulted, Surreal said nothing. She was about to
concede that he m ght have a point when he grow ed at her, "You've picked a lousy tinme to play the
bitch. It's going to be hard enough facing Yasl ana without having to dance with you right now "

Now that was an insult. "Since you feel like that, sugar, |I'll just get out of your way." She
pushed away fromthe wall

Fal onar reached out, touched her arm "Surreal... You were right. | should have killed that
bastard. Now I'll have to accept the consequences for that error."” He hesitated, and added
quietly, "He could have killed you or Lady Benedict with that poi soned knife."

She shrugged. "You couldn't have known about the knife, and he didn't kill either one of us, so—

"What difference does that nmake?" Falonar said harshly. "My error gave himthe chance."
Surreal studied him "You think you're going to be puni shed?"
"That's a certainty. The only question is how severe it will be."

"Well, | have a few things to say about that. Wen Lucivar gets around to discussing this—=
"There is no discussion,"” Falonar snapped. "He's the Warlord Prince of Ebon Rih. | serve him
He' Il do as he pleases.” He |ooked away. "I'd rather be tied to the whi pping posts than be sent

back to Terreille."

"There's no reason for you to be punished at all!"

Fal onar smiled grimMy. "That's the way it is, Lady Surreal."
We' || just see about that, Surreal thought.

5 | Kael eer

Daenon wat ched Saetan pour a large brandy. "Can you drink that?" he asked, keeping his voice

m | dly curious.

"It gives ne vicious headaches," Saetan replied, pouring a second glass for Daenon. "But | doubt
it's going to make the one |I've already got any worse, so..." He raised his glass in a salute,
then swal | owed half the brandy. "Dejaal was Prince Jaal's son."

Mentioning the tiger Warlord Prince seened an abrupt change of subject. "Lucivar found the nen?"
"And got the informati on we wanted before they were executed."

Daenon studied his father. Sonmething wasn't quite right here. Since he didn't know what questions
to ask, he voiced his own concern. "Jaenelle isn't here, is she?"

Saet an shook his head. "She's gone to Ebon Askavi—and has asked to be |left alone for the tine
bei ng. "
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"Are you going to abide by her wi shes?" Daenpbn asked carefully.

Saetan's | ook was steady and far too knowi ng. "W are going to abide by her wi shes. If she needs
to remain cold in order to nmake the decisions that have to be nade, forcing her to feel before
she's ready would be cruel.”

Daenon nodded. He didn't like it, but he could accept it. H s thoughts went back to the three nen
who had been waiting to hel p Gsvald abduct WI hel mina. "Those nmen served Hekatah and Dor ot hea?"
"They worked for them"

He felt Saetan retreat, so he pressed. "Lucivar executed the nmen?" It wouldn't have been Lucivar's
first kill, so that couldn't be bothering Saetan. Was there sonething different about a form
execution?

"The other nmales in the First Circle withdrew their right to collect any part of the debt that was
owed themfor the death of a Brother," Saetan said

"What does that nean?" Daenon asked slowy.

Saet an hesitated, then finished the brandy before replying. "It nmeans they gave those nmen to

Jaal ... and to Kael as."

6 / Kael eer

Fuming silently, Surreal glared at the four nen in the H gh Lord s study. She had snarled her way
into this little discussion, only to be bluntly told that they would tol erate her presence as |ong
as she didn't interfere. Her opinion wasn't requested or required.

If it had been any other nen, she would have given them her opinion of that, probably delivered on
the end of her stiletto. But Lucivar |ooked like he'd been pushed hard enough and woul dn't
hesitate to throw her out—through the door. And Saetan and Andul var Yasl ana weren't the kind of
men who woul d al l ow anyone to step on their authority as Steward and Master of the Guard.

What really bit her was that Falonar hadn't | ooked at her once since she'd nanaged to wi n enough
of the argunent to stay in the room She would have thought that he'd be grateful to have soneone
speak in his defense. But he ..

Well, that was fine. That was just fine. She didn't need to be there, wasting her time on a thick-
ski nned, hard-headed nale who didn't want her there in the first place.

She | ooked at Lucivar at that nonent, saw the sharp anusenent in his gold eyes, and knew that,
now, if she tried to | eave, she would be ordered to stay. So instead of cursing herself for her
own stubbornness, she cursed Lucivar instead. And seeing his anmusenent deepen, realized he knew
it—the prick.

Saet an | eaned agai nst his bl ackwood desk and crossed his arms. "Prince Fal onar, please explain
your actions this norning."

Hi s voice sounded polite, only mldly curious. Surreal wondered if that was a bad sign

Fal onar responded. In Surreal's opinion, the dry recitation of actions fell far short of an

expl anation, but the other nmen didn't seemto notice that.

When Fal onar finished speaking, Saetan |ooked at Andul var and Lucivar, then back at Fal onar. "You
erred on the side of caution," Saetan said quietly. "That's understandabl e—and, in a Warlord
Prince, also unacceptable. You can't afford the luxury of caution."

Fal onar swal | owed hard. "Yes, sir."

"You do understand that discipline is required?"

"Yes, sir."

Saet an nodded, appearing satisfied. He | ooked at Lucivar. "This is your decision."

Fal onar turned to face Lucivar

Luci var studied himfor a nonent. "Five days of extra guard duty, beginning tonorrow."

I nstead of |ooking relieved, Falonar |ooked as if he'd been sl apped.

"Anyt hing el se we need to di scuss?" Saetan asked.

Luci var | ooked at her, then at Saetan, who, after a pause, dipped his head in the barest of nods.
Luci var opened the study door and waited.

After bowi ng to Saetan and Andul var, Fal onar wal ked out. Since it seemed the proper thing to do.
Surreal also bowed to the two nen, then foll owed Fal onar out of the study so fast she stepped on
hi s heel s.

Swearing, he lengthened his stride, finally stopping when he reached the center of the great hall
Surreal caught up to him "Well, that wasn't— The dislike and anger in his face as he watched
Luci var approach them stopped her

"Five days of extra guard duty is an insult," Fal onar said.

Surreal grabbed two fistfuls of her long tunic to keep frombelting him Fool. Idiot. He should be
grateful it wasn't worse
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"I't's not an insult," Lucivar replied mldly. "It's fair. You nade a mi stake, Falonar. Sone
reparation has to be made for it. You acted, but you al so hanstrung yourself by being too
cautious.”

"I realize what ny caution could have cost."

"Yes, you do. Which is why the discipline is fair." Lucivar's nouth curved in a |azy, arrogant
smle. "Don't worry about it. You'll stand extra guard duty plenty nore tinmes before you' ve been
here a year. | certainly did."

Fal onar stared at him "You?"

The smile sharpened. "Hard to believe that | would err on the side of caution, isn't it? But I
wanted to stay in Kaeleer, and | wanted to serve ny Queen, so | kept ny tenper |eashed as nuch as
possi bl e—for ne. And ended up in that study, facing those two, nore tinmes than | care to count."
Luci var paused. "This is Kaeleer. Here, a Warlord Prince's tenper is considered an asset to a
court."

Fal onar took a nonent to digest this. Then, courteously, "Extra guard duty doesn't seemlike much
when a witch could have died."

"Well, there is another part to your... discipline," Lucivar said. He tipped his head toward
Surreal. "You get to cope with her until sunrise. Since she |ooks |ike she's going to break her
teeth unless she gets to yell at a nale, it mght as well be you." The smle got even sharper. "Of
course, you could always offer to warm her bed and see if that buys you any leniency."

Fal onar choked. Surreal made a sound like a teakettle ready to boil over.

"You consi der spending a night with me a formof disciplinel!”™ Surreal shouted. "You prick. You...
I would call it a reward!"

Luci var shrugged. "Please yourself. Just keep in mind that, if you both decide to extend this
"discipline' past tonight, you have to have formal permission fromthe Steward of the Court. He
agreed to overlook that formality until sunrise, but not after that. And this is an area where it
isn't wise to push Saetan's tenper.”

After he left them Surreal and Fal onar eyed each ot her

"It would seemthat | didn't keep nmy... interest... in being with you as... restrained... as | had
t hought since Lucivar noticed it," Falonar said.

O the H gh Lord did, Surreal thought. As fanmily patriarch and sexual chaperon, she didn't think
much got past that nan.

"So," Falonar said warily. "Are you going to yell at me?"

Surreal smiled at him "Well, sugar, | may not yell at you. Wth the right incentive, | may just
yell."

Chapt er Seven
1 / Kael eer

Lord Jorval settled into a chair in Kartane SaDi ablo's sitting room "Your neeting with the Heal er
has been del ayed. "

"Why?" Kartane said sharply. "I had thought it was all arranged."”

"I't was," Jorval soothed. "But there was an... incident... at the Healer's residence, so it wll
be a few nore days before she can neet with you."

"You could insist," Kartane said. "Perhaps she doesn't realize howinportant |—
"I't would do no good to insist,"” Jorval interrupted. "Wen she cones here, you want her attention
on you, not on some domestic trivia."

"Then | suppose | have no choice but to wait."

Jorval rose. "No choice at all."

An incident has occurred that requires postponing..

An incident, Jorval thought as he wal ked back to his own hone. That was how the High Lord had so
carefully, so courteously phrased it. Since the men who had been in Hal away to assist the escort
had suddenly di sappeared, and there was no word fromor sign of the escort, he had a good idea
what sort of "incident" was delaying Jaenelle Angelline's trip to Little Terreille.

Whi ch neant he had to informthe Dark Priestess that, in all probability, Al exandra was no | onger
a useful tool

Hekat ah woul dn't be pl eased about that, would probably conme to Little Terreille in a fou

t enper —whi ch she woul d take out on him

But, perhaps, he could redirect that tenper. Perhaps now would be a good tinme to take care of that
other little problem

Reachi ng his honme, he rushed into his study and penned a quick note to Lord Magstrom
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2 | Kael eer

"Where is ny escort?" Al exandra demanded as soon as she took a seat in the High Lord' s study.
After being confined for two days, she felt relieved to be out of her room but she felt no relief
at being in this roomer being with him

Saet an | eaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers, resting the long, black-tinted nails
agai nst his chin. His gold eyes | ooked sl eepy—ust as they had when he'd first seen her

Conscious of the chill in the room she pulled her shawl nore tightly around herself.

"It's interesting that Osvald is the first person you ask about," Saetan said too nildly.

"Who should | have asked about ?" Al exandra snapped, fear making her voice sharp

"Your granddaughter, W/ helm na. She is recovering fromthe drugs that bastard gave her. There
will be no permanent danmage."

"OfF course there's no damage. He only gave her a mld sedative.”
"What he gave her was a great deal nore than a nmild sedative, Lady,
turni ng sharp.

Al exandra hesitated. He was lying. O course he was |ying.

Saet an | ooked at her, curious. "I keep wondering what sort of paynment Dorothea and Hekatah offered
you that was worth your granddaughter's life."

She shot out of the chair. "You're insulting!"

"Am1?" he replied, his voice returning to that infuriating—and frighteni ng—il dness.

"I wasn't selling Wlhelmna to Dorothea, | was just trying to get her away from you!"

A queer | ook came over his face. "Yes, that always seens sufficient justification, doesn't it?
Just get the child away from nme and be damed to what happens to the child. Alifetime of pain, of
humiliation and torture, is certainly better than being with nme."

Al exandra settled back in the chair and watched him He had turned inward, follow ng sonme private
t hought —-and she didn't think he was tal king about WI hel m na anynore.

"What did you think was going to happen to WI hel mi na?" he asked.

"Osval d was going to get her out of Kaeleer, and then we would take her hone."

As Saetan studied her, a deep sadness filled his eyes. "Not a paynent then," he said softly, "but
a bargaining chip."

"What are you tal king about?"

"How were you planning to get W1 hel mi na out of Hayll?"

Al exandra stared at him "She wasn't going to Hayll."

"Yes, she was. Those were the orders, Al exandra. W/I hel mi na woul d have been Dorothea's 'guest' for
as long as you were willing to make concessions. How many concessions could you have nmade to Hayl
bef ore your people choked on them and refused to accept you as their Queen any |onger? What coul d
you have bargained with then to keep her safe?"

"No," Alexandra said. 'No. Dorothea agreed to help ne because— Because Dorothea was preparing to
go to war with this man and had wanted Jaenelle's alleged dark power away fromhis control. But
she couldn't let himknow that. "WI hel mi na wasn't a bargai ning chip." But wouldn't Jaenelle have
beconme exactly that? A bargaining chip in the gane of war? That was different. Jaenelle was

obvi ously already permanently warped by the H gh Lord's attentions, and if Jaenelle had ended up
as Dorothea's "guest"...

Wth brutal honesty, Al exandra knew that she woul d never have nade any concessions to Hayll to
ensure Jaenelle's well-being. She would have told her court about a famly sacrifice nade for the
good of her people. And in truth, she wouldn't have felt nore than a twi nge of guilt over that
sacrifice. Always such a difficult child, always...

"W I hel m na wasn't a bargaining chip," she said again |anely.

Saetan snorted softly. "Think what you choose."

That casual dismissal, as if it no longer nattered, disturbed her. "Wat happened to Osval d? Wre
his wounds at |east treated?"

Sonet hi ng queer filled Saetan's eyes. "He was executed. So were the three nen who had been waiting
for him"

Al exandra stared at him "Wuat right do you have—

"He tried to abduct one menber of the court and killed another. Did you really expect us to just
sit back and swal |l ow t hat ?"

"He wasn't abducting her!"™ Al exandra shouted. "He was hel ping her |leave this place. That ani mal
attacked him He had to defend hinself."

"He was taking her against her will. That's abduction."

"He was carrying out the wishes of her famly."

"She's a grown woman," Saetan snarled. "You have no right to make decisi ons on her behal f."

Saetan replied, his own voice
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"She's nentally fragile. She doesn't have the ability to nmake—=

"I's that how you deal with anyone who doesn't agree with you?" Saetan's voice rose to a roar. "You
declare them nental ly inconpetent so you can justify locking themaway in a place that revels in
violating and torturing then"

"How dare you?"

"Knowi ng what | know about Briarwood, | dare a great deal ."

The air whooshed out of her lungs. His eyes were filled with the hatred he no | onger bothered to
mask.

Wth effort, she gathered her strength and sat up straight to face him "I ama Queen—

"You're a naive, snotty little bitch," Saetan replied in a singsong croon that nmade the words fee
like a violent—and violating—earess. "Live a long life, Alexandra. Live a long life and burn
yourself out at the end of it so that you return straight to the Darkness. If you don't, if you
end up naking the transition to denon-dead, |'Il be waiting for you."

It took her a nonent to understand him The Hi gh Lord of Hell

"Robert Benedict nade the transition," Saetan crooned, "and he paid his part of the debt that is
owed to ne for what was done to the daughter of ny soul.'

"I owe you nothing." Alexandra tried to sound firm but she couldn't stop her voice from shaking.
Saetan sniled a gentle, terrible snile.

She had to get out of there, had to get away fromhim "Since this is supposed to be a court, |

think it's time | talked to this nysterious Queen of yours. The real Queen. In fact, | denand to
talk to her."
He went absolutely still. "It seems she wants to talk to you, too," he said in an odd voice

"You' ve been summoned to Ebon Askavi to stand before the Dark Throne."
3 /| Kael eer

Wth her heart pounding in her throat, A exandra followed the Hi gh Lord down the dark stone
stairs. The huge doubl e doors at the bottom of the stairs swung open silently, revealing intense
dar kness.

She had protested when she had | earned that Leland, Philip, and the rest of her entourage had al so
been summoned to the Keep. Not that it had nade any difference. No one had nade the slightest

i ndi cation that they had even heard her protests, let alone mght conply with them

She had al so protested when Daenon and Lucivar had joined the High Lord as "escorts." Now she felt
pathetically grateful for the nmale strength that was guarding her. She had found the Hall
frightening, but conpared to the Keep, the Hall was just a pleasant manor house.

As Saetan wal ked forward, torches began to light until only the back of the roomwas still too
dark to see at all.

Another torch lit. She stared at the huge dragon head coning out of the back wall. Its silver-gold
scales gleaned. Its eyes were as dark as midnight. On a dais beside the head was a sinple

bl ackwood chair. The woman who sat in it was still too much in shadow for Al exandra to nake out
nmore than the shape.

So this was the Queen of Ebon Askavi.

The light in the roomshifted sonehow, softly illum nating the unicorn's horn that was part of the
scepter the worman hel d in her hands.

As Al exandra stared at the rings on those hands, a shiver of fear ran down her spine. At first

gl ance, she would have said the rings held pieces of a Black Jewel, but the Jewels in those rings
felt darker than the Bl ack. \WWich was inpossible—wasn't it?

The light continued to grow, and as it grew, the power in the roomswelled. The woman's face was
still in shadow, but now Al exandra coul d nmake out the black gown and anot her Bl ack- but-not- Bl ack
Jewel that was set in a necklace that | ooked |ike a spiderweb of gold and silver threads.

The light grew. Al exandra | ooked up and found herself staring into Jaenelle's frozen sapphire
eyes.

Long seconds passed before those eyes shifted to |l ook at Leland and Philip, Vania and Nyselle, and
the Consorts and escorts who had come with them

Rel eased fromthat frozen stare, Al exandra pressed a hand to her stonmach, desperately trying not
to double over. In this formal setting, she finally understood what Jaenelle had said at their
first neeting at the Hall. The difference is that when the dream appeared, he recognized it.

The dark power that flowed from Jaenelle could have kept Chaillot free of Dorothea's influence.

But how coul d she have been expected to recognize this in a difficult, eccentric child!

... he recognized it.

She dared a quick gl ance at Daenbn. He had recognized it, too. Had recognized it and..
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But wasn't that what Dorothea had sai d? The Sadist and the Hi gh Lord had recogni zed the potenti al
of all that dark power and had set out to seduce and shape it. It was cl ear now why Dorothea had
want ed control of Jaenelle, but that didn't alter the possible truth of what she had said about
Daenon and the Hi gh Lord.

The thoughts kept spinning, tw sting—until those sapphire eyes pinned her again.

"You conspired with Dorothea SaD abl o and Hekat ah SaDi abl o, who are known enenmies, with the intent
of handing over to thema nmenber of nmy court, ny sister." The voice, while quiet, filled the

i mense room "In attenpting to carry out that plan, you killed another menber of ny court, a
young Warlord Prince."

Lel and stirred, shrugging off Philip's attenpt to restrain her. "It was just an aninmal."

Sonet hing vicious and terrible filled Jaenelle's face. "He was Bl ood... and he was a Brother. His
life was worth as nuch as yours."

"I didn't kill him" Al exandra said, her voice mnuted.

Underneath the ice in those sapphire eyes was deadly rage bordering on madness. "You didn't strike
the killing blow, " Jaenell e agreed. "Because of that, | have decided not to execute you."

Al exandra would have fallen if Philip hadn't reached out to steady her. Execute her?

"However," Jaenelle continued, "everything has a price, and a price will be paid for Dejaal's
life."

Desperation began to well up in Alexandra. "There is no | aw agai nst nurder."

"No, there isn't," Jaenelle replied too softly. "But a Queen can demand a price for the life that
was | ost."

Vani a or Nysell e whi npered. She wasn't sure which one.

"You are no |onger welconme in Kaeleer. You will never again be welconme in Kaeleer. If any of you
return for any reason, you will be executed. There will be no reprieve."

"Can she do that?" Nyselle whispered.

Jaenel le's eyes flicked to the Province Queens before returning to Alexandra. "I amthe Queen. My
will is the law "

And no one, Al exandra realized, no one would defy that wll.

"You will be taken to Cassandra's Altar and sent back through that Gate to Terreille,
said. "H gh Lord, you will see to the arrangenents."

"I't will be ny pleasure, Lady," Saetan replied sol enmly.

"You' re disnmissed." The scepter swung until the unicorn's horn pointed right at Al exandra's
breast. "Except you."

Lel and made a wordl ess protest, but didn't argue when Philip, |ooking pale and sick, took her arm
and | ed her fromthe room The other nenbers of the entourage hurried after them followed nore
slow y by Saetan, Daenobn, and Luci var

When t he doubl e doors had closed and they were the only people left in the room Jaenelle |owered
the scepter. "You should have gone when | first told you to. Now..."

It took Alexandra a mnute to speak. "And now?"

Jaenel l e didn't answer.

Al exandra swayed, then took a half step to catch her bal ance as the roombegan to spiral and
everyt hing went dark.

What in the nane of Hell just happened? Al exandra wondered as she caught her bal ance. Then she

| ooked around.

She stood alone in the center of a large stone circle. The floor was perfectly snooth. Surrounding
the circle was a solid wall of sharp, jagged rock that soared hi gh above her head. Beyond that
wal |

She felt the enornous pressure pushing against those walls, as if sonething was trying to break in
and crush this space.

*Where. .. ?*

*We're deep in the abyss,* said a nidnight voice.

Al exandra turned toward Jaenelle's voi ce—and stared at the creature who now stood a few feet away.
Stared at the slender, naked human body; at the hunman | egs that ended in delicate hooves; at the
human hands that had unsheat hed claws instead of fingernails; at the delicately pointed ears; at
the gold nane that wasn't quite hair and wasn't quite fur; at the tiny spiral horn in the mddle
of its forehead; at the frozen sapphire eyes.

*What are you?* Al exandra whi spered.

*] am dreams nmade flesh,* the other answered. *I am Wtch.*

Jaenel |l e's voice. Jaenelle's strange eyes. But..

Al exandra backed away. No. No. *You're what's inside ... *

She couldn't say it. Revul sion choked her. This is what her daughter Leland had birthed? This?

Jaenel |l e
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*What did you do with ny granddaughter?* Al exandra denanded.

*] did nothing to her.*

*You must have! What did you do? Devour the spirit in order to use the flesh?*

*1f you nmean the husk you call Jaenelle, that flesh was always mine. | was born within that skin.*
*Never! Never! You couldn't have cone from Lel and. *

*Why?* Wtch asked.

*Because you're nonstrous.*

A painful silence. Then Wtch said coldly, *I amwhat | am*

*And whatever that is, it didn't come frommy daughter. It didn't cone fromne.*

*Your dreans—*

*NO THERE IS NO PART OF ME I N YOU *

Anot her |ong silence. Beyond the wall of rocks, it sounded like a fierce stormwas gathering.
*Have you anything el se to say?* Wtch asked quietly.

*I will never have anything to say to you,* Al exandra replied

*Very wel | . *

The rock wal l's vani shed. The power in the abyss rushed in to fill the enpty space—and tried to
fill the vessel inside that space.

Al exandra felt that rushing flood of power start to crush her, then felt another source of dark
power bal ance and control that flood, to keep her mind fromshattering. Something inside her
snapped and, for a fleeting second, she felt intense pain and agonizing grief.

And then she felt nothing at all

Al exandra woke slowy. She was lying in a bed, covered up and confortably warm but it only took a
monent for her to realize sonething was wong. Her head had an odd stuffed-w th-wool feeling, and
her body ached as if she had a fever

She opened her eyes, saw Saetan sitting in a chair near the bed, and said hoarsely, "I don't want
you. "

"I don't want you either,"” he replied dryly as he reached for a nmug sitting on the bedside table.
"Here. This will help clear your head."

Wth a grunt, she propped herself up on one el bow—-and saw her Opal Jewels, the pendant and ring,
lying on the table. They were enpty, conpletely drained of the reservoir of stored power.
Instinctively, desperately, she turned inward, reaching for the depth of her Opal strength. She
couldn't even reach the depth of the Wiite. She was sealed off fromthe abyss, and her nind felt
as if it had been encased in stone.

"You still have basic Craft,"” Saetan said quietly.
Al exandra stared at himin horror. "Basic Craft?"
"Yes."

She continued to stare as she renenbered that crushing flood of power and the fleeting nonment of
pai n. "She broke ne," Al exandra whispered. "That bitch broke me."

"Take care what you say about my Queen," Saetan snarl ed.

"What are you going to do?" she snapped. "Rip ny tongue out?"

He didn't have to answer. She saw it in his eyes.

"Drink this," he said too quietly as he handed her the nug.

Not daring to do otherw se, she drank the brew and handed the nug back to him

"I'mnot even a witch anynore,"” she said as tears filled her eyes.

"Awitch is still a witch, even if she's broken and can no | onger wear the Jewels. A Queen is
still a Queen."

Al exandra | aughed bitterly. "Ch, that's so easy to say, isn't it? Wiat kind of Queen can | be? Do
you really think I can hold a court around ne?"

"Ot her Queens have. Psychic strength is only one factor that attracts strong nal es and entices
themto serve. You don't need that kind of strength if you have the use of theirs."

"And do you think I can hold on to a strong-enough court to remain the Queen of Chaillot?"

"No," Saetan replied quietly after a |ong pause. "But that has nothing to do with your ability to
wear Jewel s."

She choked on the insult, not daring to do anything else. "Do you realize what's going to happen
to Chaillot now?"

"Your people will, in all probability, choose another Queen."

"There isn't another Queen strong enough to be accepted as the Territory Queen. That's why— —
still rule. No, she couldn't say that to him

She pushed herself into a sitting position, then waited for her head to clear. That odd, nuffled
feeling would go away eventually, but the sense of |oss never would. The bitch who had nmasquer aded
as her granddaughter had done this to her. "She's nonstrous," she muttered.
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"She is the living myth, dreans nade flesh," Saetan said coldly.

"Well, she wasn't ny dream" Al exandra snapped. "How that repul sive, distorted creature could be
anyone's dream—-

"Don't cross that |ine again, Al exandra," Saetan warned.

Hearing the edge in his voice, she hunched to make herself smaller. She could grit her teeth and
hol d her tongue because she had no choice, but she couldn't stop thinking about that creature. It
had lived in her house. She shuddered. Every year at Wnsol, we dance for the glory of Wtch.
Every year, we celebrate that.

She didn't realize she had spoken out loud until the roomturned to ice. "I want to go hone," she
said in a small voice. "Can you arrange that?"

"I't would be nmy pleasure," Saetan crooned.

4 | Kael eer

Daenon stared with intense dislike at the bl ackwood hourgl ass floating outside Jaenelle's door
When he'd noticed it the first time he'd tried to check on Jaenelle, Ladvarian, the Sceltie

War| ord, had explained what it neant. So he had accepted Ladvarian's offer to act as gui de and had
done a little exploring of the Keep. Returning an hour later, he'd discovered that the hourgl ass
had been turned, the sand trickling into the base to nmark another hour of solitude. This was the
third time the sand had al nbost run out, and this tinme he was going to be waiting at the door when
the last grain of sand dropped.

"You are inpatient?" asked a sibilant voice.

Daenon turned toward Draca, the Keep's Seneschal. Wen they had first arrived at the Keep, Lucivar
had given hima cryptic warning: Draca is a dragon in human form The noment he'd seen the
Seneschal, he'd understood what Lucivar neant. Her |ooks, conbined with the feel of great age and
ol d, deep power, had fascinated him

"I"'mworried," he replied, neeting the dark eyes that stared right through him "She shouldn't be
al one right now "

"Yet you sstand outsside the door."

Daenmon gave the floating hourglass a killing |ook.

Draca made a sound that mi ght have been nuted | aughter. "Are you al wayss sso obedi ent ?"

"Al nost never," Daenon nuttered-and then renenbered who he was tal king to.

But Draca nodded, as if pleased to have sonething confirmed. "It iss wisse for nmal ess to know when
to yield and obey. But the Conssort iss pernmitted to bend many rul ess.”

Daenon considered the words carefully. It was hard to catch inflections in that sibilant voice,

but he thought he understood her. "You know nore of the finer points of Protocol than | do," he
sai d, watching her closely. "I appreciate the instruction."

Her face didn't alter, but he would have sworn she snmiled at him As she turned away, she added,
"The gl asss iss al nbsst enpty."”

Hi s hand was on the doorknob, quietly turning it as the last grains of sand trickled into the
hour gl ass' s base. As he opened the door, he saw the hourglass turning to decl are anot her hour of
solitude. He slipped quickly into the roomand cl osed the door behind him

Jaenel | e stood by a wi ndow, |ooking out at the night, still dressed in the black gown. As a nan
that gown appealed to himin every way a woman's garnent could, and he hoped she didn't just wear
it for formal occasions.

He stepped away fromthose thoughts. Not only were they usel ess tonight, they teased his body into
wanting to respond to her in a way that woul dn't be acceptable.

"Are they gone?" Jaenelle asked quietly, still staring out the w ndow

Daenon studied her, trying to decide if it was nmeant as small talk or if she had withdrawn so deep
within herself she really didn't know. "They're gone." He noved toward her slowy, cautiously,
until he was only a few feet away and at an angle where he could see her profile.

"I't was the appropriate punishment," Jaenelle said as another tear rolled down her face. "It's the
appropriate puni shnent when one Queen viol ates another's court to do harm"

"You coul d have asked one of us to do it," Daenpn said quietly.

Jaenel | e shook her head. "I'mthe Queen. It was mne to do."

Not if you're going to eat your heart out because of it.

"There's a traditional way to break one of the Blood, to strip away the power w thout doing any

other harm It's quick and clean." She hesitated. "I took her deep into the abyss."
"You took her to the nisty place?"
"No," Jaenelle said too sharply, too quickly. "That's a special place. | didn't want it tainted—=

She bit her lip.
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He didn't want to examine the relief he felt at knowi ng Al exandra hadn't fouled the misty place
with her presence.

As he continued to study her, it struck himwith the force of a blow. she hadn't w thdrawn so far
into herself because she grieved over having to break another witch; she had withdrawn in order to
deal with sone kind of personal pain.

"Sweet heart," he said quietly, "what's wong? Please tell me. Let nme help."

When she turned to look at him he didn't see a grown wonan or a Queen or Wtch. He saw a child in
agony.

"Leland... Leland cared, | think, but | never expected nuch fromher. Philip cared, but there was
not hing he could really do. Al exandra was the mnother in the fanmly. She was the one who had the
strength. She was the one we all wanted to please. And | coul d never please her, could never be..
I loved all of themtel and and Al exandra and Philip and W/ hel nmina." Jaenelle's breathing hitched
on a suppressed sob. "I |oved her—and she s-said | was mnonstrous."

Daenon just stared at her, the sudden rage that engul fed himnaking it inpossible to speak for a
monent. "The bitch said what ?"

Startled by the venomin his voice, she gave hima clear-eyed | ook before she crunbl ed again. "She
said | was nonstrous."

He coul d al nost see all the deep chil dhood scars reopening, bleeding. This was the fina
rejection, the final pain. The child had defied that rejection, had tried to justify the sparse

| ove given only with conditions placed on it. The child had tried to justify being sent to that
horror, Briarwood. But the child was no |longer a child, and the agony of having to face a bitter
truth was ripping her apart.

He al so realized that, faced with this enotional battering, she was now clinging to the one solid
wal | of her chil dhood: Saetan's | ove and acceptance.

Well, he could give her another wall to cling to. He opened his arms enough to invite but not
enough to demand. "Cone here," he said softly. "Conme to nme."

It broke his heart the way she crept toward himw thout |ooking at him the way her body was
braced for rejection.

His arns closed around her, conforting and protecting.

"She was a good Queen, wasn't she?" Jaenelle asked in a pleading voice a few m nutes |ater

Daenon felt a stab of pain. At another time, the Iie would have been easy enough to say, but not
toni ght. Knowing he was going to rip away her last justification for Al exandra's behavior, he gave
her the truth as gently as he could. "Conpared to the other Queens in Terreille, she was a good
Queen. Conpared to any of the Queens |I've nmet since |'ve been in Kaeleer... No, sweetheart, she
was not a good Queen."

Pain flowed with the tears as Jaenelle finally gave up the people she had once tried to | ove.

He hel d her, saying nothing. Just held her while he let all of his Iove surround her.

The door opened quietly. Ladvarian wal ked in, followed by Kael as.

Daenon wat ched them and wondered if they had decided on their own to defy the command for
solitude or if they had equated his presence with pernission to enter

After a minute, the tip of Ladvarian's tail waved once. *We will cone back later.*

They left as quietly as they had cone.

Chapt er Ei ght
1 / Kael eer

Lord Magstrom nervously wandered around the room where the records fromthe service fair were
stored. He'd only been hone a couple of days and was still catching up on the official business of
his own village. But Lord Jorval had urgently requested himto return to Little Terreille's
capital to discuss sonething of the "utnost inportance."

He'd spent several days with his el dest granddaughter and her husband—days that had been filled
with excitenment and apprehension instead of the rest he so badly needed. Hi s granddaughter was
pregnant with her first child, and, though delighted, she was also quite ill. So he'd spent nost
of his tinme reassuring her husband that his granddaughter woul dn't divorce a man she | oved just
because she coul dn't keep her breakfast down for a few weeks.

He shouldn't have said "a few weeks." The younger nan had | ooked ready to faint when he'd said

t hat .

He had witten a hurried letter to the H gh Lord about the discrepancies he had found in the
service fair records but then had hesitated over sending it, wondering if his own exhaustion had
made sonet hing sinister out of what was really just sloppy clerical work.

No matter. As soon as he was honme again, he would wite a nore thoughtful, carefully worded
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letter, one that expressed concern rather than alarm

He had just reached this decision when the door swung open and Lord Jorval entered the room
"I"mglad you canme, Magstrom " Jorval said a little breathlessly. "I wasn't sure who else | could
trust. But anyone who's worked with you knows you couldn't be involved in this."

"And just what is 'this'?" Magstrom asked cautiously.

Jorval went to the shelves holding the records and pulled out a thick folder

Magstrom s stonmach tightened. It was the Hayllian fol der—+he sanme one he had exam ned before his
hasty departure from Goth

Jorval's hands trenbled as he | eafed through the papers, then put several on the |arge table.
"Look. There are discrepancies in these lists." Hurrying to the shelves, he pulled out severa

fol ders and dunped themon the table. "And not only in the Hayllian lists. At first | thought it
was a clerical error, but..." Taking a sheet of paper fromone of the folders, he pointed. "Do you
renenber this man? He was nost unsuitable to inmigrate to Kael eer. Mdst unsuitable.”

"I remenber him" Magstromsaid faintly. A brute of a man whose psychic scent had made his skin
crawl . "He was accepted into a court?"

"Yes," Jorval said grimy. "This one."

Magstrom squi nted at the scraw ed witing. The Queen's nanme and the territory she rul ed were
almost illegible. The only thing he could definitely make out was that the territory was in Little
Terreille. "Who is this... Hektek?"

"I don't know. There is no Queen nanmed Hektek who rules so nuch as a village in Little Terreille.
But thirty Terreill eans were accepted into this alleged court. Thirty."

"Then where are these peopl e going?"

Jorval hesitated. "I think someone is secretly creating an arny right under our noses, using the
service fair to cover the tracks."

Magstrom swal | owed hard. "Do you know who?" he asked, half expecting Jorval to accuse the High

Lor d—whi ch was ri di cul ous.

"I think so,"” Jorval replied, an odd glitter appearing in his eyes. "If what | suspect is true,
the Territory Queens in Kael eer nust be warned i medi ately. That's why | asked you to cone. I'mto
meet soneone tonight who clainms to have information about the people mssing fromthe lists. |
want ed anot her nenmber of the Council to come with me as a witness to confirmwhat was said.

want ed you because, if we are in danger, the Hgh Lord will listen to you."

That deci ded Magstrom "Since there nmay be sone risk in revealing this information, we shoul dn't
keep this person waiting."

"No," Jorval replied, sounding queer, "we shouldn't."

They found an avail abl e horse-drawn cab al nbst as soon as they left the building. A heavy silence
filled the cab until, a fewmnutes later, it pulled up

Magstrom st epped out, |ooked around, and felt a jagged-edged fear. They were at the edge of CGoth's
slums, not a place for the unwary—er for an ol der nan at any tine.

"I know," Jorval said hurriedly as he took Magstrom s arm and began | eadi ng hi mthrough narrow,
dirty streets. "It seems an unlikely neeting place, but | think that's why it was chosen. Even if
soneone recogni zed us, they would think they were mni staken."

Breat hi ng heavily, Magstromstruggled to keep up with Jorval. He could feel eyes watching them
from shadowed doorways—and he coul d sense the flickers of power com ng fromthe ones who wat ched.
There were many reasons why a dark-Jeweled male could end up in a place like this.

Finally, they slipped into the back door of a large building and silently clinbed the stairs. At a
second floor door, Jorval funbled with a key, then stepped aside to allow Magstromto enter the
suite.

The furnishings in the sitting roomwere secondhand and shabby. The roomitself |ooked as if even
m ni mal cl eaning hadn't been done in a long tine. And it stank of decay.

" Sonet hi ng wong?" Jorval asked in an oddly gl eeful voice.

Magstrom nmoved toward the narrow wi ndows. A little air mght help relieve the snell. "I think a
mouse or a rat nust have died behind the walls, so—=

Jorval mmde a queer sound—a sharp, high-pitched giggle—at the sane tinme the bedroom door opened
and a hooded figure stepped into the sitting room

Magstrom turned—and couldn't say a word

Knuckl ebones peeked out of the split skin as brown hands pushed the hood back

Magstrom stared at the hate-filled gold eyes in the ravaged, decaying face. She took a step toward
him He took a step back. Then he took another... and another... until there was nowhere to go.
Jorval smiled at him "I thought it was tine you net the Dark Priestess."

2 | Kael eer
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"I's somet hing wong?" Daenon asked Saetan. He glanced at Lucivar, who was intently studying their
fat her.

Saetan finally | ooked up fromthe sheet of paper lying in the mddle of his desk. "I received a
letter fromLord Jorval, informing me that Lord Magstromwas brutally killed | ast night."
Daenon let his breath out slowy while Lucivar swore. "I met Magstrombriefly at the service fair.

He seened to be a decent man."

"He was," Saetan replied. "And he was the only nmenber of the Dark Council Jaenelle was willing to
deal with."

"How di d he di e?" Lucivar asked bluntly.

Saetan hesitated. "He was found in an alleyway in the Goth slunms. The body was so torn up that
specul ation is running wild that Magstromwas killed by kindred."

Daenon said, "Wy would they suspect the kindred?" at the same tinme Lucivar snarled, "It was a
full death?”

"Yes, it was a full death," Saetan said grinmy, answering Lucivar's question first. "So there's
not even a chance of Magstrom being a ghost in the Dark Real m|long enough to tell soneone what

real ly happened to him There are feral dog packs, and they can be a danger, but a Craft shield
woul d have protected Magstromfromthem Only a pack of kindred, or one who wore darker Jewels
than Magstrom coul d have drained his psychic power to finish the kill."

"Is that |ikely?" Daenpbn asked.

"I'f an unknown human wanders into one of the kindred Territories, it's alnbst a given. But in
Goth? No."

"So he was nutilated in order to hide the real death wounds."

"So it would seem"”

"Does Jorval want to postpone the healing?" Lucivar asked.

Saet an shook his head. "The neeting is still set for late this afternoon. |Is everything ready?"
Luci var nodded. "We'll be leaving within the hour."

"The place you're taking Jaenelle to is secure?" Saetan asked.

"I't's a guardhouse in Dea al Mn," Lucivar said. "Chaosti will come with us, and the Dea al Mon
guards will supply the added physical protection. Cat said she has a few errands to run in Andarh,
so we'll go directly there afterward, and probably stay for a day or two. Chaosti will return here
and report."

Wth effort, Daenon caged the jeal ousy that was chewing himup inside. There was no reason for
Lucivar to think tw ce about making plans to spend a couple of days with Jaenelle, despite the
Eyriens still waiting to be settled in Askavi before winter set in, despite his having a wife and
child. Jaenelle was not only his sister but his Queen. There was no question that he would go with
her whenever or wherever she needed him

Putting those thoughts aside, Daenon concentrated on the tinmetable. He hadn't really been aware of
the journey fromGoth to the Hall, but it had to have taken a couple of hours at the |least. Going
to this secret location in Dea al Mon would probably take even nore time. |f Lucivar was planning
to leave within the hour to reach the guardhouse, he was planning to arrive so that there would be
just enough time for Jaenelle to rest and eat a |late nidday neal before doing whatever she was
going to do. Just enough tinme...

The Sadi st in himwoke up. He | ooked at Saetan and saw his own suspicions reflected in his
father's eyes. "Wien was the body found?" he asked too softly.

Lucivar jerked to attention, then swore viciously.

Saetan returned his stare for a nonent. "If Jorval had been inforned i mediately, there would have
been just enough tine to pen a hasty note and send it here by courier."

"WAs it hastily witten?"

"No, | wouldn't say so."

Whi ch neant Jorval had known about Magstronis death before the body had been found. And Jorval was
the one who had nmade these arrangenents for Jaenelle to cone to Little Terreille.

As soon as he and Lucivar were away from Saetan's study, Daenon settled one hand on Lucivar's
shoul der, his long, black-tinted nails providing just enough bite to ensure that he had his
brother's undivided attention. "You will do anything you have to in order to keep her safe and
take care of her, won't you?"

"1"I'l keep her safe, Bastard. You can count on that." Then Lucivar smled that |azy, arrogant
smle. "But you're the one who's going to take care of her. You've got |ess than an hour to get
packed, old son. Bring enough to get you through a couple of days in Andarh as well."

Daenon stared at Lucivar, then stepped back and slipped his hands into his trouser pockets. "She's
not confortable with ne, Prick." Not even to Lucivar would he adnit how Jaenelle had practically
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fled her own roonms in order to get away fromhimafter he had spent the night with her. "M being
there would only distress her."
"You're her Consort," Lucivar said sharply. "Stand your ground."

"But..."
"She isn't going to pay attention to either of us before this neeting, and I'lIl be with you when
you go to Andarh. Wile she's swearing about tripping over ne, she isn't going to have tine to

feel nervous about being around you
at that guardhouse, Daenon."

He finally understood. Lucivar didn't want himthere because he was the Consort, but because he
was the Sadist.

Daenon nodded. "I'Il be ready to | eave when you are."

Luci var rode over another, nore feeble protest. "I want you

3 /| Kael eer

Seeing the contained grief in Jaenelle's eyes, Lucivar didn't need to ask if she'd been told about
Lord Magstrom s death. He al nbst asked if she wanted to postpone the neeting, but didn't bother
There was sonething else in her eyes that told himshe would see this neeting through, for her own
reasons.

He eyed the large flat case that stood near her traveling bag. She had several cases like that of
different sizes that contained the wooden frames she used to weave her various webs.

"You're expecting to weave a healing web that size?" he asked.

"I't's not for a healing web; it's for the shadow "

He eyed the case again. A "shadow' was an el aborate illusion that could fool the eye into
believing a person was really there. Jaenelle could create one that was so realistic, the only

di fference between it and her real body was that, while the shadow could pick up or touch
anything, it couldn't be touched. She had nmade that kind of shadow ei ght years ago, when she had
begun her search for Daenon to bring himout of the Twi sted Kingdom and he still clearly
remenbered the kind of physical toll it had taken

"Do you feel well enough to channel that much power through your body to nmake the shadow capabl e
of doing an extensive healing?"

"There won't be nmuch healing required,” Jaenelle replied calny.

That wasn't the inpression he or Saetan had gotten from Jorval's urgent letters, but he knew
better than to say anything. Serving Jaenelle in the past few years had taught himwhen to yield.
She vani shed the case and traveling bag, then picked up a hooded, full-length black cape. "Shal
we go?"

4 | Kael eer

Kartane SaDi abl o restlessly paced the sitting roomof his suite.

The bitch was late. If he'd been hone, the bitch wouldn't have dared keep Dorothea's son waiting.
Hell's fire, he'd alnpst be glad to get back to Hayll

Working hinmself up to insulted outrage, he al nbst nmissed the quiet knock on the door. He pulled
hi nsel f together. He needed this bitch, who, Jorval assured him was the best Heal er in Kael eer
If he was uncivil, nothing and no one could stop her fromwal ki ng out the door again.

He wal ked over to the wi ndows and | ooked out. There was no reason for her to know he had been

wai ting anxiously, no reason to give her even that little bit of power over him "Come in," he
sai d when the knock sounded again

He didn't hear the door open, but when he turned around, a figure shrouded in a hooded bl ack cape
stood inside the room

At first he thought it was that witch Dorothea called the Dark Priestess, but there was sonething
slinmy about the Dark Priestess's psychic scent and this one's scent..

Kartane frowned. He couldn't detect a psychic scent at all. "You're the Heal er?" he asked
doubtful ly.

"Yes."

Kartane shivered at the sound of that mdnight voice. Trying to ignore his uneasiness, he reached
up to unbutton his shirt. "l suppose you want to exam ne ne."

"That won't be necessary. | know what's wong with you."

Hs fingers froze around the button. "You've seen this before?"

"No. "

"But you know what it is?"

"Yes."
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Annoyed by the terse answers, he tossed aside any effort at civility. "Then what in the name of
Hell is it?"

"It's called Briarwood," replied the m dnight voice.

The bl ood drai ned out of Kartane's head, |eaving himdizzy.

"Briarwood is the pretty poison," the voice continued as fair-skinned hands reached up and pushed
t he hood back. "There is no cure for Briarwood."

Kartane stared at her. The last time he'd seen her, thirteen years ago, she had been nore like a
drugged puppet than a child—a plaything | ocked in one of Briarwood's cubicles, waiting to be used.
But he'd never forgotten those sapphire eyes, or the terror he'd felt after he'd tried to touch
her mi nd.

"You." The word cane out as nothing nore than exhal ed breath. "I thought G eer destroyed you."
"He tried."

It hit himthen. He pointed an accusing finger at her. "You did this to nme. You did this!"

"I created the tangled web, yes. As far as what's happened to you, Kartane, you did this to
yoursel f."

"Nol

"Yes. To each is given what he gave. That was the only conmand | spun into the web."

"Since you did this, you can damm well undo it!"

She shook her head. "Many of the children who were the threads of that tangled web have returned
to the Darkness. They're out of reach, even for ne, and there's no way to undo the web wi thout
them"

"You lie," Kartane shouted. "If | hand you enough gold, you' d find a way fast enough.™

"There is no cure for Briarwood. But there is an end to this, if that's any consol ation. To each
i s given what he gave."

"WHAT DOES THAT MEAN?"

"Every bl ow, every wound, every rape, every nonent of fear that you ever inflicted on another is
com ng back to you. You're taking back what you gave, Kartane. Wen you've taken it all back, the
debt will be paid, and the web will release you as it did the other mal es who anmused thensel ves in
Bri arwood. "

"They're all dead, you stupid bitch! I"'mthe |ast one left. No one survived this web of yours."
"The web only set the ternms. If none of the others survived... How many of the children who were
sent to Briarwood survived any of you?"

"Since you didn't come here to heal nme, why did you bother to come? Just to gl oat?"

"No. | cane to stand as witness for those who are gone.™
Kartane studied her, then shook his head. "You can end this."
"I've already told you, | can't."

"You can end this. You can stop this pain. And you're damm well going to!"

Wth a how of rage, Kartane rushed her—and went right through her. He hit the door, unable to
stop hinsel f.

When he turned around, there was no one else in the room

5 | Kael eer

Daenon approached Jaenell e cautiously, reluctant to disturb her solitude and not sure what to

t hi nk about the odd bl end of sadness and satisfaction on her face. The solitude was an illusion
of course. VWen she had left her roomin the guardhouse and gone out to sit near the creek

Luci var, Chaosti, and half a dozen Dea al Mn guards had followed her, swiftly disappearing into
the woods. He couldn't see any of them but he knew they were nearby, watching and |i stening.
"Here," he said quietly, handing her a mug. "It's just herbal tea. Nothing fancy." Wen she

thanked him he slipped his hands into his trouser pockets, feeling self-conscious. "lIs everything
all right?"
Jaenel l e hesitated. "I did what | went to do." She took a sip of the tea, peered into the cup

then | ooked at him "Wat's in this?"

"Alittle of this and that."

"Uh- huh. "

If that doubtful tone had come from any other wonman, he would have felt insulted. But the
concentrati on—and hint of frustration—+n her eyes as she took another sip indicated that her doubt
was caused by his dismissive "nothing fancy" rather than the brew itself.

She eyed him specul atively. "I don't suppose you would be willing to exchange the recipe for this
brew for one of nine?"

Since she liked it that much, it was tenpting to refuse so that he would be the only one who could
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make it for her, but he quickly realized that the tinme spent with her over a table full of herbs
woul d serve himfar better.

Daermon smiled. "I know a couple of brews you mght find interesting."

Jaenel l e returned the snile, then drained the nug and stood up. "lI'd like to head out to Andarh
soon, " she said as they wal ked back to the guardhouse. "That way, we can get settled in tonight."
Despite Lucivar's and Chaosti's firmwarni ngs, Daenon had to bite his tongue to keep from
suggesting that she eat sonmething first. They had told himher resistance against any attenpt to
get some food into her would be in direct proportion to her mood when she returned fromthis
nmeeting. He'd only needed one gl ance at her face when she came out of her roomto know any
suggesti on woul d have been pointl ess.

"I think you'll like Andarh," Jaenelle said. "It's a beautiful = She stopped wal ki ng, then sniffed
the air. "Is that stew?"

"I believe it is," Daenon replied mildly. "Lucivar and Chaosti nade it. It should be just about
done. "

"They made wi | dwood st ew?"

"I believe that's what it's called."

Jaenel l e eyed him "I suppose you're hungry."

Even if he had never picked up a cue before in his life, he couldn't have m ssed that one.
"Actually, I am Do you think we could wait until after dinner before heading to Andarh?"

Jaenel |l e turned her head away from him but not enough that he couldn't see her lick her lips. "It

woul dn't take that long to have a bowl of stew. O two," she added as she hurried toward the

guar dhouse

Daenon | engt hened his stride to keep up, and wondered how nmuch of a tussle the nmales were going to
have in order to get their fair share.

6 / Kael eer

Kartane burst into Jorval's dining room "Is that bitch alive?" he denanded.

Jorval hurried toward himwhile a nman Kartane had never seen before sat at the table and just
stared.

"Lord Kartane," Jorval said anxiously. "If |I'd known the healing would be done so soon, we would
have waited di n—=

"Damm you, just answer the question! Is she alive?"

"Lady Angelline? Yes, of course she's alive. Wy do you ask? Didn't she arrive?"

"She arrived," Kartane snarl ed.

"l don't understand,"” Jorval said, alnbst wailing. "She's the best Healer in the Realm I|f she—=
"SHE'S THE ONE WHO DID THI'S TO ME!'"

Jorval 's shocked | ook was quickly replaced by a sly one. "I see. Please, cone and join us. | can
see you've had a distressing afternoon. Perhaps sone food and conpany will help."

"Nothing will help until that bitch is nmade to heel,"” Kartane snapped, accepting a chair at the
table and a quickly filled glass of wine. He glared at the other man, who continued to stare at
hi m

"Lord Kartane," Jorval said snoothly,
see Jaenel |l e Angel | i ne subdued."

"Not just Jaenelle Angelline," Hobart grow ed.

"Ch?" Kartane said, pushing his anger aside as his interest in Hobart sharpened.

"Lord Hobart had controlled the Territory of dacia for several years," Jorval said. "Wen his

ni ece becane the Territory Queen—

"The ungrateful bitch EXILED ne!" Hobart shout ed.

"And you want to regain control," Kartane said, starting to | ose interest.

Then Jorval added, "Lady Karla is a close friend of Jaenelle's."

Kartane randomy selected food fromthe dishes offered as he nibbled on that bit of information
There was not hing he would have |iked better right then than to hurt a close friend of the bitch.
"I may be able to help. My nother is the Hi gh Priestess of Hayll."

Not only didn't Hobart | ook sufficiently inpressed, he | ooked distinctly uneasy. He cleared his
throat. "It's a generous offer, Lord Kartane. A very generous offer, but..."

"But you're already receiving some assistance fromthe Dark Priestess," Kartane guessed. \Wen
Hobart pal ed, he crossed two fingers and held them up. "Perhaps you're not aware that my nother
and the Dark Priestess are like that."

Hobart swal | owed hard. Jorval nerely drank his wi ne and watched them out of dark eyes filled with
sly gl ee.

may | present Lord Hobart? He, too, has reasons to want to
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"I see," Hobart finally said. "In that case, your help is nost welcone."

Chapter N ne
1/ Kael eer

Andul var settled into a chair in front of Saetan's bl ackwood desk. "Karla says you' ve been in here
sul king for the past two hours, ever since you got a nessage from Lady Zhara."

Saetan gave his longtime friend his iciest stare. "I. Am Not. Sul king."

"Al right." Andulvar waited. "Then what are you doi ng?"

Saet an | eaned back in his chair. "Answer ne this: if | were to run away fromhone, is there
anywhere in any of the Realnms | could go and not be found?"

Andul var scratched his chin. "Well, if you wanted to hide fromthe Dhem an Queens or the coven,
there are quite a few places you could go to ground. If you wanted to hide fromyour nale

of fspring, there are a few places in the Dark Real mthat woul d take even Mephis a while to think
of. But if Jaenelle was |ooking for you..."

"Which is precisely why I'mstill sitting here." Saetan rubbed his forehead and sighed. "Zhara has
summoned ne to Andarh to take care of a problemfor her.”

Andul var frowned. "Lucivar's in Andarh, isn't he? If Zhara needs help froma male stronger than
the ones who serve in her court, why didn't she ask hin®"

Saet an narrowed his golden eyes and let the words fall |ike precisely dropped stones. "Lucivar is
in Anrdarh with Jaenelle."

The silence thickened into a solid curtain.

"Ah," Andulvar finally said. "Well, Daenmon—

"I's in Amdarh with Lucivar and Jaenelle.”

"Mt her Night," Andulvar nuttered, then added warily,

"What did Zhara say?" Saetan picked up the nessage and read in a funereal voice, " 'Your children
are having a wonderful time. Come

and get them' "

2 | Kael eer

Daermon braced his head in his hands and cl osed his eyes.

"Mt her Night," Lucivar said, enunciating very carefully.

"I"ve never been this drunk," Daenon noaned quietly.

Luci var stared at himw th bl oodshot eyes. "Sure you have."

"Maybe a couple of tines in the stupid phase of ny youth, but not since |'ve worn the Black. My
body burns it up too fast to get drunk."

"Not this tine," Lucivar said, then added after a |long, possibly thoughtful, pause, "I've been
this drunk.”

"Real | y? When?"

"Last time | went on a crawl with Jaenelle. Big mstake. Should have renenbered it. Wuld have,
too, if I'd been sober when | did renenber it."

After a minute's painful effort, Daenon gave up trying to deci pher that comment and found
sonmething else to think about. "I1've never been thrown out of a city before.”

"Sure you have," Lucivar said in a hearty voice that nade them both whi nper.

Daenon shook his head and realized his error a bit too |ate. Even when he nanaged to stop, the
room conti nued novi ng back and forth, and what was |eft of his brain sloshed noisily inside his
skull. He swallowed carefully. "I've been thrown out of courts and wasn't allowed back into the
city because that was the Queen's territory, but that's different."

"It’s all right," Lucivar said. "In a few weeks, Zhara will welcone you with open arns."

"She didn't seemlike a foolish woman. Way woul d she do that?"

"Because we provide a restraining influence on Jaenelle."

"We do?"
They just stared at each other until the dining room door opened.
Daenmon braced hinmsel f, absolutely certain that hearing the door slamwould kill him

"Mt her N ght," Surreal said, choking back |aughter. "They're pathetic."

"Aren't they?" There was no laughter in Saetan's reply.

The soft footsteps approaching the table made the roomvibrate.

"Pl ease don't yell," Daenon whi npered.

"I wouldn't dreamof yelling," Saetan replied in a voice that, nonetheless, rattled Daenon's
bones. "There would be no point in yelling. You' d both be on the floor, insensible, after the
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first word. So I'll save the lecture until you're sober enough to listen to it, because | intend
to deliver it with considerable volune. The only question | want answered right nowis what in the
nanme of Hell did you two pour down your throats to get in this condition?”

"Gravedi ggers," Lucivar nunbl ed

"How many?" Saetan asked om nously.

Luci var took a couple of careful breaths. "Not sure. Things got a bit blurry after the seventh
one."

"After the— Long pause. "Are either of you capable of wal king to your roons?"

"Sure," Lucivar said. It took hima couple of tries, but he got to his feet.

Not to be outdone, Daenobn stood up, too—and regretted it.

"You take Lucivar," Saetan said to Surreal. "He isn't listing quite as nuch."
"That's because | didn't finish the drinks." Lucivar pointed at Daenobn, tipped, and al nost
flattened Surreal against the table. "That's why you're so drunk. | told you not to finish them"

Daenon tried to make a rude noi se and ended up spitting on Saetan

Wt hout further conment, he was haul ed out of the roomand up a terrifyingly steep set of stairs.
Once he reached his bed, he tried to |lie down, but was haul ed upright and undressed while his
father's ire nade the room pul se.

"Do you need a basin?" Saetan asked with no synpathy what soever

"No, " Daenon replied neekly.

Finally, he was allowed to lie down. The last thing he was aware of was Saetan's hand brushing his
hair back in a gentle caress.

Surreal closed the door of Lucivar's roomat the sane noment Saetan stepped out of Daenon's room
"I appreciate your assistance," Saetan said when they net at the top of the stairs.

Surreal grinned. "I wouldn't have m ssed this for anything."

They started down the stairs together. "You got Lucivar settled?"

"He snarled a lot and kept telling me to keep ny hands off himsince he's a nmarried nan. He didn't
want to get undressed, but | pointed out that, since he was married, he should know better than to
try to get into a bed wearing boots in that condition. Wile we westled with the boots, we
pondered how that little fish got wedged under the |aces."

Saet an stopped at the foot of the stairs. "Howdid it get under the | aces?"

"He has no idea. So | gave the fish a proper burial at sea, so to speak, nanaged to convince
Lucivar that stripping to the waist was not inproper since |'mfanmly, and | et what was |eft of
himfall into bed." Surreal |ooked around. "Say, aren't you going to tuck Jaenelle in?"

"At this nonent," Saetan said dryly, "Jaenelle is in the kitchen, tucking into a very | arge

br eakfast."

"Ch, dear," Surreal said, then started to | augh

3 /| Kael eer

Karla renoved the ring fromthe jeweler's box and slipped it on the second finger of her right
hand. It was a sinple ring of yellow and white gold, with a small oval sapphire. A tastefu
design, but nothing that would really catch the eye, yet fem nine enough that no one woul d wonder
about a woman wearing it. An everyday ring rather than flash and glitter. "It's perfect.”

"I had asked Banard to have that one done first," Jaenelle said, "but he'd gotten all the rings
for the coven done since the designs are sinple." She paused, then added, "l also ordered rings
made for Surreal and W1 hel mina. They' Il be ready next week."

Karl a nodded as she studied the ring. "How do | activate the shield inside it?"

"You would deliberately activate it through your Gray Jewel. O herwise, it's keyed in the sanme way
the boyos' Rings of Honor are and will respond to fear, rage, and pain caused by a serious wound.
It's set for fairly intense enotions because, when it activates, everyone else within range who
wears a Ring that's connected to this one is going to act as if it was a call to battle. Wich it
is."

"How much range does it have?" Karla asked. "If it gets activated, would Morton sense it even if
he's not in the sanme city?"

Jaenel | e gave her an odd | ook. "Karla, if sonething wakes the shield in that ring, not only wll
you have Mrton poundi ng on your door, you're going to have Sceron, Jonah, Kaelas, Mstral, and
Khary showi ng up on your doorstep—along with our Sisters in that part of the Realm"

"Mother Night!" Karla frowned at the ring. "But ... | know the boyos have used this shield on
occasion and it didn't nake the rest of them go berserk."

"I wouldn't count on their responding to a signal picked up froma ring worn by a Queen in the
same way they respond to a signal fromanother Brother in the court,” Jaenelle said dryly.
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"Besides, at this point, the nales are' all attuned to each other. They can tell when to remain on
alert but to wait for another signal and when to drop everything and head for the person in
trouble with all possible speed.”

"And you don't think they'll wait?"

"Not a chance."

Karla sighed. That was a little nore nale attention than she'd anticipated, and she was gl ad of

t he war ni ng

"Il link it to your Gray Jewel now," Jaenelle said, holding out her right hand.

"Wn't the boyos pick that up?" Karla asked, placing her right hand in Jaenelle's.

"Yes, and it will take themunder two mnutes to figure out that someone in the coven is wearing a
ring they can connect with now "

Well, there's safety in nunbers, Karla thought. Wth all of us wearing a ring like this—

"And it will take them about another minute to figure out the distinctive feel of this particular
ring and recognize it as you."

"Hell's fire."

Jaenel le's snmle was synpathetic but anmused. "Wait until Lucivar shows up the first tine. It's an
experience."

"I"'msure it is," Karla nunbl ed.

A nonment |ater, she felt a flash of cold foll owed by heat. The ring throbbed against her finger
The sensations faded, but she could sense the deep reservoir of power waiting just out of reach
"The other thing to be aware of is that, when the shield wakes, the only people who will be able
to reach you if you physically need help are the rest of the First Circle," Jaenelle said.

Karla nodded. "In that case, |'d better always wear it. It wouldn't do to have soneone el se slip
it on and have that kind of protection."”

"No one el se can wear this ring. It was nade for you. If anyone else tried to activate the shield,

the results would be ... unpl easant.”

"I see." She didn't ask Jaenelle to define "unpl easant."
Jaenell e studied Karla for a nmonent. "Wear it well, Sister.”
"Thank you. | will."

"I'd better see that the rest of the coven gets their rings." Jaenelle picked up the bag that held
the other ring boxes, then hesitated. "Do you really have to | eave tonorrow?" she asked a little
pl ai ntively.

"Duty calls,” Karla said with a smle. She waited until Jaenelle left the room before addi ng, "And
Uncle Saetan made it quite clear that no excuse for staying would be considered acceptable."”

Al'l the Queens were returning to their home Territories. So were the First Grcle nmales. Lucivar
was taking his family and the other Eyriens to Ebon Rih. Surreal and WI hel nina would go with him

as well. Andulvar and Prothvar were already on their way to Askavi, and Mephis had left for his
town house in Andar h.
She under st ood why Saetan was clearing the Hall. They all did. By tonorrow afternoon, all the

friends Jaenell e had used as buffers would be gone. Her only human conpani ons woul d be the High
Lord, who, Karla was sure, was going to nake hinself scarce, and Daenon. The Consort woul d have a
clear field in which to woo his Lady.

"May the Darkness help us," Karla nuttered as she strode to the door and threw it open. Then she
stood in the doorway and stared.

Luci var, Aaron, Chaosti, Khardeen, and Morton smiled at her

"Well, well, well," Lucivar crooned. "Look who we found."
Trying to return the smle, Karla said weakly, "Kiss Kkiss,
Jaenelle long to activate the other rings.

and sincerely hoped it wouldn't take

Chapter Ten
1 / Kael eer

After spending two weeks in Ebon Rih, Surreal returned to the Hall, took one | ook at Daenon, and
went hunting for Jaenelle.

She finally tracked Jaenell e down—actually, Gaysfang tracked down Ladvarian, who was with
Jaenel l e—+n a part of the Hall so far away fromthe famly's living quarters that it practically
guaranteed no one would think to | ook there.

Jaenel | e stepped out of a roomand noticed Surreal striding down the corridor. Her face lit up
with pleasure. "Surreal! | didn't expect you back so—=

Surreal grabbed Jaenelle's armand haul ed the younger woman back into the room "This is girl
talk,"” she growl ed at Graysfang and Ladvarian. "Go water some bushes.” Then she sl amed the door
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on two startled, furry faces.

"Surreal,"” Jaenelle said, shaking free of the hard grip, "did something happen in—=

"What in the nane of Hell are you doing?" Surreal shouted.

Jaenel | e | ooked wary and baffled. "I was reading."

"I"mnot tal king about what you were doing five mnutes ago. |'mtal king about Daenon. Wy are you
doing this to hin®"

Jaenell e flinched and said defensively, "I'mnot doing anything to him"

"That's exactly the point. Damm it, Jaenelle, he's your Consort. Wy aren't you using hinP"

In the flick of a nonent, she saw a defensive young wonan change into an angry Queen

"He's been used enough, don't you think?" Jaenelle said quietly in her mdnight voice. "And | am
not going to be the next in a long list of wonmen who have forced himinto physical intinmcy."
"But— Surreal took a nental step back. She hadn't expected this to be the reason for Jaenelle's
resi stance—and she was sure Daenon had no idea this was why he was getting | ocked out of the
bedroom Ah, sugar, she thought sadly. You made all the wong noves for all the right reasons.
"That was different. He was a pl easure slave then, not a Consort."

"I's there that nuch difference, Surreal ?"

Renenber who you're talking to. Renmenber what she nust have seen in Briarwood—and what sort of
concl usions a twelve-year-old girl who knew about that side of sex would cone to about the tine
Daenon had spent as a pl easure sl ave

"The boyos who are Consorts don't seemto mnd performing their duties. Quite the opposite, in
fact."

"They' ve never been pleasure slaves. They've never been forced. Al right, yes, sonetines a
Consort is asked to give nore than he feels like giving at that nonent, but when a man accepts the
Consort's ring, he goes into that kind of service willingly and by his own choice."

"Daenpn made that choice," Surreal pointed out quietly. "Not because he wants the status of being
the Consort and is willing to put up with the duties that go along with it, but because he wants
to be your lover." She studied Jaenelle. "You do care about him don't you?"

"I love him"

Surreal heard such a deep river of feelings in those sinple words.

"Besides," Jaenelle said, shifting back into a nervous young wonman, "l'mnot sure he really does
want to do... that. He hasn't even tried to kiss ne," she added sadly.

Surreal hooked her hair behind her pointed ears. Dann, damm, damm. How had the ground gotten so
boggy so fast? "If | understand the rules a Consort is supposed to play by, isn't the Queen
supposed to initiate the first kiss so that the Consort knows his attentions will be wel cone?"
"Yes," Jaenelle said reluctantly.

"But you haven't kissed himeither?"

Jaenelle snarled in frustration and started pacing. "I'm not twelve anynore."

Surreal braced her hands on her hips. "Sugar, fromwhere |I'mstanding, that's all to the good."
Jaenel |l e threw up her hands and shouted, "Don't you understand? |I don't know how to do any of
this!"

Surreal just stared. "You've never been kissed? Fam |y kisses and friendly kisses don't count,"
she qui ckly amended.

A disgusted look filled Jaenelle's face. "Teeth, tongues, and drool."

"Wl ves and dogs don't count either."

Jaenelle let out a huff of laughter, and said dryly, "I wasn't referring to the kindred."
Shit. "Haven't you received even one kiss you |iked?"
Jaenell e hesitated. "Well, Daenon ki ssed nme once."

"Well, there you—

"When | was twelve."

Surreal bristled automatically at the thought of a grown man kissing a child, then took a noment
to consider the man. There were ki sses and there were ki sses. And Daenpn woul d know exactly how to
kiss a young girl w thout crossing the |ine—especially when that girl had been Jaenelle. "He

ki ssed you when you were twelve," she said carefully.

Jaenel | e shrugged and | ooked unconfortable. "It was at Wnsol, just before... everything happened.
He had given ne a silver bracelet, and | thought a kiss was a nmore grownup way of saying thank
you. "

"Ckay," Surreal said, nodding. "So you kissed him and then he kissed you."

"Yes. "

"And he didn't drool on you?"
Jaenelle's lips twitched. "No, he didn't drool."
"So why can't you kiss himnow?"
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"Because |'mnot twelve anynore!" Jaenelle shout ed.

"What's that got to do with it?" Surreal shouted back

"l don't want himto | augh at nme!"

"l doubt |aughing would be his first response. As a matter of fact, | don't think it would even
occur to him" Surreal paused. Hell's fire, this is as bad as talking to an adol escent girl.
She let that thought sink in and settle. If she put age aside and only consi dered experience,
wasn't she talking to an adol escent girl? There had to be sonme key she could turn, sonme way to
make it seem | i ke Daenon desperately needed help. If he needed hel p, Jaenelle woul d..

"You know, sugar, Daenpbn is as nervous as you are."

"Way woul d Daenon be nervous?" Jaenell e asked warily. "He knows how to kiss, and he' s—

"Avirgin."

Jaenel le's nouth fell open. "But... But he's—

"Avirgin. Ganted, he may know a bit about kissing, but there's a whole ot he only knows in
theory. "

"But... Surreal, he can't be."

"Trust ne, he is."

" d.]. n

"So you can see why he'd be nervous," Surreal said, feeling a little nervous herself. |f Daenbn
ever found out about this little chat, she could end up the main ingredient in a carnivore's stew.
"Frankly, sugar, if push conmes to shove, all you have to do is lie there. But if he's nervous
about his ability to performwell..." Cocking her elbow, Surreal stiffened her hand and fingers,
then let them droop

Jaenel | e studi ed the droopi ng hand | ong enough for Surreal to start to sweat before saying, "Oh."
Her eyes wi dened. "Oooh." Then she shook her head. "No, that wouldn't happen to Daenon."

That nai ve assurance of Daenon's ability was touching. Scary, but touching. And not sonething she
was going to introduce to reality.

"Let's sit down," Surreal said, heading for a couch. "Thirty mnutes ought to be enough, but we
m ght as well be confortable.”

"Enough for what?" Jaenelle said, settling on the other end of the couch

"I'mgoing to explain the basics of kissing." There was a slight edge to Surreal's smile. "You
woul d agree that | know a few things about kissing?"

"All right," Jaenelle replied cautiously.

"And you never thought to ask me about it in the nmonth that |1've been in Kael eer?" And that

rankl ed.

"I thought about it," Jaenelle nmuttered. "It didn't seempolite.”

Oh, Mother Night. Well, that would explain the glazed | ook she sonetinmes noticed in the High
Lord's eyes. How many ni ghts had he sat in his study totally flunmoxed by dealing with a Queen

this powerful who still worried about being polite?
"I thank you for your concern, but, since we're famly, | wouldn't have been offended by a little
girl talk.”

There was specul ation in Jaenelle's eyes. Surreal could al nbst see the questions piling up
"For today, let's just stick to basic kissing."

"Should | take notes?" Jaenelle asked earnestly.

"No," Surreal replied slowy, "but | think you should try some hands-on practice as soon as
possi bl e."

Surreal quietly closed the door and hurried down the corridor. She wasn't sure that | ook of

i ntense concentration that had been on Jaenelle's face boded well for the nan on the receiving end
of that attention, but she'd done her best. Any further instructions would have to come from
Daemon—and good luck to him For a woman who had grown up around sonme of the nobst sensual nal es
Surreal had ever net, Jaenelle was appallingly dense about sex. Maybe it had taken Daenon's
arrival to wake her up sexually, but you would think she woul d have pi cked up sone cl ues.

How in the nane of Hell did two inexperienced |overs ever figure out how to do anything? Surrea
wonder ed. Wi ch made her think about how many things could go wong once Daenon and Jaenel |l e got
past ki ssing.

Wi ch nmade her think that, maybe, she should tell the H gh Lord about this little chat. Maybe she
shoul d. Just in case.

She turned a corner and alnost ran into the very | ast person she wanted to see right now.

"What's wrong?" Daenpn asked.

"Wong?" Surreal said, taking a step back. "Wy shoul d anythi ng be wong?"

"You | ook pale."
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Ch, shit. "Um" Maybe she should tell himabout that little chat, just to give hima little
war ni ng. Daenon, Jaenelle and | had a little talk about sex. | think you'll enjoy the results.
Maybe not .

"Surreal ?" Daenon said, an edge coming into his voice

Surreal took a deep breath. "Act nervous. It will help."

Then she was past him running through the corridors. A few minutes |later, breathless, she burst
into Saetan's study.

Saetan froze, his pen poised above the papers on his desk. "Surreal,’

he said cautiously.

She sat down in the chair in front of his desk and snmiled a bit desperately. "Hi. | thought I
woul d keep you conpany for a while."
n W]y?ll

"Do | need a reason?"

Apparently that question neant sonething different to himbecause he carefully put the pen back in
its holder, set his half-moon glasses on the desk, |eaned back in his chair, and stared at the
study door before fixing that stare on her

"If you're intending to watch ne do paperwork, would you like to nove that chair behind the desk?"
he asked mildly.

That woul d put hi m between her and any irate nal e—nanely Daenpbn—-who m ght cone through the door.
"What a marvel ous idea," Surreal said. She picked up the chair and brought it around the desk.

Bef ore she could sit down, Saetan picked the chair up again and noved it closer to the bookcases
that filled the back of the alcove. "Sit down," he said as he wal ked his fingers over the titles
on one shelf. Selecting a book, he handed it to her. "This is a history of the Dea al Mn. You
should learn a bit nore about your nother's people. And it will be a reasonabl e excuse for why
you're sitting there should anyone cone in and wonder about it." He paused. Waited. "Are you
expecti ng anyone?"

"No, |'m not expecting anyone."

"I see. In that case, I'll do a bit nore paperwork while you catch your breath. Then we'll have a
little chat."

Surreal gave hima weak snmile. "It seens to be ny day for little chats."

Fortunately, his response to that was nuttered softly enough that she could pretend she didn't
hear it.

2 | Kael eer

Daenon stared at the enpty corridor, shook his head, then kept wal king. He'd spent the day
wal ki ng, first on the grounds of the estate and now along the corridors of the Hall

In the nmonth that he'd been in Kaeleer, he'd cone to | ove the place. Loved the feel of it, the
sprawling mass of it, the furnishings init.

And he was going to have to leave it

He' d conme to that conclusion after another |ong, sleepless night. Ch, the boyos had tried to help
with their stories about pursuing their Ladies, but it was becoming painfully clear that there was
no hope for him Mybe if he wasn't wearing the Consort's ring, wasn't rem nded every m nute of
the relationship it inplied, he could accept being just a friend or—ny the Darkness help

hi m—anot her ol der brother. Maybe he coul d get past desire that had becone painful and just..

Just what? Watch Jaenel | e accept another nan one day? Pretend he coul d quench the fire raging

i nsi de hin®?

A nmonth wasn't long, was no time at all in the courtship dance. But he had already waited so | ong
for Wtch to appear. Then, when she'd offered himthe Consort's ring, he had hoped...

He would talk to Saetan, give back the ring, see if there was a renbpte court somewhere in the
Real m where he could serve out the required tinme in order to remain in Kael eer. He woul d..

A door opened. Jaenelle stepped into the corridor. Her face turned pale at the sight of him

He stopped wal ki ng. He mi ght have to give up everything else, but he wouldn't give up |oving her.
"Um Daenon," Jaenelle said in an odd voice. "Do you have a m nute?"

"Of course." It cost him but he gave her a warm reassuring snile and followed her into the room
St andi ng out of reach, she stared at the floor, |ooking uneasy and intense—as if she was trying to
find the right way to break bad news.

She's going to ask me to return the Consort's ring. As soon as that thought formed, Daenon
ruthlessly buried any ideas about noble sacrifices. He wasn't going to give up that easily. And he
wasn't going to return the Consort's ring wi thout a fight.

"How hard can it be?" Jaenelle muttered.

Daenon just waited.
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Letting out a big sigh, Jaenelle walked up to him braced her hands on his shoul ders, rose up on
her toes a little, mashed her |ips against his, then scanpered back out of reach and eyed him
warily.

Daenon wasn't sure what to say about this unexpected nove. As a kiss, it left a lot to be desired.
As a kiss from Jaenelle..

It took effort not to lick his Iips.

"Are you nervous?" Jaenelle asked, still eyeing himwarily.

He was going to have a little chat with Surreal about the usel essness of cryptic advice. But at

| east he had sone idea what the right answer shoul d be.

"Actually, I'mterrified that | nmay say or do sonething stupid and you won't want to kiss ne
again."

Maybe that was too nuch of the right answer. Now she | ooked worried. Then she threw up her hands
in a gesture of exasperated hel pl essness.

"I don't know what |'m doing," she alnost wailed. And then added under her breath, "Surreal should
have et me take notes."

Daenon cl anped his tongue between his teeth. Yes, he really needed to have a little chat with

Surr eal

Jaenel | e began pacing. "It always sounds so easy in |love stories."

"Kissing isn't difficult," Daenon said carefully.

She glared at himas she paced past him "Lucivar said the same thing about cooking," she grow ed.
"The wolves didn't even wait for it to come out of the oven before they were digging the hole to
bury it."

That sounded like an interesting story. He'd have a little chat with Lucivar, too.

"Kissing isn't difficult," Daenon said firmy. "You just kissed ne."

"Not very well," she grunbl ed.

Knowi ng better than to answer that, Daenon studied her. Frustration. Enmbarrassnent. And an enption
that knocked the wi nd out of hinm4onging. "Wiy did you ask Surreal about kissing?"

"She told you that?"

"No, | guessed." And between overhearing Jaenelle's renmark about taking notes and receiving
Surreal's succinct instructions, it wasn't difficult to reach the correct concl usion.

Jaenel | e grunbl ed and snarled a few cormments in a | anguage he thankfully didn't understand. Then
"I wanted to inpress you, and | didn't want you to |augh."

"Laughing isn't what cones to mind at the nmoment,"” Daenon said dryly. He raked his fingers through
his hair. "Sweetheart, if it's any confort, I want to inpress you, too."

"You do?" She sounded astoni shed.

He started to wonder what had happened in the past thirteen years that would nake her so stunned
by that idea—but he already knew. She had told himthe first tine he'd ended up in the msty

pl ace, when he'd tried to bring Wtch back to heal her wounded body. Wen it cane to physica

pl easure, the males wanted to indul ge thenselves in the body w thout having to deal with the one
who lived inside it. And Jaenelle, with the horrors of Briarwood in her past, would never yield

t hat way.

"Yes, | do," he said.

She pondered this. "Kaelas is annoyed with you."

It seemed |ike an abrupt shift in topic—and not a wel come one. "Why?" he asked cautiously.

"Because | haven't been sleeping well lately and | keep kicking him He's decided it's your
fault."”
Oh, wonderful. "I haven't been sleeping well either."

She turned away, |ooking distressed.

Enough, Daenon thought. It was nore his fault than hers that they had struggl ed through the past
mont h. Saetan had told himshe'd never had a |over, and yet he'd expected an open-armed wel cone to
her bed. He had acted as if she were an experienced wonman who woul d t ake advantage of his
availability.

That had been his biggest nistake. Jaenelle didn't have it in her to take advantage of anyone who
served in her court. Well, she had made the first stunbling nove. Now it was his turn

He | oosened the choke-hold control on his sexuality just enough to produce a subtle feel in the
air, without it being strong enough for her to recognize it.

"Conme here," he said quietly.

Looki ng baffl ed, she obeyed.

Setting his hands lightly on her waist, he drew her close to him "Kiss ne again. Like this." He
brushed his |ips against hers, softly, delicately. "And this." He kissed the corner of her nouth.
"And this." He kissed her throat.
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She inmtated each move—until she kissed his throat. When the tip of her tongue |icked his skin, he
tilted her head up, lightly fastened his mouth on hers, and kissed her in earnest. Kissed her with
all the hunger that had been building inside himduring the past nonth, during a lifetine. Kissed
her while his hands roaned over her back and hips and delicately explored her breasts. Kissed her
until she npaned. Kissed her until she opened for himand | et his tongue dance with hers. Kissed
her until her hands slid up his back and clanmped on his shoulders. Kissed her until the noan
turned into a hungry snarl and he felt her nails prick his skin through the shirt and jacket.

And then realized he had taken them farther than he had neant to right now Returning his hands to
her wai st, he eased back to the light, easy kisses.

Sensing his withdrawal, she snarled agai n-and there was anger as well as hunger in the sound. "You
don't want ne?" she asked in her mdnight voice

He nudged her hips toward himjust enough to prove his answer. "Yes, | want you." He gave in for
one nore nonent, fastened his nmouth on her neck and sucked hard enough to | eave a |l ove bite.
Tearing his nmouth away, he gave her little butterfly kisses fromjawto tenple. "But this is just
pl aytime, just an appetizer."

"Playti ne?" Wtch said suspiciously.

"Mm " he replied, licking the spot on her forehead where the tiny spiral horn would be if they
were in the abyss. "This isn't the right place for nore than playtine."

"\ 2"

"Because |'d like ny first tine to be in a bed."

Her anger vani shed instantly. "Ch. Yes, that would be nore confortable,” Jaenelle said.

WIIl you invite ne to your bed tonight? He knew better than to ask so bluntly, but he al so knew he
had to ask. "May | cone to you tonight?" Feeling her tense, he quickly pressed a finger against
her Iips. "No words. Just a kiss will be answer enough."

Her answer was everything he had hoped it woul d be.

3 /| Kael eer

Daenon braced his hands on the dresser and closed his eyes.

Breat he, dam you, he thought fiercely. Just breathe

How in the name of Hell did nen do this the first tine? Maybe, for a youth, the thrill was enough
to push himpast the doubts. Maybe it was easier the first tine when the wonan wasn't quite so
speci al —er when the next hour wouldn't deterni ne whether the wonman you desperately wanted woul d
have you.

He knew dozens upon dozens of ways to kiss, to caress, to arouse a wonan and nmake her crave having
himin her bed.

He coul dn't renenber a single one.

Daenon strai ghtened up, retied the belt on the robe he wore over silk pajanma bottons... and swore
with heartfelt intensity.

He shoul d have just foll owed where those ki sses had been | eading themthis afternoon, should have
given in to the hunger he had awakened in Jaenelle, should have acted instead of stepping back and
giving hinself the past several hours to think hinself into a panic.

But, wanting nore than sex for his own sake as well as hers, he had stepped back—and now sincerely
hoped that when he wal ked into her bedroom..

He snmiled at the bitter irony of it, that the one thing he had never done with a wonan, the one
thing he had never wanted to do and now wanted nore than anything, was the one thing he m ght not
be able to do.

What got hi m noving was the concern that if he delayed much | onger, Jaenelle mght perceive it as
a kind of rejection.

When he tapped on the door between their bedroons, he took the nmuffled sound for an invitation and
went in.

The only light in the roomcanme fromthe fire burning in the hearth and scented candl es grouped
here and there throughout the room The covers of the huge bed were turned down. Covered dishes,
two gl asses, and a bottle of sparkling wine filled a table near the hearth.

Jaenelle stood in the mddle of the room tw sting her |aced fingers. The edge of what | ooked |ike
a sheer ni ghtgown nade of bl ack spidersilk peeked beneath the hem of a thick, shabby robe—ene he

i magi ned she wore on rainy eveni ngs when she snuggled up in her roomto read. She | ooked like a

| ost waif rather than a sex-hungry wonan.

She studied hima noment. "You look like | feel."

"Sick and terrified?" He winced, wished he hadn't said that.

She nodded. "I thought... sone food..." She glanced at the covered di shes and turned pale. Then
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she gl anced at the bed and turned paler. "What are we going to do?" she whi spered.

He hadn't done either of themany favors by giving themtine to think. "Basics," he said. "Wl
start with sonething extrenely sinple.” He took a step forward and opened his arms. "A hug."

She considered this a nonent. "That sounds easy enough,"” she said, and stepped into his enbrace.
He cl osed his eyes and held her lightly. Just held her. Breathed in the scent of her.

After a while, his fingers flexed. There was a conforting appeal to the texture of her shabby
robe, to the way her hair brushed agai nst his hand.

H s arnms tightened, drew her closer as his hand stroked up and down her back, just for the sinmple
pl easure of it.

She sighed. The tension in her nuscles eased a bit, and she rested against himnore fully.

He wasn't thinking of seduction when his hands began to wander over her—er when her hands
hesitantly stroked him

He wasn't thinking of seduction when his body delighted in how different the silky skin of her
neck felt under his nmouth conpared to the robe beneath his hands.

He wasn't thinking of sex when he opened his robe and then hers so that only that film of

spi dersil k separated skin fromskin. O when even the spidersilk no | onger separated them

He wasn't thinking of sex when his nmouth settled over hers and he sent themboth sliding into
dark, hot desire.

And by the tinme he found hinmself in bed, listening to her purr with pleasure while he noved inside
her, he wasn't able to think at all

4 | Terreille

Dorothea held up a letter. "It seens Kartane has beconme acquainted with Lord Jorval and Lord
Hobart."

Hekatah's lips curved in an awful grin. "Such useful nales. One gathers Kartane got no
satisfaction fromthe H gh Lord."

"It appears not," Dorothea replied, striving to sound indifferent while the fury of Kartane's
betrayal singed her blood. "He suggests that Lord Hobart woul d wel cone any assistance Hayll can
provide to west Gacia away fromthe bitch-Queen niece. He will remain in Little Terreille to act
as a liaison."

"I't sounds as if your son finally understands to whom he owes his loyalty."

Dor ot hea crushed the letter. "He's not ny son. Not anynore. He's just a tool |ike any other."

5 | Kael eer

Luci var wal ked to the far end of the | owwalled garden that bordered one side of his honme. Mrian
was reading a bedtinme story to Daenpnar, and the wolves had gathered in the roomto |listen, too,
so he knew whatever Prothvar wanted to tell himwouldn't be overheard.

Two weeks ago, Saetan had sent Surreal back to Ebon Rih with a terse—and oddly harri ed—note,
bluntly telling himto stay away fromthe Hall. The only reason he had obeyed was because Saetan
had signed it as the Steward of the Court. After two weeks of silence, Andulvar, as Master of the
GQuard, had sent Prothvar to the Hall to request nore information fromthe Steward. Now Prothvar
was here, wanting to see himaway from anyone. "Problen?" Lucivar asked quietly.

Prothvar's teeth gleanmed as his nouth curved in a feral smle. "Not as long as you stay away from
the Hall. | gathered it's rather unconfortable living there right now if you wear Jewel s darker
than the Red."

"Mt her N ght," Lucivar muttered, rubbing the back of his neck. What in the nane of Hell had
happened? "Maybe the H gh Lord should send Daenon here for a while."

"Ch, | don't think it would be wise to try to shift Daenon away fromthe Hall."

Lucivar just stared at Prothvar for a nonent. Then he grinned. "Well, it's about tine."

"For both of them"

"So why does Saetan have his back up?"

"Because, despite Daenmon's efforts to shield the bedroom the... um.. revelry tends to | eak

t hrough the shields and makes the darker-Jewel ed residents itchy. And neither of themwants to
broach the subject with Jaenelle to ask her to create the shields since she's happily oblivious to
anyt hi ng but her Consort at the nmonment—-and Saetan, not to nmention Daenpn, wants to keep it that
way. "

"Well," Lucivar said blandly, "if Saetan needs a respite fromthe frolic going on in the Hall, he
coul d al ways spend an eveni ng—er two—with Sylvia."

"Now, Lucivar," Prothvar scol ded, "you know they're just friends."
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"Of course they are." Noticing the noon, Lucivar did a quick nental tally, then gave Prothvar a
sharp | ook. "Has anyone tal ked to Daenon about drinking a contraceptive brew?"

"That was taken care of. | had the inpression that Daemon would welcone a child in the future,
but, right now, he wants to enjoy his Lady's bed."

"In that case, Saetan should have a few days' reprieve fairly soon." Lucivar glanced back at the
lights shining fromthe wi ndows of his hone and thought about enjoying his own Lady's bed as soon
as Daemonar was asl eep. But he asked politely, "Do you want to cone in? | have sone yarbarah."
"Thanks, but no," Prothvar replied. "I still have to report to Andul var." He said good night,
spread his dark wi ngs, and vaulted into the night sky.

As Lucivar wal ked back to his honme, a lone wolf howl ed. He grinned. Since the sound was coni ng
fromthe direction of Falonar's eyrie, he didn't have to ask where Surreal was spending the night.
So Surreal was snuggled up with Falonar, Jaenelle was snuggled up wi th Daenon, and Marian..

When he entered the eyrie, she was standing in the kitchen doorway. She sniled in that quiet way
that always excited his body and thrilled his heart.

"l was going to make sone tea," she said. "It's cold tonight."

He returned the snile, then gave her a long, very thorough kiss. "I have a better way to warm you

up. "
6 / Kael eer

The Arachnian Queen floated in the air in front of her tangled web of dreans and vi si ons—the web
she had linked to the web Wtch had spun. The cold season was al nost upon them It was tine for
the Dream Weavers to settle into the caves and burrows, but she needed to see this web once
nore... just to be sure.

She studied Wtch's tangled web first.

One smal |l thread was dark, dark, dark. The first death.

There woul d be nore. Many nore.

Then she studi ed her own tangl ed web.

But not until the warming earth season. Even humans tended to remain in their lairs during the
col d season.

So then. She could settle into her own lair in the sacred cave where she would rest and dreamthe
soft dreans. Wen the seasons turned again, she would speak to the brown dog, Ladvarian. He was
the Iink between kindred and human Bl ood. The ki ndred obeyed hi mand humans |istened to him And
she needed himfor what had to be done.

Because when the earth warmed next time, she would need all her strength and skill—-and all the
strength and skill the brown dog woul d gather for her—n order to save Kaeleer's Heart.

PART 2

Chapter El even
1/ Kael eer

After tucking the note in the center drawer, Mirrton | ocked his desk and frowned. It troubled him
that the Sanctuary Priestess hinted at deep concerns but said nothing to the point—especially
since that Sanctuary contained a Dark Altar, one of the thirteen Gates that |inked the Real ns of
Terreille, Kaeleer, and Hell.

There had been several troubled—and troubling—ressages fromthe Priestess over the w nter nonths.
Suppl ies missing. Voices late at night. Indications that the Gate had been opened wi thout the
Priestess's know edge or consent.

O course, the woman had reached an age where insignificant nmenories mght slip away w t hout being
noticed. There were reasonabl e explanations for all the concerns. The supplies m ght have sinply
gotten used up but weren't replaced. The young Priestess-in-training mght have taken a | over and
the | ate-night voices were an assignation. The Gates ..

That was the itemthat troubled himand troubled Karla, too. Were sone Terreilleans using the Gate
in Gacia to slip into Kaeleer instead of enduring the service fairs? There had al ways been a few
who, by luck or sonme instinct, had nmanaged to light the black candles in the right order and speak
the right spell to open a Gate between the Realns. It was even said in stories that the power
contained in those ancient places would sonetinmes recognize a spirit's need to go hone and open
the Gate into the right Real mwhether the person knew the spell or not. Mre likely, that person
had found the key in some old Craft text. But the other nmade a better story for the telling during
the long winter nights.

So he would go to that little village near the Arcerian border and talk to the Priestess.
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Morton checked his pockets to nake sure he had a cl ean handkerchi ef and a few silver nmarks so that
he could buy a bit of dinner and a round at the tavern. Last, he used the lightest touch of Craft
to make sure his Opal Jewel was linked to the Ring of Honor around his organ

He sniled. Ever since Jaenelle had given the coven sinmlar Rings, the males in the First Crcle,
by unspoken consensus, had begun wearing theirs all the time. That extra way of being able to

deci pher fem nine nbods had annoyed the witches as nuch as it had pl eased the mal es.

Morton paused at his door, then shook his head. There was no reason to bother Karla. He would go
to the village, talk to the Priestess, and then report to his cousin.

Besi des, he thought as he left the nmansion that was the Queen's residence, Karla's noontinme was
giving her nore disconfort than usual this nonth. And she'd had minor illnesses on and off al
winter—sniffles, a "weather ache" in her joints, light touches of flu. The two Heal ers who served
in Karla's court couldn't find anything wong that would account for this sudden vul nerability.
They had suggested that, perhaps, she had been working too hard and was just worn down. She had

di smissed that, saying caustically that she, too, was a Healer, and a G ay-Jeweled one at that. If
sonet hi ng was wong, wouldn't she know it?

O course she would. But ruling a Territory that had people who still supported Lord Hobart and
his ideas of how Bl ood society should be, Karla mght ignore a great deal in order to appear

invul nerable. But if it was a nore serious illness, she would tell him wouldn't she? She woul dn't
use Craft to hide an illness fromother Healers instead of getting help, would she?

Knowi ng the answer to that, Morton swore. Well, Jaenelle was naking her spring tour of the
Territories and would be in Scelt in a couple of days. He would send a nessage to her through
Khardeen, formally requesting her services as a Healer on Karla's behal f.

Havi ng made t hat deci sion, he caught one of the Wnds and rode that psychic path through the
Darkness to the Priestess's village.

2 | Kael eer

Despite his kitten's grunble-grow inpatience, Kaelas kept to an easy trot. After all, the kitten
was only half his size and had half the stride. Even at this easy pace, KaeAskavi had to run every
few steps in order to keep up with him

This journey pleased hi mbecause he had never known his own sire. That had not been the Arcerian
way. A small coven of Arcerian wtches nmight den near each other for protection and for the
different Craft skills each one knew. But the nmales had been on the outside, viewed as a threat
once the kittens were born

It was true that the Arcerian nales who weren't kindred had been known to kill their own kittens,
and being kindred didn't elinmnate feline instinct or behavior. But the kindred nal es had resented
this excl usi on—especially the Warlord Princes. They were allowed to | eave nmeat near their mates'
dens, and they could watch their kittens froma distance, but they had never been allowed to play
with them or even be the ones to teach them about hunting and Craft.

Havi ng been raised by the Lady and having |ived anong her human kin, he had resented the excl usion
even nore. Other kindred nmal es weren't excluded. And human nales certainly weren't. They were
allowed to play with their kittens and groomthem and teach them

So he had brought his mate to the Hall shortly after Lucivar's kitten had been born. She had
recogni zed anot her predator, even if he did have wings and only two | egs. She had watched Luci var
handl e his young one. She had watched the H gh Lord. And she had observed the human she-cat' s—and
the Lady' s—approval of having the human kitten handl ed by these full-grown nales.

Because of that visit, and because she had felt honored that the Lady had done the naning of her
kitten—a name that, in the Od Tongue, neant White Muntain—his nate had warily allowed himinto
the den soon after KaeAskavi had been born

So his kitten was |learning the Arcerian way of hunting, and the human ways that Lucivar had
quietly taught him That nmuch exposure to humans had whetted KaeAskavi's curiosity about
humans—whi ch brought themto the reason for this journey.

Wiile on a solitary prow, KaeAskavi had wandered too close to a human village in G acia and had
met a human she-kitten. Instead of being afraid of a |large predator, she had been delighted with
him and they becane friends. After many secret neetings throughout the sunmer and early w nter
the she-cats, both human and feline, had found out about the friendshi p—and neither had been

pl eased.

So KaeAskavi had turned to him wanting his approval of the friendship to this young human fenal e.
In a way that his mate never woul d, Kaelas could understand his kitten's fascination with the
human she-kitten. KaeAskavi was a Warlord Prince, and Warlord Princes found it harder to do

wi t hout fenale conpanionship. It would be many nmany seasons before KaeAskavi or the little female
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woul d ook for a mate. If the she-kitten was a suitable friend, why not |et them have each other
for conpani ons?

Not that he particularly liked humans. He had never forgotten the hunters who had killed his own
dam But sone humans were capabl e of being nore than just neat. The ones who bel onged to the Lady,
for instance. And the Lady's mate. Despite having only two | egs and small fangs, there was much
that was feline in that one, and he approved.

So he would look at this little femmale, and, if he thought she could be accepted by the kindred,
he woul d ask the Lady to | ook at her, too. The Lady would know if this was a proper friend for his
kitten.

Suddenly, the wind shifted so that it was comng fromthe village, still a nmle away.

Kael as froze. Blood and death scented the air.

*Del | al * KaeAskavi |unged forward.

Wth one sw pe, Kaelas bow ed the kitten over

*When bl ood and death are in the air, you do not run toward it,* Kaelas said sternly.

*Della's villagel*

Using Craft, Kaelas probed the area around them The season hunmans call ed spring had al ready cone
to other lands, but here winter still had fangs—and deep snow.

*Make a den. Stay hidden,* Kael as ordered.

KaeAskavi snarled, but inmmediately rolled to a submi ssive posture when Kael as stepped toward him
*] can fight,* KaeAskavi said defiantly.

*You will hide until | call you.* Kaelas waited a nonent. *What does the kitten's den | ook Iike?*
From KaeAskavi's mnd, he received an image of a snmall human den, open ground, and then a thick
stand of trees where KaeAskavi had waited for his friend.

*Stay here,* Kaelas said. *Make the den.*

Kaelas didn't wait to see if KaeAskavi would obey him Wapping himself in a sight shield and air
wal king so that he left no prints in the snow, he headed for the village, his full, ground-eating
stride covering the distance w thin mnutes.

The air near the village snelled of fear and desperation as well as bl ood and death. His sharp
ears picked up the sounds of fighting, the clash of human weapons.

He cautiously used Craft to probe the village and bared his fangs in a silent snarl as he detected
a Green-Jewel ed Warl ord Prince. Sonething about that one's scent..

Reaching a spot in the trees that | ooked directly on the back of the she-kitten's den, he heard a
femal e screamand a nale's roar. Then a wi ndow opened. A young human feral e clinbed out the w ndow
and junped into the snow. But when she tried to rise, she fell again, |ane.

Kael as burst out of the trees, charging toward the spot where the she-kitten lay at the sanme tine
an Eyrien Warlord cane around the corner of the house. Spotting the she-kitten, the Eyrien raised
hi s bl oody weapon and noved forward for the kill.

The human mal e sensed no danger until eight hundred pounds of hatred slamed into him

Kaelas bit off the armthat held the weapon while his claws tore open the belly. One bl ast of
psychi c power burned out the human's mnd, finishing the kill

He paused to bite some clean snow. Like its psychic scent, there was sonething about this human
that tasted |ike bad mneat.

He shook his head, then turned toward the girl, who was staring at the dead .nmale. *Little one,*
he grow ed.

She pushed herself up and | ooked around desperately. "KaeAskavi ?"

*Kael as,* he said. Wth the sane gentl eness he used with his own kitten, he seized her by the

m ddl e and | oped of f with her, heading for the shelter of the trees.

She made no sound. She didn't struggle. He approved of her courage. And now she was an orphan, as
he had once been

Choosi ng a spot where the snow had drifted deep, he set the girl down on air, quickly dug a small
den, set the girl inside it, then covered up nost of the entrance. *Stay,* he ordered.

She curled up in a small, shivering ball.

He | oped back to the human den and passed through the wall next to the wi ndow the girl had cone
from The roomsnelled of her—and other things, bad things.

The door leading into the rest of the den was open. He could see a bloody female arm Sensing no
life, he didn't bother to go over and sniff her to be sure.

He wi shed Ladvarian was there with him Despite living alnmost all of his |life among humans, he
didn't understand themas well as the dog did. The dog woul d have known what the little fermale
needed nost.

He t hought for a nonent. She woul d need human fur. Using Craft, he opened the drawers and
war dr obe, and vani shed everything inside them
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What el se woul d Ladvarian bring? Looking around the room he vanished the puffy bedcovering that
snel |l ed of feathers. The kitten could be wapped in that and kept warm The urgent need to |eave
this place pushed at him but he thought for a nmoment nore.

Kindred had little use for things, but..

He saw it, lying next to the bed. At first, he felt blind hatred, but when he went over to sniff
the white toy cat, he realized it had been made fromfluffy cloth and not Arcerian fur as he'd
first thought. It snelled strongly of the she-kitten—and, fainter, the she-cat's snell was there,
too. And there was a psychic snmell on it, a snell he associated with the Lady. The Hi gh Lord had
called it |ove

Vani shing the toy, he noved cautiously toward the open door. The dead fenmale had a knife stil
clutched in one hand. She had fought a stronger nale in order to save her kitten—as his own dam
had fought against the hunters so that he coul d escape.

He t hought, | ooking at her, that if she could know her kitten was safe and protected, she woul dn't
mnd the little femal e being anong the Arcerian cats now

Passi ng through the back wall of the house, he stopped near the dead Eyrien nale. Using Craft, he
passed the remains through the first few inches of snow, then pushed them down deep. The snow was
stained with blood and gore, but he didn't think anyone would be | ooking for this one right away.
And until they dug up the body, they wouldn't know that the human hadn't been killed by one of his
own ki nd.

Hurryi ng back to the trees, Kael as summoned KaeAskavi. *Cone quickly... and silently.*

Reachi ng the makeshift den, he dug out the entrance. Calling in the puffy bedcovering, he laid it
on the snow, using two spells he had | earned fromthe Lady—a warm ng spell on the inside and a
spell to keep the covering dry on the outside. Lifting out the she-kitten, he awkwardly w apped
her in the covering.

She just stared.

Feel i ng uneasy, he sniffed her carefully. She wasn't dead, but he knew those staring, unseeing
eyes weren't good.

Sensi ng KaeAskavi's approach, he lifted his head. He could detect the faint shadowi ng of the
Iighter-Jewel ed sight shield, and softly grow ed approval

*Del |l al * KaeAskavi sniffed the bundled fenale.

*Take the she-kitten to ny nmate,* Kaelas said. *Use the Wnds as soon as you reach a thread you
can ride. The little one needs help quickly.*

*My damwill not accept a human kitten in her den,* KaeAskavi protested.

*Tell her the human she-cat fought against hunters to save the kitten—and died. *

KaeAskavi stood perfectly still for a nonent, then said sadly, *I will tell her.* Carefully
gripping the covering with his teeth, he trotted off with the she-kitten

Kael as wai ted, keeping track of themthrough a psychic thread. Wen he felt KaeAskavi catch the
Wnd that would take the young cat closest to the home den, he turned back to the village.

3 /| Kael eer

The Green-Jewel ed Eyrien Warlord Prince | ooked upon the carnage with satisfaction. This Gate was
now secured for the Dark Priestess's use. She had already selected the sixty pal e-skinned, fair-
hai red peopl e who woul d replace the ones he and his nen had just slaughtered—people she had
acquired at the last couple of service fairs. As long as the village | ooked inhabited and the
peopl e appeared to be going about their usual business, he doubted anyone woul d give any of thema
second look. And if a visitor should know the village well enough to realize that the people were
all strangers, what was one nore corpse?

He turned as the Warlord who was his second-in-comand approached. "Did that old bitch Priestess
send the nessage?"

The Warl ord nodded. "Sent to Lord Morton, the d acian Queen's cousin and First Escort."

"And he usually responds to those nessages?"

"Yes. And he usually cones al one."

"Then we'd better figure on having conpany soon. Assign five men with | ongbows to take up a
position behind the |anding web."

The Warl ord studied the carnage. "If Mrton sees this, he might just catch the Wnds again and go
back to report.”

"Then I'11 just have to nake sure | provide a strong enough lure to get himoff the | anding web
but still within easy range of the bownen," the Warlord Prince said. "The old Priestess is dead?"
"Yes, Prince."

He heard a faint, pain-filled cry. "And the young Priestess?"
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The Warlord smiled viciously. "She's getting the appropriate reward for betrayi ng her own people.”
4 | Kael eer

Daermon foll owed Khardeen into the house. "It was kind of you to invite me to dinner."

"Ki ndness has nothing to do with it,"” Khary replied.

"There's no sense having you rattle around by yourself while you're waiting for Jaenelle."

He' d acconpani ed her for nuch of the Spring visit to the Kaeleer Territories, but when it cane
time to visit the kindred, she had gently but firmy suggested that he go on to Scelt, where she
woul d neet him They woul d spend a few days here before visiting the rest of the Territories on
this side of the Realm "Well, you didn't have to give up an afternoon to show nme around Maghre.
coul d have wandered about the village by nyself."

"That wasn't kindness either," Khary said after requesting coffee and cakes. He settled into a
confortable chair by the fire. "It got me out of the house. As for dinner, it'll be a pleasure

tal king to sonmeone who isn't going to snarl at nme because of a queasy stonach."

"I's Morghann feeling all right otherw se?" Daenon asked, taking the other chair.

"Ch, she's doing fine for a dark-Jeweled witch in the early stages of pregnancy. Or so Maeve tells
me often enough.” Khary's smile was a bit rueful

"But a Territory Queen who's suddenly restricted to basic Craft while she carries a babe is not a
Lady with a snooth tenper."

"Since you both had to stop drinking the contraceptive brew for this to happen, you're not
entirely to blane," Daenon said with a snile

"Ah, but I"'mnot the one who |oses ny breakfast. That seens to make a difference. And there are
other—frustrations—for her at the nmonent. You didn't hear the tussle this norning? |I'm surprised
since your house is barely a half mle fromours. | was sure all of Maghre heard her shouting this
nor ni ng. "

"At you?"

"No, thank the Darkness. At Sundancer." After thanking the nmaid who brought the tray, Khary poured
the coffee. "Mrghann wanted to go riding this norning. Maeve, who's the Healer in Maghre, had
said it was fine. Jaenelle had said it was fine as long as Mdrghann felt well enough.™

"But ?" Daenobn said, the coffee cup halfway to his lips.

"Sundancer didn't think it was fine. He said that since mares in foal weren't ridden, he didn't
think a human mare in foal should ride."

"Ch, dear," Daenpbn sai d—and then |aughed. "No wonder you wanted to get out of the house."

The door opened. Mrghann scow ed at the tray, then at Khary. But she sniled at Daenon

Setting his cup down, he rose to give her a kiss. In the nonths since he'd cone to Kaeleer, he'd

| earned the value of these little gestures of affection—and he'd |l earned to take pleasure in them
Khary, he noticed with sone anusenent and a good dollop of synpathy, had also risen but had w sely
not tried to approach his wife.

A mai d appeared at the door. "Wuld you be wanting a cup of that herbal tea Maeve made up for you
Lady Morghann?"

"1 suppose," Morghann grow ed.

G ving Khary a quick glance, Daenon put on his best snmle. "Darling," he said to Morghann, "I'm so
gl ad you joined us."

"Why?" Morghann said darkly as she took a seat.

"Because Jaenelle's birthday is in a couple of nonths, and | wanted your advice about a gift."

As they discussed ideas, Mrghann becane invol ved enough not to notice she was drinking a Healer's
tea instead of coffee. She even nibbled a little piece of nutcake—which neant the nmen coul d have
some W thout having the tray dunped over their heads.

At the end of an hour, Myrghann rose. "I have sonme correspondence to take care of. I'l|l see you at
di nner ?"

"I look forward to it," Daenon replied.

She ki ssed his cheek—and then gave Khary a nore generous Ki ss.

Khary waited a minute after the door had cl osed behind her. He lifted his coffee cup in a salute.
"That was very well done, Prince Sadi. My thanks."

Daenon lifted his cup in response. "It was ny pleasure, Lord Khardeen."

5 | Kael eer

Morton took a couple of steps away fromthe | anding web and froze, unable to take his eyes off the
bodies lying in the snow.
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What in the nane of Hell had happened?

He felt a mild humfromhis R ng of Honor, alnpst |ike a question. That snapped himout of his
shock enough to create an Opal shield. He alnpst activated the shield in the Ring, then hesitated.
That woul d summon the ot her boyos—and alarm Karla. He didn't want to do either of those things.

Not vyet.
He tried probing the area, but didn't pick up anything that would |l ead himto believe he was in
danger. But he did sense the presence of several living people.

H's first reaction was to rush forward to help the survivors. Then his training kicked in.

What ever had happened here was nore than he coul d handl e al one. And now that he'd been here for a
m nute, sonething nore than the slaughter felt wong about this place.

He took a step back, intending to catch the Wnds, head for the nearest village, and bring back
hel p.

As he took another step back, an Eyrien cane around the corner of a building and saw him

"Lord Morton?" the Eyrien called.

Morton didn't recognize the Green-Jeweled Warlord Prince. He tensed, ready to catch the Wnds and
run.

"Lord Morton!" The Eyrien raised a hand and hurried toward him "Thank the Darkness, you got

Yasl ana' s nessage!"

That name was enough to catapult Mrton a few feet toward the Eyrien. "Wat happened here?"

"We're not sure," the Eyrien answered, stopping a few feet away. "Yaslana found tracks headi ng
away fromthe Dark Altar. He took some of the nmen and followed them" He | ooked over Morton's
shoul der, his face stanped with concern. "Didn't you bring any Heal ers?"

"No, I—=

It happened too fast. A blast of the Eyrien's Geen-Jewel ed power shattered his Opal shield at the
same nmonent three arrows pierced his body. The Ebony shield in Jaenelle's R ng of Honor snapped up
around him Two nmore arrows hit the shield and turned to dust.

He used Craft to remain standing and cursed hinself for a thrice-tinmes fool for not activating the
shield in the first place. But there was nothing they could do to himnow, not even stop himfrom
wal ki ng or crawling back to the | anding web and riding the Wnds away fromthere. And the wounds,
whil e painful, weren't that serious. He had an arrow in each leg and one in the left shoul der, but
it was high enough ..

He felt a deadly cold filling in his linbs and knew what it had to be. Poison on the arrow tips.
But how virul ent a poison?

He saw the answer in the Eyrien's cruel smle

He fell to his knees. No tine to give all the warnings he needed to give. No tinme. So he focused
on sending a warning to the person who had always nmattered the nost to him

As the body's death closed in on him he gathered his strength and sent one word. *KARLA!*

6 / Kael eer

Karla sat at her dressing table, one hand braced on the table, the other pressed agai nst her
abdormen. The cranps didn't usually last this long, and they weren't usually this painful

"Here you are," Uka said synpathetically, setting a steam ng nug on the dressing table. "This
nmoontinme brew will nake you feel different in no tine."

"Thanks, U ka," Karla murmnmured. She had accepted Uka into her Third Circle for the sane reason
she had accepted other witches fromdacia' s aristo famlies—to placate themafter she had exiled
her uncle, Hobart. And while she didn't personally like Uka, she had to adnit the wonan had been
a solicitous conpanion this winter, fussing a little too nmuch over the mnor illnesses but having
a good instinct of when to gossip and when to stay quiet.

As soon as the brew cool ed enough, Karla took a |arge swallow. Mking a disgusted face, she set
the mug down. The brew had an odd, rancid taste. Hell's fire, had some of the herbs gotten nol dy
or gone bad sonehow? Then again, a lot of things hadn't tasted quite right to her all winter. O
maybe she'd just gotten spoiled by the delicious-tasting brews Jaenelle nmade. It didn't matter how
it tasted. It wasn't going to ease the pain if it sat in the cup

As she reached for the mug again, she l|looked in the mirror. A chill ran through her when she saw
the watchful anticipation in Uka's eyes. "You poisoned it, didn't you?" Karla said flatly.
"Yes," U ka said, sounding smug and pl eased.

Karla felt her body sluggishly gathering itself to fight off the poison. Because she was a Bl ack
W dow, she had a stronger tol erance for poisons than other people would have, but even a Bl ack

W dow coul d succunb to a poi son her body couldn't recognize or tolerate.

As she stared at the other woman's reflection, she finally knew. Al the mnor illnesses, all the
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foods that had tasted a little off. And U ka always there, being so hel pful, acting so concerned.
"You' ve slipped nmld poisons into a lot of things this winter."

"Yes. "
Poi sons whi ch had weakened her body but never made her ill enough to becone suspici ous—despite
havi ng been warned of her own death in the tangled web she'd created last fall. Oh, she'd been

careful . She knew too nmuch about poisons not to be. The fact that she hadn't been able to detect
t he poi sons neant that whatever plants had been used weren't native to d acia. She would have
recogni zed one of those instantly, no matter how it was disguised.

Wth effort, Karla got to her feet. One nonent her legs were full of fiery spikes, the next they
were nunb. She flooded her body with her Gray strength, accepting the pain her own power caused
during her noontinme in order to fight the poison

As one staggering wave of pain ripped through her, she felt the Ebony shield in the ring Jaenelle
had gi ven her surround her.

"Why?" Karla asked. How coul d she have misjudged this bitch so badly? What had she nissed?

U ka pouted. "I thought | would be an inportant Lady in your court. | should have been in your
First Crcle, not the Third."

"A witch who woul d poison her Queen isn't suitable to serve in the First Circle," Karla said
dryly. "It's a question of loyalty."

"I was loyal," U ka snapped. "But being loyal to you didn't get ne anywhere. And then | got a
better offer. Once you' re gone and Lord Hobart controls G acia again, | will be an inportant
Lady. "

"All you'll be is some nan's whore,"” Karla said flatly.

U ka's face becane ugly. "And you'll be dead! And don't think they won't finish the kill to nmake
sure they're rid of all of you!"

The ring Jaenell e had given her produced a sharp, warning tingle seconds before Mrton's warning
cry filled her mnd.

* KARLA! *

*Morton? Morton!*

Not hi ng. An enpti ness where soneone had been for as |long as she coul d renenber.

Anot her kind of cold filled Karla—a cold that fed her body, gave her strength. "You killed
Morton," she said too quietly.

"I didn't," Uka replied. "But he's dead by now "

The bl aded Eyrien stick Lucivar had given her was in her hands and whistling through the air

before Uka had tinme to realize the danger. The bl ades, honed to a killing edge, swept through
Uka's | eg bones as easily as they swept through the wonan's wool dress.
Bl ood gushed. U ka fell, scream ng

Karl a staggered, braced herself. She couldn't use her body this way and fight the poison |ong
enough for

For what? Wth Mrton dead, who would be able to reach her fast enough? No matter. She would fight
to live for as long as she could. And she had nore power at her disposal than her enem es had

i magi ned since she didn't have to use her Gray Jewels to shield herself.

Looki ng down at U ka, Karla raised the bladed stick. "Well, bitch, | may not be able to finish the
kill, but I can nake dam sure you're of no use to anyone when you becone denon-dead."

She cut off U ka's hands, then her head. The |l ast stroke tore through the belly and severed the
spi ne.

Karl a staggered back a few steps, away fromthe growi ng pool of blood. Sinking to the floor, she
carefully stretched out, her right armwapped around her belly, her left hand cl anped around the
bl aded sti ck.

She had seen her own death in her tangled web, and she'd done what she could to change that part
of the vision. But if she had to die now, she would accept it.

Dar k power washed over her, warming icy linbs. She felt a tendril of power wap around her and
recogni zed a healing thread hel pi ng her fight against the poison

Cradl ed by Jaenelle's strength, she turned inward to concentrate on the battlefield her body had
becone.

7 | Kael eer

Daenon snarled in frustration when he felt the tingling comng fromJaenelle's R ng of Honor. He
hadn't yet learned howto interpret all the information that could be absorbed fromthe Ring. He
recogni zed this particular sensation as a call for help, but had no idea where the call was com ng

from "Do you— he said, turning toward Khardeen
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The intense bl ankness in Khary's eyes, the sense of focused |istening, stopped himfrom saying
anyt hi ng nore.

"Morton," Khary said quietly. "And Karla." He lunged for the door

Daenon grabbed him "No. You're needed here."

"That's not the way it works," Khary said sharply. "Wen one of us needs hel p—

"You all take the bait?" Daenon asked just as sharply. "You have a pregnant Queen who can't defend
herself without risking a nmiscarriage. Your place is here. I'll take care of Karla—and Mrton." He
studi ed Khary. "Who else will have heard that call for hel p?"

"Everyone in the First Circle who lives in the western part of Kaeleer. The Ring has nore of a
range than if we were trying to reach soneone on our own, but the alert wouldn't be felt beyond
that. However, every nale who felt that call for help will relay a warning through a conmuni cation
thread to the First Circle within his range."

"Then relay this message to the First Crcle as fast as you can: 'Stay put. Stand guard.'
paused. "And | ocate Jaenelle."

"Yes," Khary said grinmy. "The Queens need to be protected. Especially her
Sati sfied, Daenon rushed out of the house and swore. He couldn't reach any of the Wnds from here.
He started to run down the drive, then turned toward the sound of poundi ng hooves. Sundancer slid
to a stop beside him

*| heard the call,* Sundancer said. *You nust ride the Wnds?*

"Yes. "

*] can run faster. Munt.*

Grabbing a fistful of Sundancer's mane, he swung up on the Warlord Prince's bare back

It was a short but harrowing ride. The stallion chose the fastest route to reach the nearest W nds
wi thout regard for what lay in his path, and Daenon's | egs were shaki ng when he slid off
Sundancer's back. Before he could say anything, the stallion pivoted and was gone.

*Fight well!* Sundancer said as he raced back to Khary and Mrghann's house.

"You can count on it," Daenon replied too softly. Catching the Black Wnd, he headed for d acia

Daenon

8 /| Kael eer

Kael as made an effortless leap to the roof of a hunan den in tine to see Morton fall. He snarled
silently, the desire to attack warring with the instinct for caution. Slipping down to the depth
of his Red Jewel, where he couldn't be detected by the w nged nal es who were there, he opened his
nmind and carefully let a psychic tendril drift toward Morton.

The first thing he sensed was the Lady's shield. That wasn't a problem The Lady had nmade a Ring
of Honor for the kindred nales, too. So he had the sane protection and, nore inportant right now,
he had the nmeans to safely slip past that shield.

The nonent he did, he knew Morton's body was dead, but he could still sense Morton, very faintly,
inside it Morton was a Brother in the Lady's court, and the Brothers | ooked after each other. That
was inmportant. So he would get his Brother away fromthe eneny and then deci de what to do next.
Looking in the opposite direction, he saw the Sanctuary that held the Dark Altar. Near it was a
large, old tree that woul dn't wake again. The pal e humans woul d have cut it down and burned it in
their fires. They wouldn't need it now

Using Craft, he opened the Sanctuary door, letting it swing as if it hadn't been | atched properly.
Leaping fromthe roof, he circled around the backs of the hunman dens, air wal king so that he would
| eave no tracks. Just because the sight shield made himinvisible was no reason to be carel ess.

Pl ayi ng "stal k and pounce" with Lucivar had taught himthat.

Thi nki ng of Lucivar, he renenbered sonething el se: never show your full strength to an eneny unti
it was needed.

H's Birthright Jewel was the Opal. Mrton's Jewel of rank was the Opal. Yes, that m ght confuse
the wi nged nal es.

Baring his teeth in what might have been a feline smile, Kaelas unleashed a burst of Opal strength
at the dead tree. It exploded. Flam ng branches soared through the air in all directions. Another
burst of power shattered windows in the dens near the Sanctuary. Another burst of power sent
enough snow into the air to forma small blizzard. The last controlled burst of power slanmed the
Sanct uary door.

The Green-Jewel ed Eyrien Warlord Prince had spun around at the first blast, his face twisted with
fury. Gther nmales were shouting. Wien the Sanctuary door slammed, the Eyrien started running,
shouti ng orders.

"What about that bastard?' one of the other men called out.

The Warlord Prince hesitated for a nonent. "Leave him He's not going anywhere. W'll finish the
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kill after we take care of our new guests."

Kael as noved forward in stalk position, using all of his senses to keep track of the w nged
humans. Then, a burst of speed brought himto Mrton

One sniff of the body had hi m backi ng away, confused. Morton snelled |ike poisoned neat. He did
not want to set his teeth in poisoned neat. But he had to get Mdrton away fromthe w nged nal es.
Movi ng forward again, he brushed against the Lady's shield, felt it recognize itself in the Ring
of Honor he wore and let himin. He put a snug Opal shield around Morton's left arm When he took
that arm between his teeth, the Qpal shield was between himand the poisoned neat. Satisfied, he
used Craft to float Morton on the air, expanded his sight shield to cover both of them then raced
for the trees

When he was anong the trees, he slowed slightly, but didn't stop until he reached the hiding den
KaeAskavi had dug. Releasing Morton's arm he studied the den. The human would fit easily enough
wi t hout the pointed sticks—the arrows—poking out. But the Heal er would need the stick part to
renove the arrow. Wuldn't she?

After a little thought, he used Craft to shear the shafts in half. He tucked Morton into the den
and pl aced the sheared-off shafts next to him Then he paused agai n.

He had never seen human Bl ood beconme denon-dead. He didn't know how long it would take for Mrton
to wake and reclaimthe dead flesh. But he did know t hat when Mdrton woke and found hinself in a
strange place, he woul d wonder if the eneny had put himthere.

Kael as pressed a forepaw into the snow near Mrton's head, |eaving a deep inprint, then put a
shield over the print, so that it couldn't be brushed away carel essly. Mrton would see the print
and under st and.

Pl eased that he had worked out the conplicated thinking required to deal w th hunans, he covered
up the den, leaving a snmall airhole. A dead human didn't need air, but the freshness would show
Morton the easiest place to dig free.

Now to take care of the bad wi nged mal es.

After sending out a sumons for the dark-Jewel ed Arcerian Warlords and Warlord Princes to join
him Kael as headed back to the vill age.

9 / Kael eer

Ignoring the official |anding web, Daenon dropped fromthe Wnds as close as he could get to

Karl a's horme. The noment he appeared on a street, he wapped a Black sight shield, psychic shield,
and protective shield around hinmself. He ran a couple of blocks, turned a corner, and stopped.

The street was full of struggling, fighting men. Blasts of Jewel ed power made the air snell I|ike
i ghtning. Those who had already drained their Jewels, or had never worn them were fighting with
mundane weapons. He spotted sone wonen, fighting desperately but ineffectively.

So fanmiliar. He didn't need the whiff of rot present in sonme of the psychic scents to recognize
Dorothea's hand in this. He'd seen it too many tinmes in Terreille. Those whose anbition far
outstripped their ability would sell their own people for Hayll's "assistance." The fighting woul d
elimnate the strongest males and fenal es, the ones best able to oppose Dorothea, and the ones who
were left...

This time he didn't have to be subtle. This tinme he didn't have to dance around the agony Dorot hea
would inflict on himif she suspected his interference. But being subtle had becone ingrained in
him Besides, a silent predator was the nost feared.

Smiling a cold, cruel snile, Daenon slipped his hands into his trouser pockets and glided between
clunmps of fighters—nvisible, undetectable—and |left devastation in his wake.

He entered Karla's nmansion. The fighting nust have started here and spread into the street. He

st epped over corpses, homed in on the psychic scents that had a flavor he associated with
Dorothea, and killed those fighters so swiftly, so cleanly their opponents froze for a nonent,
stunned and confused.

A Varlord Prince wearing the badge of the Master of the Guard was fighting off other males near
the staircase, using the last of his Jeweled strength to shield hinself against three nen who were
still fresh.

Three flicks of Black power. Three nen fell.

As he started up the stairs, Daenpon saw the sharp hunter's look in the other Warlord Prince's
eyes, saw the nonment the man guessed sonet hi ng dangerous was clinmbing the stairs.

A Wiite-Jewel ed Warlord rushed at the Warlord Prince, forcing himto turn toward the eneny who was
att acki ng.

Daenon clinbed the stairs. Even exhausted, the Warlord Prince would have no trouble with the
Warlord, and it would keep himoccupied a little while | onger
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No need to hunt for Karla's room The R ng of Honor |ed himunerringly, the throbbing against his
organ irritating himenough to hone a tenper that had already risen to the killing edge.

The door stood open. He saw a hacked-up wonan |ying on a bl ood-soaked carpet. He saw five nen
sendi ng bl ast after blast of power against the shield surroundi ng another wonan. Karl a.

He didn't know who the men were—and didn't care

Reachi ng up fromthe depth of the Black, he slipped under the nen's inner barriers and unl eashed
iced rage, turning their brains into gray dust and consum ng their psychic strength, finishing the
kill.

He was across the room before they fell. Kneeling beside Karla, he dropped the sight shield and
reached out cautiously.

The shield around her held a feral, deadly hunger

Not sure how to get through the shield, and wondering what he nmight unleash if he did it
incorrectly, Daenpon took a deep breath and brought his hand a little closer

A flick of power against his palm A tasting. An acceptance.

Hi s hand passed, unharned, through the shield.

"Karla," he said as his hand closed on her arm "Karla." Her rasping effort to breathe told him
she was still alive. But if she'd gone so deep into a healing sleep that she couldn't hear him..
"Ki ss kiss," Karla rasped.

Rel i ef washed t hrough him He | eaned over her so that she could see himw thout trying to nove her
head. "Kiss kiss."

"Poi soned," she said. "Can't identify. Bad."

Pushi ng her robe aside, Daenon laid his | eft hand on her chest and sent out a careful psychic
probe. H s know edge of healing Craft was |limted, but he knew about poisons. And he recogni zed at
| east part of this one.

"Get your hand ... off ny ... tit," Karla said.

"Don't be bitchy," Daenon replied mldly, probing a little nore. Her body was fighting it far
better than he woul d have thought possible, but she wouldn't survive w thout nore help than he
could give her. He hesitated. "Karla ..."

"About... three hours left. Body... can't fight nore..."

Riding the Black Wnds, it had taken himal nbst two hours to get there from Scelt. Pandar and
Centauran were closer, but he didn't know Jonah or Sceron as well as he knew Khardeen, and he
didn't know if the satyr or centaur Healers could deal with this poison

Besi des, Jaenelle would nost likely head for Scelt. And that decided him

"I"'mgetting you out of here," he said as he started to lift her. Then he realized her hand was

still clanped around the bl aded stick. "Sweetheart, let go of the stick."
"Have to clean... the blades. Can't... put a weapon away... W thout cleaning the bl ades.
Lucivar... would skin ne."

Daenon al nost gave her his succinct opinion about that, but glancing over his shoul der at the
hacked-up worman, he swal | owed any criticismhe mght have had about Lucivar's training nethods.
"1"I'l clean the blades. And | promise |'lIl never tell Lucivar you didn't do it yourself."
Karla's lips curved in the barest of smiles. "You'd be likable if ... you weren't so nale."

"My Queen likes nme that way," Daenon said dryly. He vani shed the bladed stick, carefully lifted
Karla, and turned.

Her Master of the Guard bl ocked the doorway. "What are you doing with ny Queen?"

"Taki ng her away from here," Daenpbn answered quietly. "She's been poi soned. She needs help."

"W have Heal ers.”

"Woul d you trust thenP" Daenpon saw the nmonent's hesitation. "I have no quarrel with you, Prince.
Don't force me to go through you."

The other man studied him focused on the Bl ack-Jeweled Ring. "You' re Lady Angelline's Consort."
"Yes."

The man stepped asi de. As Daenpn passed him he said quietly, "Please take care of her."

"I will." Daenpon paused. "Have you seen Morton?"

The Master of the Guard shook his head.

There was no tinme to think about Mdrton or what might have happened to him "If you see him tel
himl'mtaking Karla to Scelt. Don't tell anyone but Mrton."

The man nodded. "Cone this way. There's a Craft-powered carriage out back. It'll get you to the
W nds faster."

The Master of the Guard drove the carriage while Daenon held Karla, using those precious mnutes
to wap Black shields around her to protect her during the ride on the Wnds. They stopped a few
feet fromwhere he had | anded.

"May the Darkness enbrace you, Prince,

t he man sai d.
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"And you." Wapping his arnms around Karla, Daenon caught the Black Wnd and rode hard toward

Scel t.

He stopped once, halfway there, to send a nessage to Khary. *I'mon ny way back with Karla. She's
been poi soned. W'll need a Heal er and a Bl ack Wdow. The best you have.*

*Jaenell e's on her way here,* Khary replied.

That was all he needed to know. He caught the Black Wnd again and continued the journey, know ng
the sand in the hourglass was trickling away far too fast.

10 / Kael eer

Si ght shi el ded, Kaelas and twenty Arcerian males crouched on the roofs of the human dens, watching
the bad wi nged nal es nove around the village. Sone of the dens had |ights now that night had

cl osed around them and he could snell food cooking.

*Meat ?* one of the Arcerian Warl ords asked.

*No, * Kaelas replied. He felt a ripple of anger run through the other nales. *The neat tastes
bad. *

*We have cone for the hunt but will have no meat to bring back to the hone dens?* another male
asked irritably.

*We prom sed the Lady we woul dn't hunt human neat,* a younger nale said tentatively.

*These males killed a mal e who bel onged to the Lady,* Kaelas said firmy. *They killed the pale
humans who bel onged to Lady Karl a.*

Anot her ripple of anger, this time directed at the bad wi nged nmales. Arcerians didn't have much
use for humans, but they |liked Lady Karla and adored the Lady. For them they would hunt and
return to the dens wi thout neat.

The wind shifted slightly, brought a different scent.

*We will take the aninmals that belonged to the pale hunmans,* Kael as said. *The humans do not need
themnow. It will be paynment for work.* He was pleased that he renmenbered that peculiar human
idea. If the Lady snarled at himfor taking animals froma human village, he could use those

wor ds.

*Paynment for work?* a couple of nmales echoed. Then one of them asked, *This is a human thi ng?*

*Yes. W& kill these bad nmles, then we can take good neat back to the dens.*
Satisfied, the Arcerians settled down to study their prey.
Kael as wat ched the winged nales for a mnute. *W nust hunt fast... and silent.*

*Fast kills,* the others agreed.
Kael as watched the G een-Jewel ed Warlord Prince walk to a den near the Sanctuary. But not for that
one.

11 / Kael eer

Jaenelle was waiting for himby the tine Daenon reached Khary and Morghann's house.

"She's bl eeding too nuch for this just to be noon's blood," he said abruptly as he rushed into the
guest room followed by Mrghann, Khary, and Maeve, the village Healer. "And there's not nuch tinme
left."

Jaenel |l e placed a hand on Karla's chest, her eyes focusing on sonething only she could see.
"There's enough,” she said too calmy

Mor ghann | aid a paddi ng of towels on the bed.

Daenon gave her a cold stare as he laid Karla on the bed. Was the woman nore worri ed about her
precious linens than about a friend who had been poi soned?

“I't'll disturb her less to change a towel than to change the linens," Mrghann said quietly, her
eyes clearly telling himshe knew what he'd been thinking—and had been hurt by it.

There was no tinme for an apol ogy. Mrghann and Maeve stripped off the bl oody ni ghtgown and robe,
and quickly wi ped the blood off Karla's skin. Jaenelle paid no attention to the physica

nm ni strations, remaining focused on the healing.

Daenon was about to tell her what he knew about the poi son when he | ooked down at his bl ood-soaked
sl eeve. Menories of being soaked in Jaenelle's blood rushed at him He ripped off the jacket, then
the shirt. Khary took them and handed hima wet cloth.

As he scrubbed the blood off his skin, Jaenelle said, "There were two poi sons used. | don't know
one of them"™

Handi ng the cloth back to Khary, Daenpbn noved to the bed. "One of them cones froma plant that
only grows in southern Hayll."

Jaenel | e | ooked up, her eyes blank and iced. "Do you know an anti dote?" she asked with an odd calm
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that scared him

"Yes. But the herbs | have are several years old. | don't know if they'll still be potent enough.”
"1 can nake them potent enough. Make the anti dote, Daenon.”

"What about the other poison?" he asked as he started clearing a work space on the bedside table.
"I't's witchblood."

A chill went through him Wtchblood only grew where a witch had been violently killed—er where
she had been buried. Used as a poison, it was virulent and deadl y—and usual |y undetectabl e.

"You can detect it?" Daenon asked cauti ously.

"1 can recognize witchblood in any of its forns," Jaenelle replied in her mdnight voice.

Anot her menory rushed at him Jaenelle staring at the bed of witchblood she had planted in an

al cove on the Angelline estate. Did you know that if you sing to themcorrectly, they'll tell you
t he nanes of the ones who have gone?

Even dried into a poison, did the plants tell Wtch the names of the ones who were gone?

Locki ng away the nenories, along with his heart, Daenon concentrated on naking the antidote.

"Maeve, " Jaenelle said, "get sone basic plasters ready. W'll have to draw out sone of the poison
Morghann, | want you to | eave the room Don't cone back for any reason until | tell you."
" But —

Jaenel |l e just | ooked at her

Mor ghann hurried out of the room

"May | stay?" Khary asked quietly. "You three will be involved in the healing. You'll need a free
pair of hands to fetch things."

"This won't be easy, Lord Khardeen," Jaenelle said.

Khary paled a little. "She's ny Sister, too."

Jaenel | e nodded her consent, then | eaned over the bed and said so softly Daenon was sure he was
the only one close enough to hear, "Arms or |egs, Karla?"

The answer, if she got one, was private-Sister to Sister. But it began a healing so gruesonme he
desperately hoped he woul d never witness anything like it again.

12 /| Kael eer

Kaelas listened to the sounds coming fromthe roomand snarled silently. The G een-Jewel ed Eyrien
Warlord Prince was mating with the pale fenale, the young Priestess. Her cries disturbed him They
were not |ike the sounds the Lady nmade with Daenon. There was fear and pain in these sounds.

He al nost slipped through the Geen shield the nal e had placed around the room al nost decided to
repay Morton's death with a fast kill instead of the kind of death that was owed when the female
cried, "But | helped you. | hel ped you! "

Renenberi ng KaeAskavi's she-kitten, who was now an orphan, and all the other pale humans that had
bel onged to Lady Karla and were now dead, Kaelas took a step back. The femal e had foul ed her own
den, had brought in poisoned neat. She deserved this winged nmale for a nmate.

Careful not to disturb the Green shield and alert the male, he placed a Red shield around the
room caging the humans. He added a Red psychic shield so that when the male noticed he was
trapped, he wouldn't be able to warn the other w nged nal es.

Slipping out of the building, Kaelas paused, listened. There were nore wi nged nales than cats, but
that didn't matter. The Green-Jeweled Warlord Prince was the only one of the wi nged nmal es who wore
one of the dark Jewels, and he was already caged. Anong the cats here, Kaelas was the only one who
wore a Red Jewel, but the shields fromthe Qpal, Geen, and Sapphire Jewels the others wore woul d
protect themwhile they attacked with teeth and cl aws.

*Now, * Kael as sai d.

Silent, invisible, the cats spread out and went hunti ng.

Chapter Twel ve
1 / Kael eer

Luci var and Fal onar stood back at a prudent distance and watched the wonen at archery practice.
Hal | evar stood a few feet behind the wonen, giving instructions that could be heard in the stil
morning air as clearly as the smack of sticks coming fromthe arnms practice field.

The weat her had turned overni ght, bringing the warm prom se of spring. It wouldn't last, but while
it did, Lucivar intended to have the wonen on the practice field for a couple of hours every
nmorning. This was the first day they were actually aining an arrow at a target. Watching them
woul d have been anusing if he hadn't felt so edgy.

A day and a hal f had passed since Daenon's order to "stay put and stand guard" had been rel ayed
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through the First Circle—an order which, a couple of hours later, had been reinforced by Jaenelle.
The only other nmessage he had received had been equally brief: Karla had been poi soned and Mrton
was m ssing.

He woul d have di sregarded the order if Daenon hadn't been with Jaenelle, but he knew that if
anyone coul d protect the Queen better than he could, it was the Sadist.

So he'd stayed... and watched... and waited.

Fal onar huffed out a breath as a spattering of arrows nmade a pathetic attenpt to reach the
targets. "Do you really think they can do this?" he asked doubtfully.

Luci var snorted. "During your first six nonths in the hunting canps, you couldn't hit anything
smal l er than the side of a mountain.”

Fal onar just |ooked at him "But | didn't whine about taking up tine that could be used to air out
the beddi ng. What's the point of pretending they can use a—shit." That when a wonan with a bow
fully drawn started to turn toward Hal |l evar as he added instructions. Hallevar |eaped forward and
shoved her so that the arrow skittered along the grass instead of into the woman next to her

Luci var and Fal onar both winced at the |anguage Hall evar used to explain that little error

"Do you see?" Fal onar demanded.

"Hal l evar didn't learn to |l eap |like that because this was the first tine sonmeone had done

sonmet hing so stupid," Lucivar replied. He paused, then added, "What's really biting your ass about
t hi s?"

Fal onar scuffed a boot over the ground. "If we aren't the warriors and protectors, we don't have
much to offer—until a woman is looking for a stud. And that's not easy to stomach."”

"Can you cook?" Lucivar asked mldly.

Fal onar glared at him "OF course | can cook. Any Eyrien who's been in the hunting canps knows how
to do rough-and-ready cooking."

Luci var nodded. "Then relax. Just because a woman knows how to catch her own di nner doesn't nean
she's going to grow balls any nore than you're going to grow tits just because you know how to
cook it." He watched Surreal put an arrow into the outer ring of the target and smled. "Do you
want to go over and tell her you don't think she's capable of handling a bow?"

"Not while she's got a weapon in her hand," Fal onar nuttered.

They junped when one of the wonen |let out a |oud yelp.

Luci var rel axed when he noticed the way Hal |l evar was rubbing one hand over his nouth and t he woman
was surreptitiously rubbing her forearm agai nst her right breast.

"Five minutes of free practice,” Hallevar called before hurrying toward the other two nen.

"What happened?" Fal onar denanded.

"Damedest thing," Hallevar said, breaking into a wide grin. "Didn't think to warn them about it
‘cause... well, Hell's fire, I've never had to consider it before. How was | supposed to know you
could catch a tit with a bowstring?"

"Catch a— Fal onar | ooked at the wonmen—who had all turned to glare at the nmen. He | ooked at the
ground and cl eared his throat—-several tines. "Bet it stings."

Lucivar felt his jaw nmuscles cranp with the effort to keep fromlaughing. "Yes, I"'msure it does.
| didn't think to warn Marian when | taught her, and |I'd already worked with Jaenel |l e. But
Marian's got ... a bit nore chest."

Fal onar choked.

Hal | evar just nodded solemmly. "That's a fine, respectful way to phrase it—especially when there's
a handful of wonen out there who might just get nmad enough to actually hit something if you
phrased it any other way."

"Precisely," Lucivar said dryly. "Wrk themthrough one nore quiver and—

He was running toward the arns practice field before the first panicked scream coul d be drowned
out by furious shouts. He | eaped up on the I ow stone wall that separated the two fields. Ice
fornmed around his heart when he saw Kael as give a G een-Jewel ed Eyrien Warlord Prince a casua
swat that opened up the back of one thigh. The ice becane a painful cage when he saw Rot hvar and
Zaranar running toward the stranger wi th weapons drawn.

*NO * he shouted on a spear thread. I'Il gut any nman who rai ses a weapon!*

They skidded to a stop, their shock at his order rivaling their fury. But they, and the other nen
on the practice field, obeyed.

"Help me!" the stranger yelled as he swng his war bl ade at Kaelas, trying to keep the cat in
front of himwhile he |inped backward toward the other nen. "Dam you all to the bowels of Hell
help ne!l"

Luci var turned, |ooked back at the wonen. *Marian, take all the wonen up to our eyrie. Cose the
shutters.*

*Luci var, what—=*
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*Do it!*

He strode toward the | oose circle of men, Falonar and Hallevar right behind him A gut-sick
satisfaction filled himas he watched how easily Kael as dodged the stranger's attenpts to

count erattack—and he wondered what the other nen would say if they knew he had been the one who
had taught the cat how to nove with and agai nst human weapons.

As soon as the Eyrien shifted into a fighting stance, Kaelas charged. The speed and the sheer

wei ght behind the charge knocked the man back several feet. The claws ripped open the Eyrien's
shoul ders and foll owed through down the arnms, |eaving them usel ess. The cat | eaped away and began
lazily circling a man barely able to get to his feet.

Fal onar | ooked behind them and cursed softly, viciously. Turning and opening his wings to hide the
practice field, he snarled, "Go back with the other wonen."

"Don't give ne any of that—eh, shit," Surreal said as she dodged Fal onar and got a good | ook at
the man and cat.

Kael as continued the light, alnost playful swats, inflicting surface wounds that would slowy

bl eed out his prey. He continued until the Eyrien stranger spread his torn wings and tried to fly.
The cat |leaped with the man, then | anded lightly. The man, with his back ripped open, fel

heavi l y.

"Mot her Night," Surreal whispered, "he's playing with that nman."

"He's playing," Lucivar said grinmly as nerves twisted his belly, "but it's not a game. This is an
Arcerian execution."

Surreal understood before Falonar did. Lucivar saw her face tighten—and he saw her eyes fill with
cool professional interest.

"Yasl ana, " Fal onar war ned.

Luci var sensed the growi ng tension in the other nen and knew it woul dn't be |ong before one of

t hem di sobeyed his order and joined the "fight." He started to nove cl oser

Kael as rmust have sensed it, too, because the playful ness ended. The Eyrien stranger screaned as
the claws ripped his chest open, ripped his thighs to the bone.

"Kael as,"” Lucivar said firmy, "that's—= He felt the crackle of Red-Jewel ed power as the paw

| ashed out again. The object flew at himso fast, he instinctively caught it before it slanmed
into his chest. For a second or two, Lucivar stared at the head that had been severed at the base
of the neck. Then he dropped it.

"Mt her Night," Surreal said softly.

The Eyrien's right hand, with its G een-Jeweled ring, sailed through the air and pl opped on the
ground next to the head.

Wth a full-throated snarl of rage, Kaelas gutted the nman, then defecated in the open belly before

novi ng away fromthe corpse. Finally, he |ooked at Lucivar. *That one is still inside ... for the
Hi gh Lord.*
Lucivar tried to swallow Kaelas had deliberately not finished the kill. *Wy?*

*He killed Mdrton,* Kaelas replied, making the effort to use a communication thread that could be
heard by all the humans present. *And he killed the pale humans that belonged to Lady Karl a.*
Fury washed through Lucivar, a cleansing fire. *Were?*

An i mage appeared in his mnd, oddly focused but clear enough for himto identify the place. *My
t hanks, Brother,* he said, using a spear thread directed specifically at the cat.

Kael as | eaped, caught the Wnds, and di sappear ed.

"I'"ve done a lot of things as an assassin," Surreal said, hooking her hair behind her ears, "but
I"ve never shit on the body. |Is that sone kind of feline quirk?"

"I't's the way Arcerians show contenpt for an eneny," Lucivar said. He | ooked at Fal onar, who
seermed to be fighting not to be sick. A quick glance was enough to confirmthat nmost of the nen
were doing the sane, despite their experience on battlefields. "I don't recognize him Do you?"
Fal onar shook his head.

"l do," Rothvar said heavily as he approached them "When he found out | was imrgrating to

Kael eer, he offered ne a place in his conpany. Said he wasn't going to have to lick any bitch's
boots, that he'd be ruling a fine piece of land before a year was out. | never liked him so
said no. But..." He glanced at the head, then away. "I heard... thought | heard... Did the cat
speak true?"

"He wouldn't lie." Lucivar took a deep breath. "Falonar, select four men to go with us." Looking
around, he realized Surreal was no | onger with them

Fal onar turned, too, and swore. "Dam it, she's probably off soneplace puking her guts—

Surreal |eaped over the |ow stone wall and trotted toward them a |arge, dented netal bucket in
one hand. Wen they just |ooked at her, she huffed and said tartly to Lucivar, "Wre you planning
to tuck that thing under your armto take it to the Hi gh Lord?"
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Lucivar smled reluctantly. "Thanks, Surreal."
still hesitated.
She didn't. Wth another huff, she dunped the head and hand into the bucket, then covered the
bucket with a piece of dark cloth.
The men wi nced. She snarled at them
Seeing the wariness in Falonar's eyes, Lucivar said, "You have your orders, Prince."
Fal onar and Rothvar left with nore speed than discretion.
"Tell me he hasn't done as nuch on a battlefield," Surreal said with a hint of bitterness. "I
suppose everything would have been just fine if I'd clung to his arm and begged for snelling
salts.”
"Don't condemm himout of hand," Lucivar said quietly. "He isn't used to a wonan |ike you."
Surreal turned on him "And what kind of wonman is that?"
"A Dea al Mon witch."

He hesitated. His hands were already bl oody, but he

Her smile came slowy, but it was genuine. "I suppose | should have been nore tactful." She waved
a hand at the bucket, then hesitated. "I'd like to go with you."
"No. | want you to stay here with the other wonmen."

Her eyes frosted. "Wy?"

Abruptly inpatient, he snarled, "Because you wear the Gray, and | trust you." He waited until he
knew she understood. "My eyrie has Ebon-gray shields, but Marian can key them Don't |et anyone in
that she doesn't know—for any reason. |'ll be back as soon as | can."

Surreal nodded. "All right. But you be careful. If you get hurt, I'll snmack you."

Lucivar waited until she was out of earshot before he waved Hall evar over to him "Send Pal anar to
my nother's house. He's to escort Lady Luthvian to ny eyrie w thout delay."

Hal | evar shifted uneasily. "She'll take a strip out of the boy."

"Tell her it's an order fromthe Warlord Prince of Ebon Ri h," Lucivar said. "Then | want you to
keep an eye open around here. If you see anything, hear anything, sense anything you don't I|ike,
you send one of the boys to the Keep and the other to the Hall for help. The wolf pack will also
keep watch. If you see anyone who doesn't live right here, whether you knew themwell in Terreille
or not, treat themas an eneny. Understand?"

Noddi ng, Hallevar went off to attend his duties.

A short time later, Lucivar and five of his nen were flying toward the Keep

2 | Kael eer

Luci var set the netal bucket on the opposite end of the worktable and wat ched Saetan pour fresh
blood into a bowl of simrering liquid. "I thought you would be at the Hall, waiting for the
reports to cone in."
"Draca sent for ne,"
"Morton is dead."
Saetan's hand hesitated a nmonment, then resumed stirring. "I know "
Luci var tensed, then said cautiously, "He's in the Dark Real n?"
"No, he's here. That's why Draca sent for me. He cane to report."

Saetan replied, lightly stirring the bow's contents. "Wat brings you here?"

Luci var paced restlessly. "Good. 1'll talk to himbefore—

"No. "

The i npl acable tone in Saetan's voice stopped himfor a nonment. "I don't care if he's denon-dead
now. "

"He does." Saetan's voice gentled. "He doesn't want to see you, Lucivar. Not any of you."

"Why in the name of Hell not?" Lucivar shouted.

Saetan snarled. "Do you think it's easy making the transition? Do you think anything will be the
same for hinf? He's dead, Lucivar. He's a young man who will never do a great nmany things now, who
is no |l onger who and what he used to be. There are reasons why the dead renain, for the nost part,
anong t he dead."

Luci var resumed his pacing. "lIt's not like the First Circle isn't used to being around the denon-
dead. "

"You didn't know t hem when they wal ked anong the living," Saetan said softly. "There were no ties
with themthat needed to be cut. Yes, the ties do need to be cut,"” he said, overriding Lucivar's
protest. "The living have to nove on—and so do the dead. If you can't respect that, at |east
respect the fact that he needs time to adjust before he has to deal with the rest of you."

Luci var swore softly. "How bad... ?"

Saet an set the spoon down and noved to the other end of the table. "The wounds aren't visible when
he's dressed. In fact, they wouldn't have been fatal if the arrows hadn't been poi soned.™
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"Poi soned, " Lucivar said flatly as he stared down at the bucket.

"There's not much Morton could tell you, and without nmore information, even what he knows doesn't
hel p us much."

Luci var pointed at the bucket. "You nmay find your answers in there."

Saetan |lifted the dark cloth, |ooked inside the bucket, then let the cloth drop

"Kael as," Lucivar said, answering the unspoken question

"I see," Saetan said quietly. "You're returning to Ebon Ri h?"

Luci var shook his head. "I'mtaking a few nen to the Dark Altar in Gacia to | ook around, see if
there are any answers there.”

"Qur Queen's order was quite direct,’
"I'"ll risk her anger."

Saet an nodded. "Then, as Steward of the Court, | formally request that you go to the Dark Altar in
d acia to determ ne what happened. "

"I don't need to hide behind your title," Lucivar snapped.

Saetan smiled dryly. "I"'mdoing this as nmuch for Jaenelle as for you. This way, she can gracefully
back away from having to confront you about disobeying a direct order."

"Ch. In that case...'

Saetan said mldly.

"CGet going, boyo. Report to nme at the Hall. And Prince Yaslana," Saetan added when Lucivar reached
the door, "remenber G acia isn't your territory. You're not the law there."
"Yes, sir, I'll renenber. W just witness and report."

3 /| Kael eer

Seeing the guarded look in Marian's eyes and the way Luthvian nmanaged to convey silently her

di sapproval of her son's choice of a wife, Surreal wondered how pissed off Lucivar would be if
they took his nother into the garden and used her for target practice.

"How di d you manage to bake anything this nmorning?" Nurian, the journeynmaid Heal er, asked as she
accepted a nutcake fromthe plate Marian was passing around. "And how do you get anything else
done after these norning workouts?"

"Ch," Marian said with a shy smle, "I'"mused to it by now, and—=

"You're a Healer," Luthvian interrupted, giving Nurian a cool stare. "Your finding it difficult to
practice a demanding Craft after these workouts is understandable. But they're hardly an excuse
for neglecting one's duties when you're talking about hearth Craft. After all—=

"I'f you'll excuse us," Surreal said, hauling Luthvian to her feet. "There's sonething Lady

Lut hvian and | need to discuss."

"Let go of ne," Luthvian snarled as Surreal dragged her out of the room "You don't treat a Bl ack
W dow Heal er |ike she was—

"A hearth-witch?" Surreal said with venonbus sweetness as she shoved Luthvian into the garden
"Exactly," Luthvian replied darkly. "But | don't suppose a whore—

"Shut up, bitch," Surreal said too quietly.

Lut hvi an sucked in air. "You forget your place!"

"No, sugar, that's exactly what |I'mnot forgetting. You may belong to a higher caste, but ny
Jewel s outrank yours. | figure that evens things out—at least within the famly. You don't |ike
me, and that suits ne just fine because | don't like you either."

"Crossing a Black Wdow isn't wise," Luthvian said softly.

"Crossing an assassin isn't wise either." Surreal sniled when Luthvian's eyes widened. "So let's
make this sinple. If you make one nore di sparagi ng remark about Marian, |'m going to bang your
face against the wall until sone sense gets knocked into you."

"What do you think Lucivar would say about that? Luthvian's voice sounded certain, but there was
doubt in her eyes.

"Ch," Surreal replied, "I don't think Lucivar would say anything to ne." Watching the verba
thrust hit the mark, she felt a brief noment of pity for Luthvian. The woman drove peopl e away,
and then seened bewi |l dered to find herself al one.

"He coul d have done better," Luthvian grunbled. "He didn't have to settle for a Purple Dusk hearth-
witch.”

Surreal studied Luthvian. "This doesn't have anything to do with Lucivar, does it? You're
enbarrassed because your son narried a hearth-witch. Marian is just a gentle, caring worman who

| oves hi m and whose presence nmakes him happy. If he had married a Bl ack Wdow Heal er and was

m serable, well, that woul d have been all right because he had married a woman worthy of a Warlord
Prince. Right?" Besides, she added silently, the Hi gh Lord approves of his son's choice. Wich
she suspected, was the ngjor reason Luthvian never woul d. "Renenber what | said, Luthvian." She
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started to wal k away.
"Just because the High Lord tolerates your using the SabDi abl o nane doesn't change what you

were—and still are,” Luthvian said nastily.
Surreal |ooked over her shoulder. "No," she said, "it doesn't. You would do well to renenber that,
too."

4 | Kael eer

Lucivar felt the tingle of residual power the nonent he stepped off the |anding web. Wile the
other Eyriens stared at the dead bodies and muttered uneasily, he kept his eyes on the pressed-
down snow a few feet in front of him He noved toward it, then skirted around it.

"What ?" Fal onar asked as he avoi ded the spot, too.

"Morton died there," Lucivar said quietly.

"He's not the only one who died," Rothvar said grimy, |ooking at the savaged Eyrien corpses.

"No, he's not the only one," Lucivar replied. But he's the one | watched grow froma decent youth
into a fine man. "Rothvar, you and Endar—

If he hadn't spent the past eight years living around kindred, he never would have picked up that
particul ar psychic scent—and woul dn't have known the Arcerian cats were there until it was far too
| ate.

He scanned the village roofs with a seeningly casual eye while he quietly sank to the depth of his
Ebon-gray Jewel and probed the area. Eight Arcerians. Two of them Warlord Princes. Al of them
weari ng darker Jewel s.

"Keep your hands away from your weapons," Lucivar said, keeping his voice | ow and even. "W've got
conpany."” Moving slowy, he unbelted the short wool cape and opened it to expose his chest and the
Ebon-gray Jewel that hung fromthe chain around his neck. He held his arns out, away fromhis
weapons. "l am Lucivar Yaslana," he said in a loud voice. "I belong to the Lady. And these nmal es
belong to ne."

*|''m not sensing anything,* Falonar said on a Sapphire spear thread.

*Ki ndred don't usually announce their presence,* Lucivar said dryly. *Especially the Arcerians.*
*Mother Night!* Fal onar | ooked at the savaged Eyrien bodies. *Those cats are still here? How
many ?*

*Ei ght of them Let's hope they decide we're friends, or this is going to turn into a ness.*
Lucivar waited until his arnms began to ache. Finally there was a wary psychic touch. *You are

Kael as's Brother,* said a grow ing voice.

*And he is ny Brother,* Lucivar replied. He | owered his arns.

*Why are you here?* the cat denanded.

*To stand witness for the Lady.*

A long pause. *Kaelas told us to guard this place so that no nore bad meat cones through the
Gate. *

Luci var hoped the cats watching himthought the shiver was due to the cold and not the reference
to Eyriens being "bad neat." *Kaelas is w se.*

*You | ook and then go.* That wasn't a question

Luci var turned toward his nen. He raised his voice to nmake sure the nearest Arcerian cat would
hear the orders. "Raise basic shields."

Fi ve nen gave him bl ank | ooks foll owed by sw ft conprehension. Protective shields snapped up
around t hem

* WIIl these shields protect us?* Fal onar asked Lucivar, using a Sapphire thread so that the other
men coul dn't hear him

*No, * Lucivar replied shortly. "Wapons to hand.” He called in his Eyrien war bl ade, then nodded
when the others followed his exanple. "Kohlvar, you and Endar keep watch at the |andi ng web.

Rot hvar and Zaranar, take the left side of the village. Falonar, with me." *And if one of the
Arcerians actually shows hinself, give himthe sane courtesy you woul d give any other warrior,* he
added on a general spear thread.

They noved slowy, carefully, fully aware that the cats watched every novenent, every gesture
"How did those cats manage to kill this many Eyriens w thout anyone soundi ng an al arn?" Fal onar
asked quietly when they had checked half the houses on their side of the village. It was obvious
that a nunber of the nmen hadn't suspected a thing before the attack

"When an Arcerian is hunting, you don't usually know he's there until he kills you," Lucivar
replied absently as he quickly checked through another house. There was evidence of at |east
mnimal fighting in all the houses, but that had been G aci an agai nst Eyrien. "That nakes them
very efficient.”
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When they reached the living quarters in the Sanctuary, they both stared at the young Priestess—eor
what was left of her.

"Hell's fire," Falonar said, disgust filling his voice as he backed away fromthe door. "Well, |
guess gang rape is a kind of slow execution. But why keep just this one? And why beat her to death
when they'd probably already done enough to kill her?"

"Because the other women fought, while this one expected a different kind of reward," Lucivar
replied. Wien Falonar stared at himwith horror-filled eyes, he laughed, a |ow, nasty sound. "You
spent enough tine in the Terreillean courts to know how to get dirty, Prince Fal onar. Soneone had
to help that Green-Jewel ed bastard go through the Gate to get back to Terreille—er at |east keep
the old Priestess fromrealizing the Gate was being used w t hout her know edge or consent. As for

the beating ... | guess when the bastard realized he was trapped in here, he needed to take it out
on somneone. "
"The cat didn't kill himslow enough,” Falonar muttered, turning away fromthe room "Not nearly

sl ow enough. "

| imagine the High Lord will know how to extract the final paynent for the debt, Lucivar thought,
but he didn't tell Falonar that.

As they left the Sanctuary, Zaranar nade a "cone here" gesture.

"Rothvar's at the back door," Zaranar said uneasily. "I think you should handle this. Al we've
done is keep an eye on the doors," he added quickly.

Bef ore Lucivar could nove, Kohlvar sent an urgent nessage. *Prince, there's a dacian at the

I andi ng web who says he's Lady Karla's Master of the Guard. He's got forty guards with him*
*Tell himto stay put,* Lucivar replied sharply as he and Fal onar headed for the back of the
house. *1'Ill talk to himin a few m nutes.*

Bef ore he reached the back door, he could hear the nervous snarls coning frominside the house.
Rot hvar stepped aside. Lucivar started to go in, then stopped abruptly.

The Arcerian Warlord was alnost full-grown, so there wasn't rmuch roomin the small kitchen for a
cat his size to pace. On the table was an odd assortnment of food. On the floor was a goat, neatly
killed.

When Lucivar took a step toward the goat, the cat pounced on it and snarl ed.

*M ne,* the cat said.

"Al'l right," Lucivar replied nildly.

The cat seened puzzled by his easy agreenent. *Paynent for work.*

Interesting, Lucivar thought. Was this a kindred testing of a human idea? "Since you're guardi ng
this place instead of hunting, it's fair that you be paid with neat."”

Relaxing a little, the cat |ooked at the table. So did Lucivar. There wasn't anything on it he

t hought a cat would want to eat. "lIs that also paynent for work?"

*Human food.* The cat nade it sound nore |ike a hopeful question

"Yes, it is."

*A she-kitten would like this food?*

Luci var rubbed his chin. "I don't know. "

The cat growl ed, but the sound was filled with discouragenent. *W burned sone neat for her, but
she would not eat.* He winkled his lips to indicate what he thought of ruining good neat by
cooking it. *I prom sed to bring human food.*

A chill whispered down Lucivar's spine. "A child survived this place?"

*Yes. The she-kitten. KaeAskavi's friend.* The cat studied him then asked hesitantly, *You will
hel p?*

Luci var blinked away tears that would only confuse the cat. "Yes, | will help."

5 | Kael eer

"Did we do the right thing?" Daenon asked as he and Lucivar air wal ked above the deep snow toward
the place that was designated as an official |anding web. They weren't making that effort just to
avoid floundering in waist-high snow, tracks m ght have shown an eneny where the Arcerian dens
wer e | ocat ed.

"What el se could we do?" Lucivar replied wearily. "The girl has |ost her nother, her village,
everyone she knew. KaeAskavi's the only friend she has left. There are pockets of fighting going
on throughout d acia, so placing her in another village... There's no guarantee she would survive
the next tine a place is attacked. Marian and | would take her to live with us, but ..."

Daenon shook his head. "You were right about that. She wouldn't be able to handl e bei ng around
Eyriens right now " Wich was why Lucivar had insisted that Daenon cone with himto Arceria in the
first place.
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"And we can't take her anywhere else," Lucivar added grimy. "Not until we know if this attack was
part of Hobart's attenpt to regain control of Gacia or if it's sonething nore. You said the girl
was physically all right.”

"She sprained an ankle, but the Arcerian Healers have the Craft to take care of injured |inbs.

O her than that, she was... unharned." He couldn't say the word "rape." He would never forget the
fear that had jolted through hi mwhen he had crawl ed into that den and seen Delia—fair-haired,

bl ue-eyed, ten-year-old Delia. She didn't |ook anything |ike Jaenelle, except in coloring, but
that had been enough to cause the nenories of what had happened in Chaillot thirteen years ago to
come rushing back at him Hs hands had trenbled as he'd cautiously exanined her for injuries, as
he had used a delicate psychic probe to answer that particular question. Hi s hands had al so
trenbl ed because she had been gripping a stuffed toy cat in one hand and a fistful of KaeAskavi's
fur in the other—which neant the cat had been literally breathing down his neck. It was the way
she had held on to KaeAskavi that had forced himto | eave her there. She needed to feel safe in
order to heal —and snuggling up to four hundred pounds of nuscle and fur obviously nmade her fee
very safe.

Lucivar rested a hand on Daenon's shoul der. "A few weeks anbng the Arcerians won't hurt her. At

| east this way she can be 'nothered without feeling like she's letting soneone take her nother's
pl ace."

Daenon nodded. "Are you going back to Ebon Ri h?" He had been planning to go to the Keep since
Jaenell e was on her way there with Karla and Mrghann

Luci var shook his head. "The Hi gh Lord asked me to report to himat the Hall. This side trip has
del ayed that report for a couple of days, so |'d better get ny ass there before he decides to take
a piece out of it."

"Then I'Il go with you."

When they reached the place where they could catch the Wnds, Lucivar hesitated. "How is Karla? |
didn't get to see her before they left for the Keep."

Daenon stared at the unbroken snow. "She'll live. Jaenelle thinks she can heal the | egs enough for
Karla to wal k again."

"Jaenel | e thinks she can?" Lucivar paled. "Mdther N ght, Daenon, if Jaenelle isn't sure, what was
done—

"Don't ask," Daenmpon said too sharply. He nmade an effort to soften his voice. "Don't ask. I|...
don't want to talk about it." But this was Lucivar who was asking, so he tried. "There's no
antidote for w tchbl ood. The poison had to be drawn into sone part of the body in order to save
the internal organs and then drawn out. It ... killed a lot of the nuscle, and that nuscle had to
be..." H s gorge rose as he thought of the withered Iinbs that had been healthy | egs.

"Let it go," Lucivar said gently. "Let it go."

They both took a coupl e of unsteady breaths before Daenon said, "The sooner we nmake our reports,
the sooner we can go hone." For him hone wasn't a place, it was a person—and right then, he
needed to know that Jaenelle was safe.

6/ Terreille

"Kartane sent a report." Dorothea carefully selected a piece of sugared fruit, took a bite, and
chewed slowy just to nake Hekatah wait.

"And?" Hekatah finally asked. "Has the Gate in G acia been secured for our use? Is the village
ready for our hand-pi cked inmi grants?”

Dor ot hea sel ected another piece of fruit. This time she gave it a couple of delicate licks before
answering. "The villagers were elimnated. So were the Eyriens."

"What ? How?"

"The nmessenger who net with Kartane couldn't find out what happened to the Eyriens, only that they
had killed the villagers and had, in turn, been killed." She paused. "Lord Hobart's dead as well."

Hekat ah stood perfectly still. "And the bitch-Queen, Karla? Was that, at |east, successful ?"
Dor ot hea shrugged. "She di sappeared during the fighting. But since Uka died rather..
dramatically... one would assume she consuned the poison."

"Then that's the end of her," Hekatah said with a little smle of satisfaction. "Even if someone
manages to figure out an antidote for the Hayllian poison in time, the witch-blood will finish

t hi ngs. "

"Qur plans for dacia are also finished. O hasn't that occurred to you?"

Hekat ah waved t hat away. "Considering what we have achieved, that's a mnor inconvenience."
Dor ot hea dropped the fruit back into the bow. "W've achi eved nothi ng*."

"You' re becom ng inflexible, Dorothea," Hekatah said with venonous sweetness. "You're starting to
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act as old as you |ook."

Dor ot hea' s bl ood pounded in her temples, and she want ed—eh, how she wanted—+o unl eash just a
little of the feelings that had been growi ng nore virulent. She hated Hekatah, but she al so needed
the bitch. So she sat back and inflicted a wound that woul d hurt nmuch deeper than any physica
blow. "At least | still have all ny hair. That bald patch is starting to ooze, dearest."

Hekat ah automatically lifted a hand to cover the spot. Wth effort, she lowered it before it
reached her head.

The inmpotent hatred in Hekatah's dull gold eyes scared Dorothea a little but also produced a sense
of vicious satisfaction.

"W can nmake do with sneaking through the other Gates," Hekatah said. "W have sonething better
now. "

"And what is that?" Dorothea asked politely.

"The excuse we needed to start the war." Hekatah's snmile was pure mal evol ence.

"I see," Dorothea said, returning the snmile

"The imm grants we had picked to replace the villagers will go to d aci a—fust as they woul d have
if Hobart had given us that village as paynent for our assistance. W'll also add a few inmgrants
fromother Terreillean Territories. The escorts will be nales who don't know where the origina
village was | ocated. Only the Coach drivers will be told where to drop off the happy fanilies—and
that won't be anywhere near a settled area, so there won't be any chance of detection. The escorts
will, of course, be dismayed to see no sign of a village waiting for inhabitants.” A dreany | ook
filled Hekatah's eyes. "The conpany of Eyrien warriors who will be waiting for themw || take care
of things. The slaughter will be ... horrible. But there will be a couple of survivors who wll
manage to escape. They'll live long enough to get back to Little Terreille and tell a few people
about how Terreilleans are being butchered in Kaeleer. And they'll live long enough to say that
two men had been giving the orders—a Hayllian and an Eyrien."

"No one in Terreille will think it's anyone but Sadi and Yasl ana," Dorothea said gleefully.
"They'll think the H gh Lord ordered the attack and sent his sons to oversee it."

"Exactly."

"Which will prove that all my warnings were justified. And once people start wondering why there
has been no word fromfriends or |oved ones..." Dorothea sank back in her chair with a sigh of

pl easure. Then she straightened up reluctantly. "W still have to find a way to contain Jaenelle
Angel line."

"Ch, with the proper incentive, she'll willingly place herself in our hands."

Dor ot hea snorted. "Wat kind of incentive would nmake her do that?"

"Usi ng soneone she |loves as bait."

7 | Kael eer

Chilled to the bone, Saetan listened to Lucivar's and Daenon's reports. He would have liked to
beli eve Lord Hobart had hired a conpany of Eyriens to help himseize control of G acia, would have
liked to believe Morton's death and the attack on Karla were strictly a @ acian concern. But he'd
had other reports in the past twenty-four hours. Two District Queens in Dharo had been kill ed,
along with their escorts. A nmob of |andens had attacked a kindred wolf pack that had recently
fornmed around a young Queen. Wiile the nales were dealing with that threat, sone Bl ood had
outflanked them killed the Queen, and vani shed, |eaving the |andens behind to be slaughtered by
the enraged nmales. In Scelt, a Warlord Prince, a youth still not quite old enough to rmake the

O fering to the Darkness, had been found behind the tavern in his hone village. H s throat had
been slit.

Even nore troubling, Kalush had been attacked while wal king through a park in Tajrana, her own
capital city. The only reason neither she nor her infant daughter had been harmed was because her
attackers couldn't break through the protective shield around her—the Ebony shield that was in the
ring Jaenell e had given her—and because Aaron, alerted by the link through the R ng of Honor he
wore, had arrived riding the killing edge and had destroyed the attackers with a savagery that
bordered on insanity.

It didn't take any effort to see the pattern, especially since he recognized it. Fifty thousand
years slipped away as if they had never existed. It m ght have been Andul var and Mephis sitting
there, voicing their concerns about swift, seenmingly randomattacks to a man who had insisted

that, as a Guardian, he could no longer interfere with the affairs of the living. He was still a
Quardi an, but he was too entangled in the affairs of the living to obey the rules Guardi ans abi ded
by.

They were going to war.
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He wondered if Daenon and Lucivar realized it yet.

And he wondered how nmany | oved ones he would have to assist through the transition to becomn ng
denon-dead this time—and how many woul d di sappear without a trace. Like Andulvar's son, Ravenar

Li ke his own son, his second son, Peyton

"Fat her?" Daenon said quietly.

He realized they were both watching himintently, but it was Daenon he focused on. The son who was
a mrror, who was his true heir. The son he understood the best—and the |east.

Before he could start to tell them about the other attacks, Beal e knocked on the study door and
wal ked i n.

"Forgive the intrusion, High Lord," Beale said, "but there's a Warlord here to see you. He has a
letter."

"Then take the letter. | don't want to be disturbed at the nonment."

"l suggested that, H gh Lord. He said he needs to deliver it in person."

Saetan waited a noment. "Very well."

Luci var sprang out of his chair and positioned hinmself so that he would flank anyone standi ng near
the desk. Daenon rose and resettled hinmself on a corner of the desk

The intense warrior and the indolent nmale. Saetan inmagi ned they had played t hese rol es before—and
pl ayed themwell. Wth Lucivar's tenmper so close to the surface, the attenti on woul d be on hi mbut
the death bl ow woul d cone from Daenon.

The Warl ord who entered the study was pal e, nervous, and sweating. He pal ed even nore when he saw
Luci var and Daenon.

Saet an wal ked around the desk. "You have a letter for nme?"

The Warlord swal |l oned hard. "Yes, sir." He extended an envelope, the ink a little sneared fromhis
hands.

Saet an probed the envel ope. Found nothing. No trace of a spell. No trace of poison. He took it and
| ooked at the Warl ord.

"I found that in the guest room desk this norning,’
there.”

Saet an | ooked at the envel ope. There was nothing on it except his nane. "So you found it this
norning. |Is that significant?"

the man said hurriedly. "I didn't know it was

"I hope not. | nean— The nan took a deep breath, made an effort to steady hinself. "Lord Magstrom
is—was—Ay wife's grandfather. He came to visit us last fall, just before... Well, before. He
seened di sturbed about sonething, but we weren't paying nuch attention. My wife... W had just

found out for sure that she was pregnhant. She'd had a mi scarriage the year before, and we were
concerned that it m ght happen again. The Heal er says she has to be careful."

Why was the nan pleading with hin? "Is your wife well?"

"Yes, thank you, she is, but she's had to be careful. G andfather Magstromdidn't mention the

letter. At least, | don't remenber himnentioning it, and then, after he... was killed..." The
man's hands trenbled. "I hope it wasn't sonething urgent. As soon as | found it, | knew | had to
come right away. | hope it wasn't urgent."

"I"'msure it's not," Saetan replied gently. "I expect it's just the usual information Lord

Magstrom sent ne after a service fair—a confirmation nore than anything el se."
The man's relief was visible.

Saetan gl anced at the Warlord's Yellow Jewel. "May | offer you the use of a Coach to take you
honme?"

"Ch, | don't want to put you through any bother."

"I't's no bother—and with a driver who can ride the darker Wnds, you'll be hone in tinme to have

dinner with your Lady."

The Warlord hesitated a nonent |onger. "Thank you. |I—don't like to be away fromher too long." He
| ooked a little sheepish. "She says | fuss."

Saetan sniled. "You're going to become a father. You're entitled to fuss.”" He led the man out of
the study, gave Beal e instructions about the Coach, and returned to Daenon and Lucivar. Using the
| etter opener on his desk, he carefully slit the envel ope. He called in his half-noon gl asses,
opened the letter, and began to read.

"You got reports from Magstrom about the service fair?" Lucivar asked, accepting the glass of
brandy Daenon poured for him

"No." And the nore he read, the Iess he liked receiving this one. As he read the letter a second
tinme, he barely listened to Daenon's and Lucivar's conversation—dntil Daenon sai d sonething that
caught his attention. "What did you say?"

"I said Lord Magstrom had indicated that he was going to send letters to sonme of the Queens
outside of Little Terreille," Daenon repeated, swirling the brandy in his glass. "But after Jorva
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took over handling nmy inmigration, | was told that the Queens outside of Little Terreille wouldn't
consi der a Bl ack-Jewel ed Warlord Prince."

Luci var snorted. "Jorval probably arranged for the letters not to be sent. Hell's fire, Daenon,
you've nmet the other Territory Queens. They're the coven. If a letter had reached any one of them
she woul d have had her Steward at the service fair to sign the contract as fast as he could
travel . "

"Read this," Saetan said, handing the letter to Daenobn

"I don't understand," Daenon said when he'd read half the letter. "Aren't the lists supposed to
indicate every immgrant at the service fair?"

"Yes, they are," Lucivar said grimy, reading over Daenon's shoulder. "And you weren't on any of
them" He | ooked at Saetan. "I did nmention that at the tine."

"Yes, you did," Saetan replied, "but, since Daenon did end up in the Dark Court, | failed to
appreci ate the significance of that remark."

Daenon handed the letter back to Saetan. "There must have been a |list sonewhere. Ot herw se, how
woul d the Queens in Little Terreille have known |I was avail abl e?"

Saetan kept his voice mld. "What Queens were those?"

"There were four Queens in Little Terreille who were willing to have ne," Daenon said slowy.
"Jorval insisted they were the only ones."

"So, if you hadn't met Lucivar by chance..."

Daenon froze. "I woul d have signed a contract with one of them"

Swearing quietly, Lucivar started to pace.

Saetan just nodded. "You would have signed a contract with one of Jorval’s handpi cked Queens, and
you woul d have ended up tucked away sonewhere in Little Terreille—w th no one el se aware that you
were there."

"What woul d have been the point of that?" Daenon said irritably.

"“In Little Terreille they use the Ring of Cbedience on inmgrating males," Lucivar snapped.
"That's the point. It would have been Terreille all over again."

"Not necessarily," Saetan said, still keeping his voice mld. "If Daenon was well treated, was
handl ed with care—which |I'msure was part of the agreenent—-he woul d have had no reason not to use
the strength of his Jewels against an eneny who was threatening the Queen he served. And after the
first unleashing of the Black, there would have been no turning back. The |lines would have been
drawn. "

Daenon stared at him

"What does it matter?" Lucivar said, |ooking at the two of themuneasily. "Daenon's with us."
"Yes," Saetan said softly, "he is. But where are the other nen whose nanes di sappeared fromthose
lists?"

8 /| Kael eer

The gol den spider studied the two tangl ed webs of dreanms and vi sions.

More deat hs. Many deat hs.

It was tinme.

Renmenber this web. Renmenber every strand, every thread.

Thr oughout the cold season, she had been pulled away from her own dream ng, conpelled to study the
web that had shaped this living myth, the Queen who was Wtch. And she had realized it would not
be enough, because living inside the flesh had changed this dream It was nore now. And, sonehow,
she needed to add that "nmore" to the web. Wthout it, Kaeleer's Heart would be gone for too nany
seasons—and woul d not be quite the sane when the dream returned.

She continued to study the webs.

The brown dog, Ladvarian, was the key. He would be able to bring her the "nore" she needed.

Yes. It was tine.

She returned to the chanber within the sacred caves, and began to weave the web for dreans that
were al ready made flesh.

Chapter Thirteen
1/ Kael eer

The First Crcle of the Dark Court gathered at the Keep. At least, the humans in the First Circle
had gat hered, Saetan amended as he |istened to Khardeen's grimreport about the attacks that had
taken place in Scelt during the past three weeks. There had been attacks everywhere in the |ast
three weeks. Maybe that was why the kindred hadn't answered Jaenelle's summons to cone to the
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Keep. Maybe the kindred Queens and Warlord Princes didn't dare withdraw their strength away from
their own lands. O nmaybe it was the beginning of a rift between humans and ki ndred. Maybe they
were wi thdrawi ng fromwhat they considered a human conflict in order to save thensel ves.

But he woul d have thought Ladvarian, at the very least, would have cone so that he could explain
things to the rest of the kindred. He would have realized the conflict wouldn't be confined to
humans. Hell's fire, kindred had al ready been attacked.

But Ladvarian wasn't there—and it worried him

Two other things worried him the flickers of grief and resignation he was picking up from

Andul var, Prothvar, and Mephi s—who had all fought, and died, in the |last war between Terreille and
Kael eer—and the fact that Jaenelle had been sitting there for the past two hours with such

bl ankness in her eyes he started to wonder if she hadn't created a sinple shadowto fill a space
at the table.

"Just defending agai nst these attacks isn't going to save our |ands or our people," Aaron said.
"There are Terreillean armies gathering against us. If the eneny who's already in Kael eer gains
control of a Gate and opens it for those armes... W need to do sonething now. "

"Yes, you do need to do sonething," Jaenelle said in a hollow voice. "You need to retreat."
Protests fromall sides rose up in a wave of sound.

"You need to retreat," Jaenelle repeated. "And you will send all of the Queens and Warlord Princes
in your Territories to the Keep."

Stunned silence net that statenent.

"But, Jaenelle," Mrghann said after a nonent, "the Warlord Princes are needed to | ead the
fighting. And asking Queens to |l eave their |lands while their people are under attack ..."

"They won't be needed if the people retreat."

"Just how far are we supposed to retreat?" Gabrielle snapped.

"As far as necessary."

Aaron shook his head. "W need to gather our warriors into armes to fight against the

Terreill eans and—

"Kaeleer will not go to war with Terreille," Jaenelle said in her mdnight voice.

Chaosti sprang up fromhis seat. "W're already at war!"

"No, we are not."

"So we're at war with Little Terreille, since that's where these attackers have been hiding,"
Lucivar growed. "It's the same thing."

Jaenelle's eyes turned to ice. "W're not at war with anyone.”

"Cat, you're not thinking—=

"Renmenber to whom you speak."

Luci var | ooked into her eyes and paled. Finally, reluctantly, he said, "My apol ogi es, Lady."

Jaenelle rose. "If there's tinme to retreat before the attack, do it. If not, keep the fighting to
a mninmm Defend for as long as it takes to retreat, but don't attack. And get the Queens and
Warlord Princes to the Keep. There will be no exceptions, and I'll accept no excuses."

A long silence filled the roomafter Jaenelle |eft.

"She's not thinking clearly," Kalush said reluctantly.

"She's been acting strange since the first attack," Gabrielle snapped, then | ooked apol ogetically
at Karla. '

"It's all right," Karla said slowy, with obvious effort. "She has been acting strange. |'ve
wondered if healing ne affected her sonmehow. "
"What's affected her is her aversion to killing," Lucivar snarled. "But she's usually clear-

si ghted enough to be able to see the obvious. W're at war. Dancing around the word isn't going to
change the fact."

"You woul d defy your Queen?" Daenpn asked mildly, alnost lazily.

Lucivar's instant, razor-edged tension startled all of them

What ' s happeni ng bet ween then? Saetan wondered as Daenobn and Lucivar just stared at each other
Seeing the sleepy |Iook in Daenpbn's eyes, he felt ice wap around his spine.

"I don't think the Lady understands the repercussions of her order," Lucivar said carefully.

"Ch," Daenon purred, "I think she understands themquite well. You just don't agree with her
That's not sufficient reason to di sobey her."

"Consi dering what you've done in other courts, you' re not exactly a nodel of obedience," Lucivar
said with a little heat.

"That's irrelevant. W're tal king about you and this court. And I'mtelling you, Yaslana, that you
will not distress her with defiance or disobedience. If you do..." Daenon nerely sml ed.

Luci var shudder ed.

After Daenopn glided out of the room Saetan asked, "lIs he bluffing?" He becanme uneasy when Luci var
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just stared at the table. "Lucivar?"

"The Sadi st doesn't bluff," Lucivar said roughly. "He doesn't need to." He strode out of the room
"It would seemthere's nothing nore to discuss,” Saetan said, rising fromthe table. Aflick of a
gl ance brought Andul var, Prothvar, and Mephis to their feet.

Letting the other nmen precede him he had al nbst shut the door when he heard Aaron say, "Wat do
we really know about Daenon Sadi ?"

He cl osed the door silently. Wien he turned toward the other nen, he saw the sanme question in
Andul var's eyes—and he was no | onger sure he had an answer.

2 | Kael eer

"What do we really know about Daenobn Sadi ?" Aaron said.

Karla | et the nurnmurs of opinion and conversation beconme a wash of sound as she sank deeper into
her own thoughts.

What did they really know about Daenon Sadi ?

He was a Bl ack-Jewel ed Warlord Prince and a natural Black W dow-an expl osively dangerous,
beauti ful -1 ooki ng man

He was the High Lord's mrror, but not a perfect reflection

He was a man who, for nobst of his |life, had been chained in one way or another to Dorothea

SaDi abl o, Kael eer's eneny.

He was a nman who understood wonen. Unable to stand the pity in the servants' eyes when they had
hel ped her into the bath the first few days after the healing, she had insisted that she didn't
need hel p. Using Craft, she was able to undress and get herself into the tub but wasn't able to
wash herself well enough, especially because the reaction to the poi sons was causing her skin to
sl ough off at a grotesque rate. One evening, Daenon had shown up to assist her. She had snapped at
him had told himto go away. H s answer, spoken in such a pleasant voice it had taken her a few
seconds to conprehend the words, was so creatively obscene she was in the tub being gently, but

t hor oughl y, washed before she could think again. H s touch hadn't been inpersonal, nor had it been
sexual , but by the tine he'd started nassagi ng her scal p, she'd been awash in sensual pleasure

i ke she'd never experienced before.

So she understood why the others were worried. A wonman could easily becone addicted to that touch
would be willing to do a great nmany things in order to prevent it from being w thdrawn. And
Jaenel | e had been acting strange since the first attack. But she didn't think it had anything to
do with Daenon.

There was one ot her thing she knew about Daenon Sadi, sonething she had seen in the tangl ed web
that had warned her about her own death: he was the friend who woul d beconme an eneny in order to
remain a friend.

3 /| Kael eer

"What is it about Daenon that scares the shit out of Lucivar?" Andul var asked as soon as the four
men entered a small sitting roomin the Keep

"I don't know," Saetan replied, avoiding their stares by warm ng a gl ass of yarbarah over a tongue
of witchfire.

He didn't know Lucivar had al ways evaded tal ki ng about the tinmes he and Daenon had tangl ed when
they'd cone together in Terreillean courts. Lucivar had said once that if he had a choice of going
up agai nst the Sadist or the High Lord, he would choose the Hi gh Lord because he woul d have sone
chance of wi nning.

What was it about that smile of Daenpn's that could shake Lucivar so badly? What was it about the
Sadi st that could make a man as aggressive as Lucivar back down? And what ni ght Daenpbn's presence
in the Keep nean to the rest of then?

"Hi gh Lord!" Prothvar jerked Saetan's hand away fromthe tongue of witchfire just before the

yar barah began to boil

Saetan put the glass down. The yarbarah woul dn't be drinkable.

"SaDi abl 0, " Andul var said quietly, "should we be watching our backs?"

It didn't occur to himto offer a reassuring lie. "I don't know. "

4 | Kael eer

Ladvarian wearily trotted toward Hal anay, responding to a gentle but insistent summons. Every so
often, he snarled to vent his frustration and grow ng anger
How coul d a place as big as the Hall not have what he needed? Ch, he'd found plenty of things that
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were al most right but nothing that was right. That accounted for his frustration. The anger..

The kindred had waited so long for this living nyth to come. This one. This special one. And now
it was going to be spoiled by humans.

No. It wouldn't be spoiled. The kindred were gathering.

As soon as the Weaver of Dreans told themwhat to do, they would act.

Wien he reached the neat cottage in Hal away, he went to the back door and barked once, politely.
Tersa opened an upstairs wi ndow. "Cone inside, little Brother."

Using Craft, he floated upward to the wi ndow and went in. Mst of the kindred referred to Tersa as
"the Strange One." They nmeant no di srespect. They recognized that she was a Bl ack W dow who
wander ed roads nost of the Blood woul d never see. She was special. She had that in commobn with the

Lady.
Even knowi ng all that didn't prevent his hackles fromrising when he stepped into the room
A low, narrow bed—exactly the kind he had searched for at the Hall. He approached it cautiously

and opened his inner and outer senses. It had no snells. There should be human snells as well as a
resi dual psychic scent fromthe humans who had nmade the bed, mattress, and bedcovers.

"I't has all been cleansed," Tersa said calmy. "There are no psychic scents to interfere with the
weavi ng of dreans.”

*The weavi ng of dreans?* Ladvarian said cautiously.

"That trunk will provide storage and can be used as a bedside table as well. Renenber to bring
clothing for warm weat her as well as clothing for the spring. Favorite things. Clothes that wll
be strong with her scent, even if they've been cl eaned.”

Ladvari an backed away. *Why should | bring clothing?*

Tersa smled and said gently, "Because Wtch does not have fur." Her eyes |ooked into an inner

di stance, becanme unfocused and farseeing. "It is alnobst time for the debts to be paid. Those who
survive will serve, but fewwll survive. The howing... Full of joy and pain, rage and
celebration. She is coming." Her eyes focused on himagain. "And the kindred will anchor the dream
in flesh."

*Yes, Lady,* Ladvarian said respectfully.
Tersa picked up a cobalt-blue bowl froma nearby dresser. Using Craft, she rested the bow on the
air. "Wien you next see the Waver of Dreans, tell her this is howto get the 'nore' she needs."
Ladvarian shifted his weight restlessly fromone paw to the other. The Arachni an Queen had not
mentioned Tersa. Wiy did Tersa know so much about the Arachni an Queen?

Tersa di pped one finger into the bow. As she raised her hand, a drop of water clung to her
finger. Instead of falling, the drop began to expand, |like a little bubble of blown glass, a pearl
of water. Using her thunbnail, Tersa jabbed a finger on her other hand. A drop of blood welled up
on the finger. "And the Blood shall sing to the Bl ood."

Ladvarian felt the power flowing into that drop of bl ood.

"Let blood be nmenory's river." Turning her hand, she brushed the drop of bl ood against the drop of
wat er. The blood fl owed through the water bubble until it was contained inside it.

After placing a protective shield around it, Tersa tucked the water bubble into a small padded box
and extended it toward Ladvarian. "Look."

He opened his nind, sent out a tentative psychic probe.

| mmges, nenories flowed past him Menories of a young girl |eading an exhausted worman out of the
Twi sted Ki ngdom Menories of Jaenelle, older, pronmising to find Daenpbn. Menories of conversations,
| aughter, delight in the world. Tersa's nenories.

"You wll tell the Weaver?" Tersa asked.

Ladvari an vani shed the box. *I wll tell her.*

"One other thing, little Brother. Don't refuse Lorn's gift. The Weaver will need that, too.

5 | Kael eer

Leavi ng the door open, Daenon wal ked into Jaenelle's workroom She had been spending hours there
every day since she'd brought Karla to the Keep to continue the healing, but he didn't think her
distraction or the controlled frenzy of her activities had anything to do with Karla. In fact, he
was certain he was the only one who had been allowed a glinpse of that frenzy. Something was
eating at her, and after the little scene in the neeting room he was determined to find out what.
"Jaenelle, we need to talk."

She gl anced up fromthe nound of books that filled one

table. "I don't have tine to talk now, Daenon," she said dismssively.

Wth a flick of a thought, he slamed the door so hard all the objects in the room

j unmped—ncl udi ng her
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"Make time," he said too softly. Wen she started to protest, he cut her off. "I'Il do anything
for you. Anything. But before | put nyself against the rest of the First Crcle, | want to know
why. "

"Kael eer cannot go to war with Terreille." Her voice trenbled.

"\ 2"

Hot, angry tears filled her eyes. "Because if we go to war, every person who was in that roomw ||
die."

"You don't know that," he snapped.

The tears spilled over, slicing his heart. "Yes, | do."

Daenon rocked back on his heels. She was a very strong, very gifted Black Wdow. |If she'd seen
their deaths in a tangled web of dreans and visions, there was no room for doubt. That expl ai ned
her resistance.

He took a deep breath to steady hinmself. "Sweetheart... sometinmes killing is necessary. Sonetines
it's the only path to take in order to save what is good."

"l know that." Jaenelle slanmed a book on the table. "I've spent the past three weeks searching
for an answer. No, |'ve spent longer than that, but tinme is running out. | can feel it."
"Jaenelle," he said carefully, "you have the strength ..." The |l ook in her eyes was al nost

hat eful , but he pushed on. "A portion of your strength would elinmnate a Terreillean arny."

"And while | was elimnating that one, six nmore would be killing the Kael eer Bl ood in other
Territories. Even if | do destroy them one army at a tine, it won't make any difference."

"You woul dn't be the only one fighting," Daenon insisted, bracing one hand on the table to | ean
toward her. "Hell's fire, woman, | ook at the strength of the males in this Realm Look at the
Jewel s. The Bl acks. The Ebon-grays. The Grays. W have the domi nant strength."

"Kael eer had the dominant strength in the last war, too," Jaenelle replied quietly. "And Kael eer
won—barely, but Kaeleer won. But all those males died. And it didn't nmake any difference. The

taint that fed that war is still in the Blood, even stronger now. "
"Hekat ah and Dorot hea can be destroyed."
Jaenel |l e noved around the table in order to pace. "It wouldn't do any good at this point. Even if

they're destroyed, even if Kaeleer wins the initial war, the Shadow Realmwon't win. The taint's
too wi despread now. Terreille will keep sending arnies. WII| keep sending them and sending them
and the fighting will go on and on, in Terreille as well as in Kaeleer, until the Blood can't
renenber who they are or that they were supposed to be the caretakers of the Real nms."

"We're at war, Jaenelle," Daenon said earnestly. "It doesn't matter if it's been formally decl ared
or not. W are at war."

"No. "

"You have the strength to make the difference. If you unl eash—

"I can"t."

"You can."

"l can't."

"VHY NOT?"

She turned on him "BECAUSE, DAMN YOU, |'M TOO STRONG If | unleash ny strength, it will destroy
the Blood. Al the Blood. In Terreille. In Kaeleer. In Hell."

Daenon's legs turned to water. Wakly, he pushed asi de some books so that he could sit on the
table. You had said she was six tines stronger than our conbined strength. GCh, Father, you were so
wong. Six times? Six hundred times? Six thousand tinmes?

Enough power to w pe the Bl ood out of existence.

Wth her arnms w apped around hersel f, Jaenelle paced. "The Keep is the Sanctuary. It wouldn't be
af fected. But how nany could it hold? A few thousand at nost? Wo chooses, Daenon? Wat if the
wrong choices are made and the taint is still there, hidden because someone is so damm sure she's
right?"

She was thinking of Al exandra. Wuld anyone have consi dered Al exandra tainted? M sguided,
certainly, but unless they were obviously tw sted, the Queens woul d definitely be ampong the
chosen. And what about soneone |ike Vania? Not tainted the way Jaenell e was tal ki ng about, but the
ki nd of woman who coul d sour the mal es around her and eventually ruin a | and. Exactly the kind of
wonman Dor ot hea cul tivated

"The Bl ood are the Blood," Jaenelle continued. "Two feet, four feet, it doesn't matter. The Bl ood
are the Blood. The gift of Craft came from one source, and it binds all of us."

So not even the kindred could be spared. No wonder this had been ripping her apart. "Does Kael eer
wi n?" Daenpbn asked quietly. A full mnute passed before Jaenelle answered. "Yes. But the price for
winning will be all the Kael eer Queens and all the Warlord Princes."

Daenon t hought about the decent people he had nmet since he'd cone to Kael eer. He thought about the
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ki ndred. He thought about the children. Mst of all, he thought about Daenonar, Lucivar's son. If,
for sone reason, they didn't destroy Dorothea and Hekatah, and those two got their hands on
Daermonar... "Do it," he said. "Unleash your strength. Destroy the Blood." Jaenelle's nmouth fel
open. She stared at him "Do it," he repeated. "If that's the only way to get rid of the taint
Dor ot hea and Hekat ah have spread in the Blood, then, by the Darkness, Jaenelle, show sone mercy
for those you love and do it."

She began pacing again. "There has to be a way to separate Blood fromBlood. There has to be."

A nmenory teased him but he couldn't catch hold of it while her frenzied novenent seened to put
everything in nmotion. "Stand still," he snapped. She cane to an abrupt halt and huffed. He raised
a hand, commandi ng silence. The nenory continued to tease, but he caught the tail of it. "I think
there's a way."

Her eyes wi dened but she obeyed the comand for silence.

"A few centuries ago, there was a Queen called the Gray Lady. Wen a village she was staying in
was about to be attacked by Hayllian warriors, she found a way to separate the villagers fromthe
Hayl | i ans so that when she unl eashed her strength, the villagers were spared.”

"How did she do it?" Jaenell e asked very quietly.

"I don't know." He hesitated—and wondered why he hesitated. "A man | knew was with her at the
time. A few years before his death, he sent a nmessage to nme that he had nmade a witten account of
the '"adventure' and had left it for ne in a safe place. She was a good Queen, the |last Queen to
hol d Dorothea at bay. He wanted her renenbered."

Jaenel |l e | eaped at him grabbed him "Then you do know how she did it!"

"No, | don't know. | never picked up the witten account. | decided to leave it where it was, out
of Dorothea's reach."

"Do you think you could find it?" Jaenelle asked anxi ously.

"That shouldn't be difficult," Daenon replied dryly as he wapped his arms around her, suddenly
needing to touch her. "He left it with the Keep's librarian."

"I retrieved it fromthe Terreillean Keep the first time you cane to Ebon Askavi with Jaenelle,"
Geoffrey said as he handed Daenpbn a carefully wapped parcel. "I wondered at the tinme why you
didn't ask for it. What nade you think of it now?"

The question sounded i nnocently curious, but there wasn't anything innocent about it.

Looki ng straight into Geoffrey's black eyes, Daenon smiled. "I just renenbered it."

He didn't unwap it, didn't ook at it. He probed it just enough to make sure there weren't any
spells hidden in it that would be triggered if sonmeone besides himhandled it. Then he gave it to
Jaenel | e and spent the next several hours denying access to the Queen to just about every nenber
of the First Crcle. That had caused hard feelings but was easy enough. No one but the Steward,
the Master of the Guard, and the Consort were pernitted free access to the Queen's chanbers.

Luci var had taken one | ook at himand had retreated. Stalling Saetan and Andul var had been rmnuch
nmore difficult, and he sensed it wouldn't take many nore polite confrontations to erode their
trust in him Considering Jaenelle's behavior lately, he could appreciate their concern. It still
hurt.

When he finally returned to her, he found her in her sitting room her arns w apped around
hersel f, staring bl eakly out the w ndow

"It didn't hel p?" he asked softly, resting a hand lightly on her shoul der

"Actually, it did. I found the answer. | can't do the sane thing they did, but | can use it as the
foundation for what | need to do."

She turned and kissed himwith a desperation that frightened him but he gave her what she needed.
For hours, he gave her what she needed.

When she was finally content just to lie wapped in his arnms, she said, "I love you." And fel

asl eep.

Despite being physically and enotionally exhausted, Daenon |ay awake a |ong ti mne—and wondered why
"I love you" sounded so nmuch |ike "good-bye."

6 / Kael eer

"The Lady changed her nmind," Saetan said formally to the Territory Queens who nade up the coven.
"You and the males in the First Circle are to remain at the Keep, but the other Queens in your
Territories may stay where they are.”

"Why are we required to stay?" Chaosti denmanded. "Qur people are dying. W should be hone,
preparing to fight."

"Way did she change her nind?" Mrghann asked. "What did she say when you asked her?"
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Saetan hesitated. "The instructions were relayed by the Consort."

He felt their flickers of anger and their grow ng suspicion about Daenon. Wirse, he had those sane
feel i ngs.

"The Queen conmands, " he said, knowi ng how i nadequat e that sounded when they were all receiving
reports of fighting in their honel ands.

"That's fine, High Lord," Aaron said coolly. "The Queen commands. But, obviously, no one has

i nfornmed the kindred of that fact. None of themwho are nmenbers of the First Circle have to stay
at the Keep."

They all | ooked at each other as that realization sank in. But it was Karla who finally asked,
"Where are the kindred?"

Saet an watched the drops of rain trickle down the w ndow.

When Jaenell e had given the order for all the Queens to cone to the Keep, he hadn't protested for
one reason: Sylvia. He had wanted her in the Keep where she would be safe.

But now that Jaenelle had changed her mi nd—er had had it changed for her—he would i ssue his own
orders as the Warlord Prince of Dhenlan and sumon all the Dheml an Queens to the Hall. It was a
risk. The Hall didn't have the defenses the Keep had. No place had the defenses the Keep had. But
it had been designed to withstand attack, and its defenses were better than anywhere el se the
Queens night be forced to retreat if the fighting escalated. And it was big enough that the Queens
could bring their famlies with them bring their children.

He wanted her safe. And her boys, too, Mkal and Beron

Sassy, opinionated, lovely Sylvia. Mther N ght, he | oved her

Even after he realized that the potency of Jaenelle's tonic after she had nade the Offering to the
Dar kness had brought back the hunger of a man—and the ability to satisfy it—he might have resisted
becom ng Sylvia's |lover, mght have found the strength to remain just a friend if he hadn't sensed
the hurt in her that her last Consort had inflicted. She had shut herself away from sexua

pl easure, hadn't been intrigued enough by any nman to try again—until she had becone friends with
hi m

They weren't acknow edged | overs. At his insistence, they maintained the illusion in public of
being just friends. Oh, his reasons had been very | ogical, very considerate. He knew Luthvian
woul d be enraged if he openly becane another woman's |over, and he hadn't wanted her to take her
anger out on the rest of the family—er on Sylvia. And he hadn't wanted peopl e backing away from
her because she had chosen a Guardian for a | over.

At first, she had gone along with him nostly because she was redi scovering the pleasures of the
bed, and had been able to accept that he was a |lover in the bedroomand a friend outside of it.

But gradually, over the past year, she had becone nore and nore unhappy with the secrecy, had
want ed an acknow edged rel ationship

He had expected her to | eave him Instead, one night during the Wnsol cel ebrations a few nonths
ago, she had asked himto marry her. And, nmay the Darkness help him he had wanted to say yes. Had
wanted to share a bed with her, a life with her.

But he didn't say yes. Not because of Luthvian or because he was a Guardi an, but because of a
vague uneasi ness that had warned himto take care, to wait. So he had snmiled and said, "Ask ne
next Wnsol ."

He had understood why, for a few weeks after that, there were no invitations to her bed. He had
under st ood why she was al ways "busy" when he stopped at her hone to spend a little tinme with the
boys.

He had missed the friend far nore than he'd m ssed the |over, but he had m ssed those hours in her
bed.

Then, just a few days before the attack in G acia, they had gone to Andarh for a couple of days to
spend tinme together away from everyone else, to try to rebuild their relationship. And they had
made | ove, but he had known as soon as he touched her that, despite wanting him she was trying to
keep her distance fromhimenotionally, that she was trying to protect herself from being hurt
agai n. Even when she was caught up in her clinmax, he had known.

Now, staring at the rain, he al nost wi shed he had said "yes" at Wnsol, al nost wi shed he had asked
her to stand with himbefore a Priestess when they had arrived in Andarh. And he wi shed he coul d
make | ove with her one nore tine to erase the unhappi ness that had been in the bed with themthat

| ast tine.

But the conviction had been growing in himfor days now that there woul dn't be another chance.
There were things he should have said that night in Andarh. He'd never really told her how ruch
she neant to him how nuch he | oved her. He should have. Now he could give her nothing but words,
but at |east he could give her that nuch.

Turning away from the wi ndow, he sat at the desk and began to wite.
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Chapt er Fourteen
1 / Kael eer

“l need a favor,'
gl ass jars.

"You have only to ask," Titian replied. She's been channeling too nuch power w thout giving her
body tinme to recover. Wat is she planning that demands so nmuch?

"A discreet favor."

"Under st ood. "

"I need blood fromtwo peopl e who have been tainted by Dorothea or Hekatah. Preferably one of
each. "

Titian thought for a very brief nmonent. "Lord Jorval lives in the capital of Little Terreille,
does he not ?"

Jaenel |l e swal |l oned. Even that seened to take effort. "Yes, Jorval is in Goth. And so, at the
nmonent, is Kartane SabDi abl o."

"Ah." Looking at the exhausted worman, Titian remenbered the child Jaenelle had been. And she

Jaenell e said as she noved stiffly to her worktable and picked up two smal

remenbered other things. "WIIl it matter if neither of them sees the next sunrise?"
A deadly cold filled Jaenelle's sapphire eyes. "No."
Titian smiled. "In that case, with your permission, |'ll take Surreal with ne. It's tine to pay

sone debts."
2 | Kael eer

In the enornous chanber where the Dark Throne resided, Ladvarian trenbled as he | ooked at Lorn. It
wasn't that he was afraid of Lorn—at |east, not usually. It was just that Lorn was the Prince of
the Dragons, the | egendary race who had created the Blood. Lorn was very, very old, and very w se,
and very big. Ladvarian was snaller than one of Lorn's midnight eyes. Just then, that nmade him
feel very small

And then there was Draca, the Keep's Seneschal, who had been Lorn's mate and the Dragon Queen

bef ore she had sacrificed her true formin order to give other creatures the Craft.

Sacrifices. No, he would not think about sacrifices. There was not going to be a sacrifice. The
ki ndred would not allowit.

But bei ng sunmmoned here by Lorn and Draca when the Arachni an Queen was so close to finishing that
special web of dreans ... It frightened him If they forbade the kindred fromdoing this... The
ki ndred woul d do it anyway, whatever the cost.

*Little Brother,* Lorn said in his deep, quiet, thundering voice.

*Prince Lorn.* Ladvarian was trenbling enough for themto see it.

*] have a gift for you, little Brother. Gve thiss to the Waver of Dreanss.*

A flat, beautifully carved box appeared in the air before Ladvarian. Wen it opened, he saw a

si mply desi gned pendant nade of white and yellow gold and an equally sinple ring. But it was the
Jewel in those pieces that nade his hackles rise and his ears flatten tight to his head.

It had no color, and yet it wasn't colorless. Restless, it shimered, hungry to conplete its
transformation. It tugged at him seeking a bond with his m nd

He took a step back. As he | ooked up at Lorn, angry and confused enough to issue a chall enge that
woul d have been foolish as well as futile, he realized Lorn's scales had that sane transl ucent
shi nmer. Know edge crashed in on him He took another step back and whi ned.

*Do not fear, little Brother. It iss a gift. The Weaver will need it for her web.*

Gat hering his courage, Ladvarian approached the box. *I have never seen a Jewel like this.*
*And you never will again,* Lorn replied gently. *There will never be another one like it.*
Still cautious, Ladvarian said, *It has no rank. It does not know what it is.*

*|1t doess not yet know what it iss,* Lorn agreed. *But it doess have a nane: Twilight'ss Dawn.*
When Ladvarian was on his way back to Arachna with the box, Draca and Lorn stared at each other
"You rissk nuch giving hima Jewel like that," Draca said.

*There iss reasson to rissk nuch,* Lorn replied. *Wtch hass al nosst conpl eted her web?*
"Yess." For the first time since she had nmet Jaenelle, she felt the weight of her years.

*We cannot heal the taint, Draca,* Lorn said softly. *Sshe can.*

"I know. When | gave the gift of magic, | gave it freely, knowing | could never alter what wass
done with it." Draca hesitated. "If sshe doess thiss, sshe will be desstroyed."

*Sshe iss Kael eer'ss Heart. Sshe nusst not be desstroyed.* Lorn paused and added softly, *The
ki ndred have al wayss been sstrong dreanerss.*
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"WIIl they be sstrong enough?"
The question neither could answer hung between them

3 /| Kael eer

A steal thy novenent and the sudden glow of a small ball of wtchlight woke Jorval from an uneasy
sl eep. "Priestess?"

A hand grabbed his hair, yanked his head up. "No," said the silver-haired woman as her knife cut
his throat. "I am vengeance."

4 | Kael eer

"Enough, " Daenpn said, |eading Jaenelle into her sitting room "You need to rest."

"The web's al nost conplete. | need to—=

"Rest. If you nmake an error because you're too exhausted to think clearly, this will all be for
not hing." Making a weak attenpt to snarl, she collapsed into a chair.

Daenmon wanted to rage at her but knew it wouldn't do any good. She had dropped wei ght she coul dn't
afford to lose at a frightening speed. Putting obstacles in her path would only force her to waste
energy she couldn't spare, so he took the other path.

"You told me a few mnutes ago that you still needed a couple of things to conplete the web."
"Those things will take tine," she protested.

He bent down and ki ssed her softly, persuasively. Wen he felt her yield, he nurnured agai nst her
lips, "W'll have a quiet dinner. Then we'll play a couple of hands of 'cradle.' I'Il even let you
wn."

Her huff of |aughter provoked another hunger. Hi s kiss deepened as his hand caressed her breast.

"l think I am hungry," Jaenelle said breathlessly when he finally gave her a chance to speak

After they had thoroughly satisfied one hunger, they finally sat down to dinner

5/ Hel

Pai n woke him

Kartane opened his eyes. Two fading balls of witchlight provided enough light for himto clearly
see that he was outside. Then he realized he was upsi de down. Soneone had tied hi mupsi de down.
Sonet hi ng rustl ed the bushes nearby.

Turning his head a little, he stared at an odd pile of brown clothing, neatly fol ded.

Suddenly, his heart pounded. Suddenly, it was hard to breathe.

The surroundi ng shadows shifted just enough for himto see that the odd pile wasn't clothing, it
was brown skin.

As he drewin a breath to scream glowi ng red eyes appeared in the darkness around him

Even with her head under the water, Surreal heard Kartane scream

She popped up out of the water, then imediately | owered herself to her neck. The pool, fed by a
hot spring, was delightfully warm but the air was cool enough to bite.

She heard snarls, a how, a terrified shriek.

The air wasn't the only thing around there that had a bite.

"So this is Hell," she said, looking around. It was too dark to see much, but the area around the
pool had a kind of stark beauty.
"This is Hell,"” Titian replied, a blissful smle on her face. She straightened up and gave Surrea

a searching | ook. "Has the debt been paid to your satisfaction, Surreal ?"
The snarls and shrieks stopped for a nonent, then started again.
"Yes," Surreal said, leaning back with a sigh, "I'msatisfied."

6 / Kael eer

"Sometines the heart reveal s nore than panes of glass can."

Saet an turned away fromthe wi ndow, tensed, took a step forward, stopped. "Tersa, why are you at
the Keep?"

Smiling, Tersa wal ked across the roomand held out a thick envelope. "I cane to give you this."
Even before he took the envel ope, he knew who it was from Sylvia always added a drop of |avender
oil to her wax seal

Layi ng one hand on his shoul der, Tersa kissed himon the lips—a lingering kiss that surprised him
Worried him

She stepped back. "That was the other part of the nessage.” She was al nost at the door before he
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gathered his wits.

"Tersa, this can't be the only reason you traveled to the Keep."

"No?" she said, |ooking puzzled. Then, "No, it wasn't."

He waited. She said nothing.

"Darling," he prodded gently, "why are you here?"

Her eyes cleared, and he felt certain that, for the first time in all the centuries he had known
her, he was seeing a glinpse of Tersa as she had been before she was broken. She was

form dabl e—and a bit dazzling.

"1'"m needed here," she said quietly, then wal ked out of the room

He stood there for several minutes, staring at the envelope in his hands. "Show sone balls,
SaDi abl o," he finally muttered as he carefully opened the envel ope. "No matter what the letter
says, it isn't the end of the world."

It was a long letter. He read it twice before he tucked it away.

He hadn't been able to give Sylvia nore than words, but apparently, thankfully, that had been
enough.

7/ Terreille

Dor ot hea prow ed around the room "Arnmies are gathering all over Terreille, the Territories in the
Shadow Real m have been attacked for weeks now by the people we had hidden in Little Terreille, and
Kael eer still hasn't formally declared war."

"That's because Jaenelle Angelline doesn't have the backbone to go along with her power," Hekatah
said as she carefully arranged her full-length cape. "She's just a mouse scurrying around in her

hi dey-hole while the cats gather for the feast.”

"Even a nouse will bite," Dorothea snapped.

"This mouse won't bite," Hekatah replied calmy. "She's too enotionally squeani sh to take the step
that woul d begin a full-scale slaughter."

Dorot hea wasn't as sure of that as Hekatah seened to be, but Jaenelle's sparing Al exandra's life
after the abduction failed certainly seened to indicate a |l ack of the proper tenperanent. She
certainly wouldn't have spared the bitch. That lack in Jaenelle was in their favor, but... "You
seemto be forgetting that the High Lord has fangs and isn't the least bit squeam sh about using

t hem "

"I forget nothing where Saetan is concerned," Hekatah snarled. "Hi s honor hobbles him just as it
al ways has, and his own enotional failings will nmuzzle him Wth the right persuasion, he'll tuck
his tail between his legs and submit to whatever we require of him"

She hoped that rotting sack of bones was right. They had to elim nate Saetan, Lucivar, and Daenpn
When those three were gone, the Terreillean arnmies would be able to destroy the Kael eer Queens and
Warlord Princes. Entire armes would be slaughtered in the process, but they would win the war.
And then she would rule the Real ns—after

she hurried the Dark Priestess to a well-deserved, and permanent, rest.

Pl eased by that thought, Dorothea stopped prowing |ong enough to notice that Hekatah was
preparing to go out. "Were are you goi ng?"

Hekatah sm | ed nalevolently. "To Kaeleer. It's tinme to collect the first part of the bait that

will give us control of Jaenelle Angelline."

8 /| Kael eer

Finally admitted to Jaenelle's sitting room Andul var studied her and thought of several things
he'd like to do to Daenon Sadi. Damm it, the man was her Consort and shoul d have been taking care
of her. She was far too thin, and the skin under her eyes was faintly bruised from exhaustion. And
there was a queer, alnost desperate glitter in her eyes.

"Prince Yaslana," Jaenelle said quietly.

So. It was going to be formal.

"Lady," Andulvar replied stiffly. "Since |I'm obviously not here as your uncle, am| here as your
Mast er of the Guard?" When she flinched, he regretted the harshness of his words. She didn't | ook
i ke she could endure too many nore enotional bl ows.

"I —Fhere's sonething | need to tell you. And | need your help."

He did his best to soften his tone. "Because |'myour Master of the Guard?"

She shook her head. "Because you're the Denon Prince. After Saetan, you have the nost authority in
Hell. The denon-dead will listen to you—and foll ow you."

He went to her and hugged her gently, afraid that if he held on to her the way he wanted to she
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woul d shatter. "Wat is it, waif?"

She eased back just enough to ook himin the eyes. "lI've found a way to get rid of Dorothea and
Hekat ah and the taint they've left in the Blood. But the rest of the Blood will be at risk unless
the denon-dead are willing to help ne."

* * *

Thirty mnutes later, Andulvar closed the sitting roomdoor, took a couple of steps, then sagged
agai nst the wall.

Mot her Ni ght.

He didn't doubt the plan would work. Jaenelle wouldn't have said she could do it if she had any
doubts. But... Modther N ght.

He had fought in the last war between Terreille and Kael eer. That war had devastated both Real ns,
and mllions had died. And it had nade no difference. They were standing on the edge of that sane
cliff, fighting against a greed and anbition that would sinply go to ground again if it wasn't
finally, conpletely elimnated.

Li ke Mephis and Prothvar, he had known it would be futile to fight another war in the sane way.

Li ke them he had | ooked around the table when the First Circle argued for a fornmal declaration of
war and had wondered how many would still be anong the living when it was over

Jaenel I e hadn't wondered. She had known none of them would survive. Hell's fire, no wonder she had
been doi ng anything she could to keep themin the one place where they would be safe.

And now she had a plan that... Mther N ght.

Even after she had told him there was sonething about it that hadn't felt quite right—as if she
had gl ossed over sonething. Saetan woul d have known what it was, but Saetan..

She was right about that. The coven and the boyos woul d need Saetan's w sdom and experience to
mend t he wounds already inflicted on Kaeleer. So he couldn't tell his friend what Jaenelle

i ntended to do, couldn't take the chance that Saetan mnight choose to throw his strength in with
the rest of theminstead of staying behind. He couldn't do that because, after everything was
over, the High Lord would be needed by the Iiving.

Ladvarian waited in the shadows until he was sure Andul var was really gone. Then he slipped into
Jaenel le's sitting room

She was staring out the window He wanted to tell her it would be all right, even though he wasn't
sure it would be. Yes, he was. It would be all right. The kindred woul d not doubt. The ki ndred
woul d be strong. But he couldn't tell her that because this was a time for fangs and claws. This
was a time for killing. And they weren't sure she would be able to kill if they told her what was
goi ng to happen afterward.

But there was sonething else he had to tell her.

*Jaenel | e?*

There was as nmuch sadness as pleasure in her eyes when she turned and saw him "Wuat is it, little
Br ot her ?"

*]1 have a message for you—fromthe Weaver of Dreans.*

She went absolutely still, and he was afraid Wtch m ght |look right into himand see what he

wanted to hide

"What is the nessage?"

*She said the triangle nust stay together in order to survive. The mirror can keep the others
safe, but only if they're together.* He hesitated when she just stared at him *Wuo is the
mrror?*

"Daenon, " she replied absently. "He's his father's mrror."

She seened |l ost for a moment, | ong enough to nmake hi m nervous. *Do you understand the message?*
"No," she said, |ooking very pale. "But I"'msure | will."

9 /| Kael eer

Lut hvi an heard her bedroom door open, but she continued stuffing clothes into a travel bag and
didn't turn around. Damm Eyrien pup, coming up to her roomwi thout perm ssion. And damm Luci var
for insisting that she cone to the Keep and insisting that she have an escort. She didn't need an
escort—especially not Palanar, who was barely old enough to wi pe his own nose.

As she started to turn around to tell himjust that, a caped figure rushed at her. Instantly,
instinctively, she threw up a Red shield. A blast of Red power struck her at the same nonent,
preventing the shield fromformng, and the figure was on her. They tunbled to the floor

Luthvian didn't realize she'd been knifed until the eneny yanked the bl ade out of her body.
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Being a Healer, she knew it was bad—a killing wound.

Furious, know ng she didn't have |ong, she ripped the hood off her enemy and then stared for a
monent, frozen. "You."

Hekat ah rammed the knife into Luthvian's belly. "Bitch," she hissed. "I could have nade sonet hi ng
of you. Now I'Il just turn you into carrion."

Luthvian tried to fight, tried to scratch and claw, but her arms felt too heavy to lift. She
couldn't do anything even when Hekatah's teeth sank into her throat and her blood fed the vile

bi t ch.

Not hing to be done for the body, but the Self...

Gat hering her strength and her rage, she channeled it into her inner barriers.

Hekat ah pounded agai nst them as she fed, pounded and pounded, trying to blast them open to finish
the kill. But Luthvian hung on, letting rage formthe bridge between |ife and death as she poured
her strength into her inner barriers. Poured and poured until there was nothing left. Nothing.

At some point, the pounding stopped, and Luthvian felt a grimsatisfaction that the bitch hadn't
been able to break through

Far, far away, she felt Hekatah roll off her. Somewhere in the vague, m sty distance she saw sharp
nai |l s descending toward her face.

The hand stopped before the nails touched her eyes.

"No," Hekatah said. "If you manage to make the transition to denon-dead, | want you to see what |
do to your boy."

Moverent. The bedroom door closed. Silence.

Luthvian felt herself fading. Wth effort, she flexed her fingers—ust a little.

Her rage had burned through the transition wi thout her being aware of it, w thout Hekatah being
able to sense it. She was denon-dead, but she didn't have the strength to hold on. Her Self would
soon becone a whisper in the Darkness. Perhaps, sonmeday, when it had rested and regai ned sone
strength, the Self would | eave the Darkness and return to the living Real ns. Perhaps.

How many tines had Lucivar told her to set up warning shields around the house? And every tinme
he'd tried, she had dismssed it with a sneer. But she'd been secretly pleased that he had tried.
It had been a test, but she had been the only one who had known that. Every tinme he had nentioned
the shields again after she had disnissed the idea, every tinme he had endured her sharp tongue
whil e he hel ped her in sone way had been a test to prove that he cared about her

Oh, there were times when, seeing the tightness in his face and the coolness in his eyes, she had
told herself it would be the last tine, the last test. The next tinme he nentioned the shields, she
woul d do what he wanted so that he woul d know she cared about him too.

Then the next tinme would cone and she would want, would need, just one nore test. One nore. And
one nore. Al ways one nore.

Now t here would be no nore tests, but her son, her fine Eyrien Warlord Prince, would never know
she had | oved him

Al'l she woul d have needed was an hour as one of the denon-dead. An hour to tell him She couldn't
even | eave hima nessage. Not hing.

No. Wait. Maybe she could say the npbst inportant thing, the thing that had been chewi ng at her
ever since Surreal had |ashed out at her

She gathered everything that was | eft of her strength, shaped it into a bubble to hold one

t hought, then pushed it upward, upward, upward until it rested just outside her inner barriers.
Lucivar would find it. She knew he woul d.

No anchor. Nothing to hold on to. Filled with regrets tenpered by one bubble of acknow edged | ove,
she faded away and returned to the Darkness.

10 / Kael eer

Pal anar knocked reluctantly on the kitchen door. He supposed being asked to escort Lady Luthvian
to the Keep was an honor, but she had nmade it very clear that she didn't like Eyrien nmales. So he
wasn't really sure if this was Hallevar's way of showi ng confidence in himor a subtle punishment
for sonething he'd done.

He opened the door and cautiously poked his head into the kitchen. "Lady Luthvian?"

She was there, standing near the table, staring at him Then she sniled and said, "No balls,
little warrior?"

Stung, he stepped into the kitchen. "Are you ready?" he asked, striving to put the sane arrogance
into his voice that Fal onar or Lucivar woul d have had.

She | ooked at the traveling bag next to her, then at him

Since when did Luthvian expect a male to carry anything? The last time he'd tried, she'd al npst
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dented his head. Hallevar had been right when he'd said, "Best resign yourself to the fact that a
fermal e can change her mind faster than you can fart."

He took a couple of steps toward her, then stopped again.

"What's wrong?" she asked suspiciously.

She stank. That's what was wrong. Really stank. But he wasn't about to say that. Then he noticed
she |l ooked a little... strange.

"What's wrong?" she asked again, taking a step toward him

He took two steps back

Her face shifted, wavered. For a nonment, he thought he saw soneone el se. Sonmeone he didn't
know-and didn't want to know.

And he renenbered sonething el se Hallevar had told him sonetines running was the smartest thing
an inexperienced warrior could do.

He ran for the door

He didn't reach it. Power blasted through his inner barriers. Needles stabbed into his mind, grew
hooks and dug deeper, tore out little bits of his Self. H's body vibrated fromthe fierce tug-of-
war as he tried to get out the door while she drew himback into the room

Hel pl ess, he felt hinself turn around—and saw the witch who held himcaptive. He screaned.

"You will go exactly where | tell you to go," she said. "Say exactly what | tell you to say."
"N-n-no."

CGold eyes glittered in her decayed face, and pain seared him

"It's a small task, puppy. And when it's done, I'lIl set you free."

She held out a small crystal. It floated through the air. H s I eft hand reached out and took it.
She told himexactly where to go, exactly what to say, exactly what to do with the spell in the
crystal. Then he was turned around again, like a marionette with knotted strings. He wal ked out

t he door.

A warrior would not do this, no matter the price. A warrior would not do this.

He tried to bring his right hand up to reach his knife. He could cut his throat, cut his wists,
do sonething to get away from her

Hi s hand cl osed on the hilt.

*Dying won't save you, little warrior,* the witch said. *I amthe Dark Priestess. You can't escape
me that way.*

H s hand dropped to his side, enpty.

*Now go! *

Pal anar spread his wings and flew as fast as he could to do what a warrior would not do.

It wasn't the wind in his face that nade hi m weep.

11 / Kael eer

Luci var |l anded at his eyrie, and shouted, "Marian!" \Were in the name of Hell was the woman? he

t hought as he strode toward the door. She should have arrived at the Keep hours ago.

He wal ked through the door, saw the neat pile of traveling bags. Hi s heart stopped for a nonent.
By the time he felt it beat again, he had risen to the killing edge. "Marian!"

The eyrie was a big place, but it didn't take himlong to give it a thorough search. Marian and
Daenpnar weren't there. But she had packed, so what had prevented her from |l eaving? Maybe Daenonar
was ill? Had she taken himover to Nurian's eyrie to have the Heal er | ook at hinf

As the Warlord Prince of Ebon Rih, his eyrie was set a little apart fromthe other eyries nestled
in the nountain, but it was only a couple of mnutes before he landed in front of Nurian's hone.
Before his feet touched the ground, he knew they weren't there.

"Lucivar!"”

Lucivar turned as Hallevar hurried up to him He noticed Fal onar and Kohlvar as they wal ked out of
the conmunal eyrie that was as close as Eyriens canme to having inns and taverns. Both nmen, hearing
the agitation in Hallevar's voice, noved toward him

"Have you seen that pup, Palanar?" Hall evar asked.

Bef ore Lucivar could respond, Falonar junped in. "Didn't you send himto escort Lady Luthvian to
the Keep?"

"I did," Hallevar said grimy. "And told himto get his ass right back here." He | ooked at
Lucivar. "I wondered if he might be dawdling at the Keep to dodge sonme chores."

"Pal anar didn't arrive at the Keep. Neither did Luthvian. Neither did Marian and Daenonar, "

Luci var added too quietly.

The other men stiffened.

"l sent himfirst thing this norning," Hallevar said.
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"Any sign of trouble at your eyrie?" Fal onar asked sharply.

"No, " Lucivar said. "The bags were packed and set near the door.'
"Where in the name of Hell did she go?"

"She went to Lady Luthvian's," said a young femal e voi ce.

He swore softly, viciously.

They all turned and stared at Jillian, Nurian's young sister

She hunched her shoul ders and | ooked ready to bolt back into the eyrie.

Hal | evar pointed a finger at the ground a few feet away fromhim "Here, little warrior," he said
sternly.

Scared now, Jillian crept to the spot, glanced at the large warriors surroundi ng her, then stared

at her feet.
"Make your report," Hallevar said in that tone that, although encouragi ng, had nmade every young
mal e who had trained under himsnap to attention

It had the same effect on Jillian. She stood upright and focused on Hallevar. "I was doing ny
stamina run this nmorning." She waited until she got Hallevar's approving nod. "And | thought |
woul d take the path to Prince Yaslana's eyrie because |I thought, well, maybe Lady Marian woul d

want a little help with Daenonar, that | could |look after himfor a bit so she could get sone of
her chores done. It wasn't like |I was shirking the rest of my workout or anything, 'cause |ooking
after Daenonar is work."

Despite being worried, Lucivar's lips twitched as he fought not to smile.

"I was al nost there when | saw Marian standing at the door talking to Palanar. He | ooked... sick.
He was sweating hard, and ... | don't know. |'ve never seen anyone |look |like that. And then Marian
jerked |i ke sonmeone had hit her, but Palanar didn't touch her. He said, 'Bring the boy.' She went

i nside and cane back out with Daenonar.

Daenpnar took one | ook at Pal anar and started how ing. You know, that sound Daenonar makes when he
doesn't |ike sonething?"

Luci var nodded. He felt a cold sweat forming on his skin.

"Pal anar grabbed one of Marian's arms. He kept saying, 'I'msorry, I'msorry.""
"Did he see you?" Lucivar asked too quietly.
Jillian shook her head. "But Marian did. She |ooked right at ne, and her face had the sane sick

| ook that Palanar's did, and she said, 'Luthvian's.' Then they left." Having finished her report,
her confidence faded as she | ooked up at the grimfaced nen.

"You didn't report this to anyone?" Lucivar asked.

Pal e now, Jillian shook her head again. "I—Nurian wasn't home when | got back, and ... | didn't
know I was supposed to report,” she finished in a barely audi bl e voice.

And woul d have been reluctant to go to one of the warriors and be casually dism ssed because she
was female. A few nonths of living in Kaeleer weren't enough to overcone survival tactics that had
been learned fromthe tine she had gotten out of the cradle.

"When a warrior sees sonething strange, he—er she-should report to—her—superiors,” Hallevar said
ina firmbut gentle voice. "That's one of the ways a young warrior gains experience."

"Yes, sir," Jillian whispered.
"That was a fine first report, Jillian," Lucivar said. "Now go back to your chores."
Jillian's shoul ders went back. Her eyes shown with pleasure. "Yes, sir."

None of them spoke until the girl had gone back i nside.

"Sounds |ike a conmpul sion spell,” Falonar said quietly.

"Yes," Lucivar replied grimy, "it does. Falonar, keep an eye on things here."

"You're going to Luthvian's?" Hallevar asked quickly as Lucivar stepped away fromthem "Then I'm
going with you."

"No, you're not," Falonar said. "Kohlvar, you bring everyone up close to the eyries. Hallevar, you
have the nmost influence with the youngsters. Keep a tight |eash on them"

"And where will you be?" Lucivar asked too softly.

Fal onar squared off to face him "lI'mgoing with you."

* * *

They found Pal anar on the ground outside the kitchen door

"I''l'l look after him" Falonar said. "You go on."

Calling in his Eyrien war blade, Lucivar kicked open the kitchen door and |unged into the room
The stink inside gagged him rem nded himtoo strongly of carrion

That thought catapulted himthrough the other downstairs roons. Finding themenpty, he surged up
the stairs. He kicked the bedroom door open—and saw Lut hvian. He probed the roomsw ftly to nake
sure no one was waiting for the nmonment when he dropped his guard, then he knelt beside the body.
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At first he thought she was still alive. The wounds he could see were bad, but there would have
been nore blood if she had bl ed out. When he brushed her hair away from her neck, he saw why there
wasn't a | ot of bl ood.

He rested a hand on her head. Al right. The body was dead, but she was strong enough to nmake the
transition to denon-dead. If there was any sign that she was still there, fresh blood would
strengt hen her.

He probed cautiously so that he wouldn't punch through her inner barriers and inadvertently finish
the kill.

Just outside her inner barriers was an odd little bubble of power. He paused, considered. The
bubbl e had a feeling of enptional warnmth that nade himsuspect. It wasn't the sort of feelings he
associ ated with Luthvian. But there was nothing he could detect that made hi m believe he woul d be
i n danger, so he brushed a psychic tendril against it, lightly.

Lucivar... | was wong about Marian. You chose well. | w sh you both happy.

Tears stung his eyes. He brushed against the inner barriers. They opened with no resistance. He
searched for her, searched for the least little flicker of her spirit. Nothing.

Lut hvi an had returned to the Darkness.

One tear spilled over. "Hell's fire, Luthvian," he said in a broken voice. "Wy did you have to
wait until you were dead to tell me that? Wy—=

"Lucivar!"

He shot to his feet, responding to the grief and anger in Falonar's voice. He paused at the door

| ooked back. "May the Darkness enbrace you, Mother."

Fal onar was waiting for himin the kitchen

"Pal anar ?" Luci var asked.

Fal onar shook his head. He didn't need to ask about Luthvian. "I saw that." He pointed to a fol ded
sheet of paper on the table.

Luci var stared at the paper that had his name on it. He didn't recognize the handwiting and felt
an instinctive revul sion against touching it. Using Craft, he unfol ded the paper, read it, and
storned out the door.

"Lucivar!" Fal onar shouted, running after him "Were are you goi ng?"

"Get back to the eyries," Lucivar said as he strapped the fighting gauntlets over his forearns.
"You're in charge now, Prince Fal onar."

"\Where are you goi ng?"

Lucivar rose to the killing edge, felt the sweet, cold rage wash through him "lI'mgoing to get ny
wi fe and son away fromthose bitches."

12 /| Kael eer

The attack started the nonent Falonar returned to the eyries. His Sapphire shield snapped up
around hima second before an arrow woul d have gone through his back. He called in his | ongbow,
nocked an arrow, added a bit of Sapphire power to the head, and let it fly.

He took a nmoment to probe the area and assess the enemy. Then he swore viciously. There was a ful
conpany of Eyrien warriors out there. None of themwore a Jewel darker than the Green, so his
Sapphire Jewel s woul d bal ance the odds a little, but his own warriors were far outnunbered. Every
man woul d go down fighting, but that wasn't going to save the wonen and chil dren

"The conmunal eyrie!" Hallevar shouted as he herded wonen and children in that direction. "Move!
Move! "

Smart nove, Fal onar thought approvingly as he let another arrow fly. It was big enough to hold al
of themand give his warriors one concentrated battl eground instead of scattered ones.

His shield deflected a dozen nore arrows. Having risen to the killing edge, he enbraced the cold
rage and fought with a mnd cleansed of enbtions. His arrows found their targets.

Soneone screaned. Looking to his left, he saw Nurian struggling with an Eyrien Warlord. He started
to turn, but before he could draw his bow, another warrior rushed at himw th a bl aded stick

Vani shing the bow and arrow, he called in his own bl aded stick and net the attack. As he danced
back and | ooked for an opening, Nurian screamed again.

Screw honor. This was war. Wen his adversary came at himagain, he met the blowwth a dirty,
nasty nmaneuver he'd recently |learned from Lucivar that dispatched the eneny with a vengeance.

Even as he turned, expecting to be too late to save the Heal er, he heard Jillian shout, "Down,
Nurian!"
Hearing Jillian changed Nurian from hel pl ess wonan to apprentice warrior. She kicked viciously at

the Warlord's groin at the same tine she threw herself backward. The kick didn't [and solidly, but
it was enough to startle the man into letting go of her, and the unexpected nove threw him off-
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bal ance. As he tried to right hinself, an arrow whizzed through the air and buried itself in his
chest.

Jillian was al ready nocking another arrow and taking aimwhile Nurian scranbled to her feet and
ran, hunched over to stay out of the line of fire.

He threw a Sapphire shield in front of Jillian just intime to stop the arrows that woul d have
gone right through her. "Retreat!" he shouted, ready to foamat the nouth when Jillian calmy sent

anot her arrow flying. "Damm you, warrior, retreat!”

That startled her, but it was Nurian's shout that nade her run

Ready to cover their retreat, Fal onar gl anced back—and swore every vicious curse he knew. Nurian
was now standing braced to fight with nothing but an Eyrien stick. Not even a bl aded stick. Wat
in the nanme of Hell did the wonan think she could do with that? Did she think a warrior was goi ng
to cone at her barehanded? Fool . |diot.

He backed toward her, always watching for the next attack. "Retreat," he snarled at her—and then
noticed that Jillian, instead of running all the way to the communal eyrie, had stopped hal f way
there to take up a rearguard position. "Disobey ne again and |I'll personally whip the skin off
your backs. Both of you. Now retreat!”

They responded the sanme way any Eyrien warrior would have—they ignored the threat and held their
positions. So he retreated, forcing themback with him That they were willing to do. Lucivar nust
have been out of his mnd to think a woman woul d obey a sensible order. Wich made Fal onar
extremely grateful that Surreal wasn't there. The Darkness only knew how he coul d have hel d her
back in this fight.

When they got cl ose enough to the comrunal eyrie, Hallevar grabbed Jillian and Kohl var practically
threw Nurian threw the doorway. Falonar was the last one in. As soon as he crossed the threshol d,
he filled the doorway with a Sapphire shield so that they woul d be protected but still have a good

view. Sorme of the men had taken up positions at the shielded downstairs' w ndows. O hers had gone
to the upper roonms. The wonen and children were all huddled in the main comunity room

Hal | evar joined himat the door. "You think they' re regroupi ng?"

"I don't know. "

Behi nd them he heard Tamar say a bit resentfully, "Well, little warrior, |ooks |ike you made
your first kill."

He and Hal l evar both turned and bl asted the sanme nessage at Tammar. *SHUT UP!*

The boy flinched, |ooked shocked at the harsh reprimand, then slunk over to the w ndow Kohl var
guar ded

Jillian stared at them her normally brown skin an unhealthy gray. "I killed hinP"

Bef ore Fal onar could phrase a cautious reply, Hallevar snorted. "You just scratched hi menough to
I et Nurian get away."

Some of the tension drained out of the girl. "Ch. That's... Ch."
"You take a backup position over there," Hallevar said, pointing to a far corner of the room
"Ckay," Jillian said, sounding a little dazed.

Fal onar turned back to | ook out the doorway. "She put that arrow right through the bastard's
heart," he said, keeping his voice quiet.

"No reason for her to know that right now " Hallevar replied just as quietly. "Let her believe she
just nicked him W can't afford to have her freeze up if it comes down to that."

"If it comes down to that," Falonar said softly as he settled in to wait.

13 / Kael eer

Saetan prowl ed the corridors of the Keep, too restless to stay in one place, too edgy to tolerate
bei ng around anyone.

Luci var shoul d have been back hours ago. He knew Lucivar had slipped out of the Keep | ate that
nmorning to find out what was del aying Marian's and Daenonar's arrival, but the afternoon was

wani ng, and there was no sign of any of them

He doubted anyone el se had noticed. The coven and the boyos were gathered in one of the |arge
sitting roonms, just as they had gathered every day since Jaenelle had ordered themto renain at
the Keep. So they wouldn't realize Lucivar was gone. And Jaenelle and Daenon... Well, they weren't
likely to have noticed either

Surreal had noticed Lucivar's absence, but she'd shrugged it off, saying he was probably with
Prot hvar and Mephis. Wiich made himrealize that he hadn't seen either of themlately.

Sonehow he had to find a way to nake Jaenelle listen to him had to find out why she was keeping
such a stranglehold on all of them Whether they acknowl edged it or not, they were at war. The
Queens and nales in the First Circle weren't going to tolerate staying there indefinitely while
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their people were fighting. Something had to change. Someone had to act.
14 | Kael eer

Fal onar accepted the rmug of ale Kohlvar handed to him

"Makes no sense,"” Kohlvar said, shaking his head. "No direct attacks anynore, no efforts at a

siege, just a few arrows now and then to nmake sure we know they're still out there."

"They' ve got us pinned down," Falonar replied. "W're outnunbered, and they knowit."

"But what's the sense of pinning us down?"

We can't go anywhere, Falonar thought. W can't report anything.

"What's the sense?" Kohl var repeat ed.

"l don't know. But | expect we'll find out sooner or later."

The answer cane at twilight. One Warlord openly approached the conmunal eyrie, his hands hel d away

fromhis sides, away fromhi s weapons.

"I have a nessage," he shouted, holding up a white envel ope.

"Put it on the ground," Fal onar shouted back

The Warl ord shrugged, set the envel ope on the ground, then placed a small rock over it to keep it

from bl owi ng away. He wal ked back the way he had cone.

A few mnutes |ater, Falonar watched the Eyrien conpany take flight.

He waited another hour before he used Craft to bring the envel ope to the doorway. Still standing

on the other side of the Sapphire shield, he created a ball of witchlight to illum nate the

witing, the nane of the recipient.

Dread shivered through him It was the sane handwiting as the note that had been left for

Lucivar. But this one was addressed to the Hi gh Lord.

He cal |l ed Kohl var, Rothvar, Zaranar, and Hallevar over. "I'mgoing to take that to the Keep and

give ny report."

"Could be a trap," Hallevar said. "They could be waiting for you to nake a nove."

Yes, he was sure it was a trap—but not for him

"I don't think they're going to bother us anynore, but maintain a watch. Stay sharp. Don't |et

anyone in, no matter who they are. 1'll stay at the Keep until norning. If | come back before that
do your best to kill ne.”

They understood him |f he came back before that, they should assume he was being controlled and

respond accordingly.

"May the Darkness protect you," Hallevar said.

Fal onar passed through the Sapphire shield. Taking the envel ope, he |l aunched hinmsel f skyward and

headed for the Keep

15 / Kael eer
Saetan stared at the sheet of paper. Too nany feelings crowded him so he pushed themall aside.

| have your son.
Hekat ah

Whi ch al so neant she had Marian and Daenonar, since that was the only bait she could have used to
provoke Lucivar into going to Hayll

Now Luci var was being used as the bait for him

He understood the game. Hekatah and Dorothea would be willing to trade: himfor Lucivar, Marian,
and Daenonar.

O course, they wouldn't let Lucivar go, couldn't let himgo. As soon as he got Marian and
Daenonar safely out of reach, he'd turn on Hekatah and Dorothea with all the destructive power
that was in him

So this was a false bargain right fromthe begi nni ng.

He could go to Hayll and destroy Dorothea and Hekatah. Two Red-Jewel ed Priestesses were no natch
for a Bl ack-Jewel ed Warlord Prince. He could go there, throw a Black shield around Luci var
Marian, and Daenonar to keep them safe, then unleash his strength—and kill every living thing for
nmles around him

But it wouldn't stop the war. Not now. Maybe it never would have. And it was the war that had to
be stopped, not just the two witches who had started it.

So he would play their game... because it would finally give himthe weapon he needed.

Everything has a price

He renoved the Bl ack-Jewel ed pendant and set it on the desk. He renpved the Steward's ring from
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his left hand—the ring that contained the same Ebony shield Jaenelle had put into the Rings of
Honor .

Even if Daenon was influencing Jaenelle, even if he was the reason she was resisting a fornal
decl aration of war, even he couldn't stop her reacting. Not to this.

Don't think. Be an instrument.

By wal king into the trap Dorothea and Hekatah had set for him he was going to unleash the one
thing he knew woul d bring out the expl osive, savage side of Jaenelle—his own pain.

O course, he would never be the same after those two bitches were done with him He would
never. .

He opened the desk drawer, caressed the |avender-scented envel ope. "Sonetines duty wal ks a road
where the heart can't follow |'msorry, Sylvia. It would have been an honor to be your husband.
I"msorry."

He cl osed the drawer, picked up his cape, and quietly left the Keep

16 / Kael eer

Daenon glided through the Keep's corridors. He'd spent the past several hours making three nonths
worth of tonics for Karla, according to the instructions Jaenelle had given him Wen he'd

questi oned her, renm nding her that healing tonics that had bl ood in them would | ose their potency
over that anount of time, she had told himshe had cal cul ated that so the potency would taper off
the way it needed to. And when he'd ask why...

Well, it was to be expected that she woul d be drai ned by unl eashing the anbunt of power needed to
stop Dorot hea and Hekatah conpletely. The fact that it would take her three nonths to recover
worried him And now that she was so close to finishing... whatever it was ... he was al so worried

that the boyos might finally slip the leash and throw thensel ves into battle.

They were feeling too hostile toward himjust then to listen to anything he nmight say, but he
hoped Saetan would still be reasonable. He was fairly sure he could say enough for the Hi gh Lord
to understand that Jaenelle's evasion had a purpose, that all they needed was a few nore days. A
few nore days and the threat to Kael eer woul d end, the threat Dorothea and Hekatah had al ways been
to the Bl ood woul d end.

He knocked on Saetan's door, then went in cautiously when it was Surreal who said, "Cone in."

She was standi ng behind the snmall desk. Fal onar stood beside her, |looking tired and angry. Surrea
didn't ook tired, and she was a |long way past angry. "Look at this," she said.

Even from where he stood, he could see the pendant and the Steward's ring. Slipping his hands into
his trouser pockets, he wal ked around the desk, silently acknow edgi ng the enotional cut when she

deli berately noved away fromhim He read the nessage and felt a clawsharp chill rip down his
back.

"Now are you finally going to do sonething?" Surreal asked, slanm ng her hands on the desk
"They're not killing strangers anynore. You can't keep your distance anynore. Those bitches have

your father and brother."

It cost himdearly, but he managed to get that bored tone in his voice. "Lucivar and Saetan chose
to take the risk when they di sobeyed orders. It doesn't change anything." Couldn't change
anything. Not if Jaenelle was going to save Kael eer.

"They' ve al so got Marian and Daenonar."

O course they did. He felt concerned about Marian, but not really worried. If Marian were raped
or harnmed in any way, not even a Ring of Cbedience would stop Lucivar fromstarting a full-scale
sl aughter. So he wasn't really worried about Marian, but just the thought of Daenonar in those
bi tches' hands for even an hour... "There's bound to be sonme kind of ransom demand," he said
dismssively. "W'l|l see what we can acconmopdate.”

"Acconmpdat e?" Surreal said. "Accomopbdate? Don't you know what Dorothea and Hekatah will do to

t henP"

O course he knew, far better than she did.

Surreal's voice filled with venom "Are you at |least going to tell Jaenelle?"

"Yes, | suppose the Lady will have to be told about this inconvenience."” He wal ked out of the room
while Surreal was still sputtering curses

He wi shed she had cried. He wi shed she had shouted, screaned, raged, swore, wept bitterly. He
didn't know what to do with this still wonman he had cradled on his lap for the past hour

He had told her as gently as he could. She had said nothing. Just put her head on his shoul der and
turned i nward, going down so deep into the abyss he couldn't even feel her.

So he held her. Sonetinmes his hands stroked, caressed—not to arouse her but to relax her. He
could have drawn her back with sex, but it would have violated the trust she had in him and that
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he woul dn't do. \Wen his hand had rested on her chest, it was to reassure hinmself that her heart
was still beating. Each warm breath against his throat was an unspoken promnise that she would
return to him

Finally, after alnobst two hours had passed, she stirred. "Wat do you think will happen now?" she
asked as if there had been no tine at all between the question and his news.

"Even riding the Black Wnds, it would have taken Saetan a couple of hours or nore to get to
Hayl | . We don't know when he left—

"But he would have gotten there by now "

"Yes." He paused, thought it through again. "Lucivar and Saetan aren't the prize. They're the
bait. And bait becones less valuable if it's damaged. So | think they're safe enough for the
monent . "

"Dor ot hea and Hekat ah expect ne to surrender Kaeleer in order to get Lucivar and Papa back, don't
t hey?" When he didn't answer, Jaenelle raised her head and studied him "No. That woul d never do,
would it? In order to hold on to Kaeteer, they have to be able to control me, use my strength to
rule.™

"Yes. Lucivar and Saetan are the bait. You're the prize." Daenon brushed her hair away from her

face. "How close are you to finishing your... spell?" He knew it was far nore than that, but it
was as good a word as any.

"A few nore hours." She stirred a little nmore. "I should get back to it."

H s hold on her tightened. "Not yet. Sit with me a little while Ionger. Please."

She rel axed against him "W'I|Il get them back, Daenon."

Fat her. Brother. He closed his eyes and pressed his cheek agai nst her head, needing the warmh and
contact. "Yes," he nurnured, "we'll get them back."

17 | Kael eer

Ladvari an studied the chanber that would be Wtch's honme for a while. An old carpet that he had
brought fromthe Hall covered the stone floor. He had al so taken a couple of | anps that used
candle-lights and lots of scented candles. The narrow bed Tersa had given himwas in the center of
the chamber. The trunk was beside it and held a few changes of clothes, a couple of the books
Jaenel le liked to read when she needed to snuggle up and rest for a day, her favorite nusic
crystals, and sone grooning things.

He had brought no pictures because three walls and the ceiling of the chanber were covered with

| ayers of healing webs. The back of the chanber was filled with the tangl ed web of dreanms and

vi sions that had shaped the living myth, dreans nade flesh, Wtch.

*Is it ready?* he respectfully asked the |arge gol den spider who was the Waver of Dreans.

*Web is ready,* the Arachnian Queen replied, delicately brushing a | eg agai nst one of the drops of
bl ood seal ed in shielded water bubbles. *I add nenories now. But... Need human nenories.*
Ladvarian bristled. *She was our dreamnore than theirs.*

*But theirs, too. Need kindred and hunman nmenories for this Wtch.*

Ladvarian's heart sank. It had been easy with the kindred. He had told them what was required and
that it was for the Lady. That's all the kindred had needed to know. But humans woul d want to know
why, why, why. They would take tinme to persuade—and tinme was sonething he didn't have

*The Strange One will help you,* the spider said.

*But the Lady knows packs of humans, whol e herds of hunmans. How=*

*The First Circle have strong nmenories. They will be enough. Ask the Gray Black Wdow. For a
human, she is a good weaver.*

She meant Karla. Yes. If he could persuade Karl a. .

*Wait for the right tine to ask. After Wtch has gone to her own web. The hunmans will |isten
better then.*
*I'1l go to the Keep now and wait.* Ladvarian | ooked around one nore tine. There was nothing |eft

to do. The chanber was ready. The tangl ed web was ready. The ki ndred who bel onged to the Lady's
court were gathered on the Arachnians' island to give their strength to the Waver's web when the
time came.

*One nore thing,* the spider said. *Gray dog. You know this dog?*

An i mage appeared in Ladvarian's mnd. *That's Graysfang. He's a wolf.*

*Send himto me. There is sonething he nmust |earn.*

18 / Terreille

It was a war canp, not the sort of place he would have | ooked for Hekatah or Dorothea. Around the
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wi de perineter, metal stakes had been driven into the ground every few yards. Enbedded in the
stakes were two crystals, one on each side, spelled so that anything going between them woul d
break their contact with the crystal in the next stake and would alert the guards. The canp itself
had clusters of tents for the guards, a few snmall wooden cabins built close together near the
canp's center, and two wooden huts that had heavily barred wi ndows and | ayers of guard spells
around them In front of the cabins were six thick wooden stakes that had heavy chains attached to
them For prisoners. For bait.

As soon as he wal ked past the perineter stakes, they knew he was com ng. On the journey there, he
had thought again about what he was going to do. He could kill Hekatah and Dorothea. He could

unl eash the strength of his Black Jewels, destroy everyone in the canp, and take Lucivar, Marian
and Daenpnar hone. But it wouldn't stop the war. Terreille needed to be confronted with a power
that would terrify the people sufficiently that they wouldn't dare fight against it. So it always
cane back to provoking Jaenelle enough for her to unleash her Ebony power and give the

Terreill eans a reason to stay in their own Real m

As he wal ked toward the center of the canp, guards followed him No one approached himor tried to
touch him

Round candl e-lights set on top of tall netal poles lit the bl oodstai ned bare ground at the exact
center of the canp. Lucivar was chained to the | ast stake. The | ash wounds on his chest and thighs
had scabbed over and didn't appear to be deep enough to cause him serious harm There were bruises
on his face, but those, too, would cause no permanent danage.

Saet an stopped at the edge of the light. He hadn't seen Hekatah in ten years-hardly nore than a
breath of time for soneone who had |lived as Iong as he had. And he had known her for nobst of those
years. Even so, despite Dorothea standing beside her, she had w thered so nuch, decayed so much,
he wasn't really sure it was her until she spoke.

"Saet an. "

"Hekatah." He wal ked to the center of the bare ground.

"You' ve cone to bargai n?" Hekatah asked politely.

He nodded. "Alife for alife.”

She sniled. "For lives. We'll throw the bitch and the babe into the bargain. W don't really have
any use for them"

Did she think he didn't know they woul d never give up Daenonar? They had been striving for
centuries to get a child out of Lucivar or Daenpon that they could control and breed in order to
bring back a darker bl oodline.

"My life for theirs," he said. Everything has a price.

"NO " Lucivar shouted, struggling against the spelled chains. "Kill them™"

I gnoring Lucivar, he focused on Hekatah. "Do we have a bargai n?"

"For a chance to see the High Lord hunbl ed?" Hekatah said sweetly. "Ch, yes, we have a bargain. As
soon as you're restrained, |'ll set the others free. | swear it on ny word of honor."

They ordered himto strip—and he did.

Renovi ng his Bl ack-Jewel ed ring, he tossed it on the ground. He had put a tight shield around it
so that no one could actually touch it. If he needed to call it back to him he didn't want their
f oul ness absorbed by the gold.

As two guards chained himto the center post, Hekatah slipped a Ring of Cbedi ence over his organ
"You | ook well for soneone your age," she said, stepping back to give his naked body a thorough

i nspection.
He snmiled gently. "Unfortunately, darling, | can't say the same about you."
Vi ci ousness tw sted Hekatah's face. "It's time you |l earned a | esson, High Lord." She raised her

hand at the sanme tinme Dorothea, with a | ook of perverted gl ee, raised hers.

Luci var had once tried to explain to the boyos why a Ring of Obedience could force a powerful nale
to submit, so Saetan thought he was ready for it.

Not hi ng coul d have prepared himfor the pain that filled his cock and balls before it spread
through his body. H's nerves were on fire, while agony settled between his Il egs. He couldn't fight
it, could barely think.

Hi s sons had endured this, had fought against Dorothea's control knowi ng that this was waiting
after every act of defiance. For centuries, they had endured this. How could a man not becomne

twi sted by this? How. ..

He screaned—and kept on screaming until his body just shut down.

19 / Kael eer

Surreal paced back and forth in Karla's sitting room growi ng angrier by the m nute. She wasn't
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sure why she'd chosen to vent her frustrations to Karla. Maybe it was because Karla had seened so
dammed indifferent to everything that had been happeni ng.

Al right, that wasn't fair. The worman was grieving for her cousin, Mrton, not to nmention that
she was slowy recovering froma vicious poisoning. Even so..

"The bastard sounded |ike it was an inconvenience that would interfere with his manicure," Surrea
raged at Karla. " 'W'll see what we can accomvpdate.' Hell's fire, it's his father and brother!"
"You don't know what he intends to do," Karla said blandly.

The bl andness pushed Surreal's tenper up another notch. "He doesn't plan to do anything!"

"How do you know?"

Surreal sputtered, swore, paced. "lIt's as if he and Jaenelle want us to lose this war."

For the first tine, tenper heated Karla's voice. "Don't be an ass."

"Now, | ook, sugar—

"No, you look," Karla snapped. "It's about tine all of you | ooked and thought and renenbered a few
things. The boyos' instincts are pushing themtoward battle. They can't change that any nore than
they can change being nmale. And the coven is made up of Queens whose instincts are urging themto
protect their people.”

"Which is exactly what they should be doing!" Surreal shouted. "And you don't seemto have that
problem " she added nastily. Then she glanced at Karla's covered | egs and regretted the words.
"When Jaenelle was fifteen," Karla said, "the Dark Council tried to say that Uncl e Saetan was
unfit to be her |egal guardian. They decided to appoint soneone el se. And she said they could
"when the sun next rises.' Do you know what happened?"

Finally standing still, Surreal shook her head

"The sun didn't rise for three days," Karla said mldly. "It didn't rise until the Counci

resci nded their decision."

Surreal sank to the floor. "Mther Night," she whispered.

"Jaenelle didn't want a court, didn't want to rule. The only reason she becane the Queen of Ebon
Askavi was to stop the Terreill eans who were coming into the kindred Territories and sl aughtering
the kindred. Do you really think a woman who woul d do those things has spent the past three weeks
wringi ng her hands and hoping this will all go away? | don't. She needs us here for a reason—and
she'll tell us when it's tinme to tell us." Karla paused. "And I'Il tell you one other thing, just
bet ween us: sonetines a friend nust beconme an eneny in order to remain a friend."

Karl a was tal ki ng about Daenon. Surreal thought for a nonment, then shook her head. "The way he's
been acting—

"Daenmon Sadi is totally comritted to Wtch. Whatever he does, he does for her."

"You don't know that."

"Don't 1?" Karla said too softly.

Bl ack W dow. The words blooned in Surreal's mind until there wasn't room for anything el se. Black
W dow. Maybe Karla wasn't indifferent to what was happeni ng. Maybe she had seen sonething in a
tangl ed web. "Are you sure about Sadi ?"

"No," Karla replied. "But I"'mwilling to consider the possibility that what he says in public my
be very different fromwhat he does in private."

Surreal raked her fingers through her hair. "Well, Hell's fire, if Daenon and Jaenelle were

pl anni ng sonet hing, they could at least tell the court."

"I was poisoned by a menmber of ny court," Karla said quietly. "And let's not forget Jaenelle's
grandnot her, because |'m sure Jaenelle hasn't. So tell me, Surreal, if you were trying to find a
way to totally destroy those two bitches, who would you trust?”

"She could have trusted the High Lord."

"And where is he right now?" Karla asked.

Surreal didn't say anything, since they both knew the answer.

20 / Terreille

"I think it's time to let Jaenelle know you're here," Hekatah said, circling behind Saetan. "I
think we should send a little gift."

He felt her grab the little finger of his left hand. He felt the knife cut through skin and bone
And he felt rage when she dropped to her knees and cl anped her mouth over the wound to drink his
bl ood. A Guardi an's bl ood.

Gathering his strength, he sent a blast of heat down his arm psychic fire that cauterized the
wound. Hekatah jerked away from him screaning. Wile he had the chance, he used a little healing
Craft to cleanse the wound and seal up the flesh enough to keep infection at bay.

Hekat ah kept screani ng. Dorothea rushed out of her cabin. Guards canme running from every
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direction.

Finally the screani ng stopped. He heard Hekatah scrabble for sonething on the ground, then slowy
get to her feet. As she circled around him he saw what the blast of power had done. Since her
nmout h had been cl anped on the wound, the psychic fire had kept going after it cauterized the bl ood
vessels. It had nelted part of her jaw, grotesquely reshapi ng her face.

In one hand, she held his little finger. In the other, she held the knife. "You're going to pay
for that," she said in a slurred voi ce.

"No, " Dorothea said, stepping forward. "You said yourself that we have to keep the damage to a

m nimumuntil Jaenelle is contained."”

Hekat ah turned toward Dorothea. Saetan felt sure the sick revulsion on Dorothea's face would drive
Hekat ah past any ability to think rationally.

"Until Jaenelle is contained," Hekatah said with effort. "But... that doesn't nmean ... he can't
pay." Turning toward him she rai sed her hand.

For the second tine, the agony fromthe R ng of Ooedience ripped through him That was devastating
enough. Hearing Lucivar's pain-filled, but still enraged, war cry as Hekatah al so puni shed the son
for the deeds of the father produced an agony in himthat cut far deeper

21 / Kael eer

Daenon wi shed Surreal hadn't been around when Ceoffrey brought the small, ornately carved box that
had been delivered to the Keep in Terreille. He had suggested that, since the verbal nessage had
said it was a "gift" for Jaenelle, Surreal’s presence wasn't required. She had countered by saying
she was fanmily and had just as nmuch right to know what was going on as he or Jaenelle did. Which
unfortunately, was true.

"Do you want nme to open it?" he asked Jaenell e when she had just stood there staring at the box
for several ninutes.

"No," she said too calmy. Using Craft, she flipped the Iid off the box.

The three of themstared at the little finger nestled in a bed of silk—a little finger with a

I ong, bl ack-tinted nail

"Well, sugar, |'d say that nessage is to the point," Surreal said as she stared at Jaenelle. "How
many nore pieces do you need to get back before you do sonething? W're running out of tine!"
"Yes," Jaenelle said. "It's tine."

She's in shock, Daenon thought. Then he | ooked at her eyes—and coul dn't suppress the shudder. They
were sapphire ice. But behind the ice was a Queen who had been pushed far beyond even the cold
rage nmal es were capabl e of unl eashing. Because he was | ooking for it, because he could descend far
enough into the abyss to feel it, he sensed that Hekatah's little gift had fully awakened the
feral side, the deadly side of Wtch. She was no | onger a young worman who had recei ved her
father's finger as a denmand for her surrender; she was a predator studying the bait laid out by an
enemy.

Dor ot hea and Hekatah had seen the young worman. They had no idea who they were really dealing wth.
"Come with nme," Jaenelle said, lightly touching his arm before she wal ked out of the room

Even through his shirt and jacket, her hand felt so cold it burned.

Careful to keep his eyes and expression bland, he | ooked at Surreal—and felt a little disnmyed by
the fury that | ooked back at him That was when he realized that, despite being chilled to the
bone, the roomwas still warm

Jaenel | e had given no outward warning of the rage just underneath the surface, no indication of
power being gathered for a strike. Nothing.

He glanced at the finger again, felt his stonmach clench. Then he wal ked out of the room

Damm them both, Surreal thought as she stared at the finger in the box. Oh, there had been a
little flicker of dismay in Sadi's face when he first saw it, but that had di sappeared quickly
enough. And from Jaenelle? Nothing. Hell's fire! She had shown nore tenper and concern when Aaron
had been cornered by Vania! At |east then there had been that freezing, terrifying rage. But the
worman gets a piece of her father sent to her and... nothing. Not a damm thing. No reaction at all
Well, fine. If that's the way those two wanted to play the gane, that was just fine. She wore a
Gray Jewel and she was a skilled assassin. There was no reason she couldn't slip into Terreille
and get Lucivar and the Hi gh Lord—and Mari an and Daenponar—away fromthose two bitches.

Surreal bit her lower lip. Well, getting all of themout in one piece might be a problem

Al right, so she'd think about it alittle, work up some kind of plan. At |east she was going to
do sonmet hi ng

And maybe, while she was thinking, she would nention this little incident to Karla to see if the
Bl ack Wdow still thought there was nore going on than nothing.
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By the time Daenon reached her workroom the ice in Jaenelle's eyes had shattered into razor-edged
shards, and he saw sonething in themthat terrified him cold, undiluted hatred.

"What do you expect will happen now?" Jaenell e asked too calmy.

Daenon slipped his hands into his trouser pockets to hide the trenbling. He quietly cleared his
throat. "I doubt anything nore will happen until the nessenger returns to Hayll and reports the
delivery of the box. It's alnmost mid-norning now. They aren't going to expect you to be capabl e of
maki ng any decisions imedi ately. So we've got a few hours. Maybe a little nore than that."
Jaenel | e paced slowy. She seermed to be arguing with herself. Finally she sighed—as if she'd |ost
the argunent—and | ooked at him "The Waver of Dreans sent ne a nmessage. She said the triangle
must remain together in order to survive, that the other two sides weren't strong enough wi t hout
the strength of the mirror—and the mrror would keep themall safe.”

"The mirror?" Daenon asked cautiously.

"You are your father's mrror, Daenon. You're one side of the triangle."

The menory flashed in his nmind of Tersa, years ago, tracing a triangle in the palmof his hand,
over and over, while she had explained the nmystery of the Blood' s four-sided triangle.

"Father, brother, lover," he nmurnured. Three sides. And the fourth side was the triangle's center
the one who ruled all three.

"Exactly," Jaenelle replied.

"You want me to go to Hayll."

"Yes."
He nodded slowy, suddenly feeling like he was on a very thin, shaky footbridge, and one false
step would send him plumeting into a chasm he woul d never escape. "If | walked in to try another

exchange of prisoners, that would buy a few nore hours."

"I never said anything about you handing yourself over to them" Jaenell e snapped. Her face had
been pal e since she'd seen Saetan's finger. Now it got paler. "Daenon, | need seventy-two hours."
"Sev—But everything is ready. Al you would need to do is gather your strength and unleash it."
"l need seventy-two hours."

He stared at her, slowy coming to terns with what she was telling him In a controlled dive into
the abyss, he could descend to the level of his Black Jewels in a few m nutes and gather his ful
strength. It was going to take her seventy-two hours to do the sane thing.

Hell's fire, Mdther N ght, and nmay the Darkness be merciful

But there was no way for himto ..

He saw the know edge in her eyes—and fought against the shame it produced in him He shoul d have
known he couldn't hide the Sadist fromWtch. And he finally understood what she was aski ng of
hi m

Unabl e to neet her eyes anynore, he turned away and began his own sl ow prow around the room

It was just a gane. A dirty, vicious gane—the kind the Sadi st had al ways played so well. As he
gave that part of hinself free rein, the plan took shape as easily as breathing.

But... Everything has a price. If he was going to | ose the conpani onship of al nbst everyone he had
ever cared about, the reward would have to justify the cost.

"I can do this," he crooned, slowy circling around her. "I can keep Dorothea and Hekatah off-

bal ance enough to keep the others safe and al so prevent those Ladies fromgiving the orders to
send the Terreillean armes into Kaeleer. | can buy you seventy-two hours, Jaenelle. But it's

going to cost me because |'mgoing to do things | may never be forgiven for, so | want sonething
inreturn.”

He could taste her slight bafflenent before she said, "All right."

"I don't want to wear the Consort's ring anynore."

A slash of pain, quickly stifled. "All right."

"I want a wedding ring in its place."

A flash of joy, imediately foll owed by sorrow. She sniled at himat the sane tine her eyes filled
with tears. "It would be wonderful ."

She neant that. So why the sorrow, why the anguish? He woul d have to deal with that when he got
back.

Hi s tenper was al ready getting edgy, dangerous. "I'Il take that as a 'yes.' There are things |']|
need that | can't create well enough for this game."

"Just tell me what you need, Daenon."

He didn't want to do this. Didn't want to go back to that kind of life, not even for seventy-two
hours. He was going to nutilate the life he'd begun to build here, and the coven, the boyos, they
woul d never —

"Do you trust nme?" he snapped.

"Yes."
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No hesitation, no doubts.

He finally stopped noving and faced her. "Do you know how desperately | |ove you?"

Her voi ce shook when she answered, "As nuch as | |ove you?"

He held her, held on to her as his lifeline, his anchor. It would be all right. As |long as he had
her, it would be all right.

Finally, reluctantly, he eased back. "Cone on, we've got a lot of work to do."

"That's the last of it," Jaenelle said several hours later. She carefully packed the box that held
all the spelled items she had created for him "Alnost the last of it."

Daenon si pped the coffee he had brewed strong enough to bite. Physically, he was tired. Mentally,
he was reeling. As Jaenelle created each of the spells he had asked for, he'd had to learn howto
use t hem—whi ch neant she'd explained the process to himas she created one, then had himpractice
with it while she created the ones he would take with him She'd reviewed his efforts, given nore
i nstructions on how to hone the effect—and never once asked hi mwhat he intended to do, for which
he was grateful. O course, he didn't know exactly what she was going to do either. There were
some things one Black Wdow did not ask anot her.

Jaenel l e held up a vial about the size of her index finger that was filled with dark powder. "This
is a stinmulant. A strong one. One dose will keep you on your feet for about six hours. You can m X
it with any kind of |iquid—= She eyed the coffee. "—but if you mix it with sonething brewed |ike
that it's going to have nore kick."

"That's one dose?" Daenon asked. Then he bit his tongue to keep from |l aughi ng and wi shed he could
have a picture of the I ook on her face.

"There are enough doses in here for the next three days and then sone," she said dryly.

"Well, 1'd better find out what it does." Daenon held out the nug of coffee.

She opened the vial, tapped it lightly over the nmug. The sprinkle of powder dissolved instantly.
He took a sip. Alittle nutty, just a little sharp. Actually quite—

He wheezed. H s body suddenly had a kind of battlefield alertness, a fierce need to move. H s m nd
was no | onger hazed by nental fatigue. After the first few expl osive seconds, he felt hinself
settle down, but there renmmined that bright reservoir of energy.

He drained the nug, waited a few seconds. No physical changes, just the feeling that the reservoir
got delightfully bigger.

Jaenel l e carefully packed the vial into the box. "Everything has a price, Daenon," she said
firmy. That sobered him "It's addictive?" The | ook she gave himcould have cut a man in half.
"No, it is not. | use this sonetimes—which you will not nmention to any of the famly. They'd throw
three kinds of fits if they knew. This will keep you going, even if you don't get any food or

sl eep, but if you don't renew the dose every six hours, your feet are going to go out from under
you and you'd better be prepared to sleep for a day."

"I'n other words, if | miss a dose, |'mnot going to be able to flog nyself awake again no natter
what's goi ng on around ne."

She nodded.

"All right, I'Il renenber."”

She held up another vial, this one full of a dark liquid. "This is a tonic for Saetan. | figured

he's going to be weakened physically, so | nade it strong. It's going to have a kick like a team
of draft horses. Add it to an equal anount of |iquid—wi ne or fresh blood."

“If I use the stimulant, can | use ny blood for that tonic?"

"Yes," Jaenell e said, alnpbst nanaging to keep her lips fromtwitching. "But if you do use your

bl ood, nmake sure you pour it down his throat before you tell himwhat it is because it'll kick
like two teans of draft horses—and he will not be happy with you for the first couple of mnutes."
"Fair enough." He just hoped Saetan woul d be in good enough condition that he could how about

bei ng dosed.

Jaenel l e took a deep breath, let it out slowy. "That's it then."

Daenon set the nug down on the worktable. "I want to supervise making up the food pack. It won't
take long. WIIl you wait for nme?"

Her smile didn't reach her haunted sapphire eyes. "I'Il wait."

"Prince Ssadi."

Daenon hesitated, turned toward the voice. "Draca." She held out one hand, closed in a | oose fist.
bediently, he put his hand under hers. Wen she opened her hand, col ored bangl es poured into

hi s—the ki nd of bangles wonmen sewed on dresses to catch the |ight.

Baf fl ed, he | ooked at the bangles, then at her

"When the tine iss right, give thesse to Ssaetan. He will undersstand."”

She knows, Daenon thought. She knows, but... No, Draca woul dn't say anything to the coven or the
boyos. The Seneschal of Ebon Askavi woul d keep her own council for her own reasons.
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As she wal ked away, he slipped the bangles into his jacket pocket.

Surreal junped when the door to her room fl ew open.

"What in the nane of Hell do you think you' re doing?" Daenpon denanded, slamming the door

"What does it look like |I'mdoing?" Surreal snapped. Silently, she swore. A few nore ninutes and
she woul d have been able to slip away undetected.

"I't looks like you' re about to ruin several hours of careful planning," Daenon snapped back

That stopped her. "Wat planning?" she asked suspiciously.

He swore with a creative vileness that surprised her. "Wat do you think |I've been doing since we
got that gift this norning? And what did you think you' d be able to do, going in al one?"

"I've been an assassin for a lot of years, Sadi. | could have—

"One-on-one kills," he snarled. "That's not going to get you very far in an arned canp. And if you
unl eash the Gay to get rid of the guards, you can be sure the four people you' re going in for
will be dead by the tinme you reach them™

"You don't know—-

"l do know," Daenon shouted. "I grew up under that bitch's control. | do know. "

Her anger couldn't match his, especially when he'd been able to put his finger on every doubt she
had about succeedi ng. "You have a better idea?"

"Yes, Surreal, | have a better idea," Daenon replied coldly.

Surreal licked her lips, took a careful breath. "I could help, create a diversion or sonething.
Hell's fire, Daenon, those people are ny family, too, the first family |'ve ever had. They nean
sonething to ne. Let ne help.”

Sonet hi ng queer filled his eyes as he stared at her. "Yes,"” he said in a silky croon, "I think you
could be very helpful." His voice shifted, becane irritated and efficient as he | ooked over the
supplies piled on her bed. "At |east you had the good sense to realize you would need to bring
your own food and water since you won't be able to trust consum ng anything that might be there.”
He headed for the door. "I'lIl need a couple nore hours. Then we'll go."

"But— The | ook he gave her had her backing down. "A couple of hours,"” she agreed.

It wasn't until he was gone that she began to wonder just what it was she had agreed to do.

Little fool, Daenon thought as he storned back to Jaenelle's workroom Idiot. If the kitchen staff
hadn't nentioned that Surreal had requested a similar food pack, he wouldn't have known she was

planning to go to Hayll, wouldn't have been prepared to deal with her presence. Ch, he could use
her help in this gane. It hadn't taken himnore than a nminute to recogni ze how many ways she could
hel p. But, damm it, if she'd gone in and gotten everyone riled before he arrived... He had to buy

Jaenel |l e seventy-two hours. A straight, clean fight would have gotten the others out, but it

woul dn't have done that.

So he would play out his gane—and Surreal would have a chance to dance with the Sadist.

He wal ked into the workroom and snarled at Jaenelle, "I'll need a couple nore itens."

Her eyes wi dened when he told her what he wanted, but she didn't say anything except, "I think I'd
better give you a Ring that has a shield no one can get through."

Since he figured both Lucivar and Surreal would want to tear his heart out in a few hours' tine,
he thought that was an excellent idea.

The three of them stood outside the roomthat held the Dark Altar at the Keep.

Jaenel | e hugged Surreal. "May the Darkness enbrace you, Sister."

"We'll get them back," Surreal said, returning the hug. "Count on it." dancing at Daenon, she
went into the Altar's roomand quietly closed the door

Daenon just | ooked at Jaenelle, his heart too full to say anything. Besides, words seenmed so

i nadequate at the nonent. He brushed a thunb across her cheek, kissed her gently. Then he took a
deep breath. "The gane begins at nidnight."

"And at midnight, seventy-two hours later, you're going to be riding the Wnds back to the Keep in
Terreille. No stops, no delays." She paused, waited for himto nod agreenent, then added, "Don't
ride any Wnd darker than the Red. The others will be unstable."

It took effort to keep his jaw from dropping. A strong witch stormcould create a di sturbance on
part of the psychic roadways through the Darkness, could even throw soneone off the Wb to be | ost
in the Darkness, but "unstable" sounded nuch, nuch worse.

"Al right,"” he finally said. "We'll stay on the Red."

"Daenon, " Jaenelle said softly, "I want you to prom se nme sonething."

"Anyt hi ng. "

Her eyes filled with tears. It took her a nonent to regain control. "Thirteen years ago, you gave
everything you had in order to help ne."

"And 1'Il give you everything again," he replied just as softly.

She shook her head fiercely. "No. No nore sacrifices, Daenpon. Not fromyou. That's what | want you
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to promise ne." She swallowed hard. "The Keep is going to be the only safe place. | want your

prom se that, at the appointed hour, you'll be on your way there. No matter who you have to wal k
away from no matter who you have to | eave behind, you nust get to the Keep before dawn. Prom se
me, Daenon." She gripped his armhard enough to hurt. "I have to know you'll be safe. Pronmise ne."
Gently, he renobved her hand, then raised it to place a kiss in her palmand sniled. "I'mnot going
to do anything that will nmake me late for nmy own wedding."

Pain flashed in her eyes, naking himwonder if she really wanted to marry him No. He woul dn't
begin to doubt, couldn't afford to doubt. "I'lIl come back to you," he said. "I swear it."

She gave hima brief, fierce kiss. "See that you do."

She | ooked pal e and exhausted. There were dark snudges under her eyes. She had never |ooked nore
beautiful to him

"I'l'l see you in a few days."

" Good- bye, Daenon. | |ove you."

As he approached the Dark Altar that was a Gate between the Realns, he didn't find Jaenelle's | ast
wor ds reassuri ng.

22 | Kael eer

Karl a eased herself into a chair in Jaenelle's sitting room She could use Craft to float herself
fromplace to place, and could even stand on her own now for a little while with the help of two
canes. But channeling power through her body |eft her quickly exhausted, and standi ng made her

| egs ache. Still, the daily cup of Jaenelle's tonic was working. But she had an uneasy feeling she
woul d need her strength for something el se very soon

It was the first time since Jaenelle had refused to allow Kaeleer to go to war that Karla had seen
her. But even now, when Jaenell e had sumoned her and Gabrielle, the Queen of Ebon Askavi was
keepi ng her back to them just staring out the w ndow.

"I need the two of you to keep the boyos | eashed for another few days,
won't be easy, but it's necessary."

"Why?" Gabrielle demanded. "Hell's fire, Jaenelle, we need to gather into arnies and fight.
Scattered the way we are now, we're barely holding our own and we aren't even fighting the armes
that are bound to cone in from T Terreille, just the Terreill eans who were already in Kael eer. The
bastards. It's tine to go to war. W have to go to war. It's not just the people who are dying.
The I and is being destroyed, too."

"The Queens can heal the land," Jaenelle replied, still not |ooking at them "That is the Queens
special gift. And not as many of our people have died as you seemto think."

"No," Gabrielle said bitterly, "they' re just dying of shane because they' ve been ordered to
abandon their |and."

"They can survive a little shane."

Karla laid a hand on Gabrielle's arm Trying to keep her voice reasonable, she said, "I don't
think there's any choice now, Jaenelle. If we don't stop retreating and start attacking, we aren't
going to have a place to take a stand when the Terreillean arm es do get here.”

"They won't receive orders to enter Kaeleer for a few nore days. By then, it won't make any

di fference. "

"Because we' |l be forced to surrender," Gabrielle snapped.

Karla's hand tightened on Gabrielle's arm She didn't have nmuch strength, but the gesture was
enough to | eash the other Queen's tenper—at |east for the nonent.

"I's Kaeleer finally going to war with Terreille?" she asked.

"No," Jaenelle said. "Kaeleer will not go to war with Terreille."

It was the slight inflection that nade ice run through Karla's body. The way Gabrielle' s arm
tensed under her hand, she knew the other woman had heard it, too.

"Then who is going to war with Terreille?"

Jaenel I e turned around.

Gabrielle sucked in her breath.

For the first tine, they were seeing the dream beneath the flesh

Karla stared at the pointed ears that had cone fromthe Dea al Mon, the hands with sheathed cl aws
that had cone fromthe Tigre, the hooves peeking out frombeneath the black gown that could have
cone fromthe centaurs or the horses or the unicorns. Mst of all, she stared at the tiny spira
hor n.

The living nyth. Dreanms nmade flesh. But, oh, had any of themreally thought about who the dreaners
had been?

No wonder the kindred | ove her. No wonder we've all |oved her

Jaenelle said quietly. "It
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Karla quietly cleared her throat to ask the question she suddenly hoped woul dn't be answered. "Wo
is going to war with Terreille?"
"I am" Wtch said.

Chapter Fifteen
1/ Terreille

Hal f-bl inded by the pain inflicted on himduring the past two days, Saetan watched Hekat ah
approach and give hima long, slow study. Whenever the whimhad struck either of them she and
Dor ot hea had used the Ring of Obedience on him but nore carefully now, stopping just before the
monent when he woul d have fainted fromthe pain. Wrse, for him they had left himchained to the
post through the daylight hours. Already weakened by pain, the afternoon sun had drained his
psychic strength and stabbed at his eyes, producing a headache so violent even the pain fromthe
Ring couldn't engulf it.

Bit by bit, pain had chewed away all the revitalizing effects Jaenelle's tonics had produced in
him changing his body back to where it had been when he'd first nmet her—cl oser to the denon-dead
than to the living.

If he could have made a fast transition from Guardi an to denon-dead, he night have considered
it—the kind of transition Andulvar and Prothvar had nade on the battlefield all those |ong
centuries ago. They had both been so deep in battle fury, they hadn't even realized they had
recei ved deathblows. If he could have done it that way, he might have. It would be easy enough to
slit a vein and bl eed hinself out, and there would be I ess pain. But he would be nore vul nerabl e,
and wi thout a supply of fresh blood, the sunlight would weaken himto the point that, when
Jaenelle finally came, he would be a liability to her instead of finding some way to fight with
her.

Wien Jaenelle finally came. |If Jaenelle ever came. She shoul d have reacted by now, should have
been there by now—+f she was coming at all.

"I think it's tinme to send Jaenelle another little gift," Hekatah said, her girlish voice now
slurred by the m sshapen jaw. "Another finger?" She used the same tone another woman night use
when trying to decide the nerits of serving one dish over another at dinner. "Perhaps a toe this
tinme. No, too insignificant. An eye? Too disfiguring. W don't want her to start thinking you've
beconme too repul sive to rescue." Her eyes focused on his balls—and she sniled. "It's dead neat
now, but it will still be useful for this anyway."

He didn't react. Wuldn't allow hinmself to react. It was dead neat nowthe last part revitalized,
the first part to die. He wouldn't react. And he wouldn't think of Sylvia. Not now. Not ever

agai n.

Wth their eyes | ocked on each other, Hekatah stepped closer, closer. One of her hands stroked
him caressed him closed around himto hold himfor the knife.

An enraged shriek tore through the normal nighttine sounds.

Hekat ah junped back and whirled toward t he sound.

Surreal cane flying into the canp as if she'd been tossed by a huge hand. Her feet hit the ground
first, but she couldn't stop the forward nomentum She tucked and rolled, conming up on her knees
facing the darkness beyond the area illum nated by candl e-1ights.

"YOU COLD- BLOODED, HEARTLESS BASTARD! " Surreal screanmed. "YOU GUTLESS SON OF A VWHORI NG BI TCH! "
Dor ot hea burst out of her cabin, shouting, "Guards! Cuards!"

The guards rushed in fromthree sides of the canp. No one cane out of the darkness facing them
"GUARDS! " Dor ot hea shout ed agai n.

From out of that darkness, a deep, anused voice said, "They aren't going to answer you, darling.
They' ve been pernmanently detai ned.”

Daenon Sadi stepped out of the darkness, stopping at the edge of the light. H's black hair was a
little wind-nmussed. Hi s hands were casually tucked in his trouser pockets. His black jacket was
open, revealing the white silk shirt that was unbuttoned to the waist. The Black Jewel around his
neck glittered with power. H's golden eyes glittered, too.

Seeing that queer glitter in Daenpn's eyes, Saetan shivered. Sonething was wong here. Very wong.

Hekat ah turned hal fway, resting the knife against Saetan's belly. "Take one nore step and I'l| gut
himand kill the Eyrien, too."

"Go ahead," Daenobn said pleasantly as he wal ked into the canp. "It'll save nme the troubl e of
arrangi ng a couple of careful accidents, which | would have had to have done soon anyway since the
Steward and the First Escort were beconming . .. troublesone. So, you kill them | destroy you—and
then | return to Kaeleer to console the grieving Queen. Yes, that will work out quite nicely.
You'll be blanmed for their deaths, and Jaenelle will never |ook at ne and wonder why |I'mthe only
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mal e | eft whom she can depend on."

"You're forgetting about the Master of the Guard," Hekatah said.

Daenmon snmiled a gentle, brutal smle. "No, | haven't. | didn't forget about Prothvar or Mephis
either. They're no | onger a concern."”

For a nonent, Saetan thought Hekatah had gutted him But while the wound wasn't physical, the pain
was. "No," he said. "No. You couldn't have."

Daenon | aughed. "Couldn't |? Then where are they, old man?"

Because he had wondered the sane thing, Saetan couldn't answer that. But he still found hinself
denying it. "You couldn't have. They're your famly."

"My famly," Daenon said thoughtfully. "How convenient that they decided to becone 'fanmly' after

| becanme the Consort to the strongest Queen in the history of the Bl ood."

"That's not true," Saetan said, straining forward despite the knife Hekatah still held against his
belly. It was mad to be arguing about this, but all his instincts shouted at himthat it had to be
now, that there night not be another chance to alter that | ook in Daenpbn's eyes.

"Isn't it?" Daenon said bitterly. "Then where were they 1,700 years ago when | was a child? Were
were you? Where were any of you during all the years between then and now? Don't talk to ne about
famly, Hi gh Lord."

Saet an sagged agai nst the post. Mther N ght, every worry he'd had about Daenobn's |oyalty was

com ng true

"How very touching,"'
son."

Daenmon's gol d eyes fastened on Hekatah. "I think it's nore accurate to say |'mthe man ny father
m ght have been if he'd had the balls for it."

"Don't listen to him" Dorothea said suddenly. "It's a trick, a trap. He's lying."

"It seens to be his day for it," Surreal muttered bitterly.

Gving Surreal a brief, disnissive glance, Daenon shifted his attention to Dorothea. "Hello,
darling. You look Iike a hag. It suits you."

Dor ot hea hi ssed.

"I brought you a present,’

Hekat ah sneered. "Do you expect us to believe that? You' re your father's

Daenon sai d, glancing at Surreal again.

Dor ot hea | ooked at Surreal's pointed ears and sneered. "I've heard of her. She's nothing but a
whore. "

"Yes," Daenpn agreed nildly, "she's a first-class slut who will spread her |legs for anything that
will pay her. She's al so your granddaughter. Kartane's child. The only one he'll ever sire. The

only continuation of your bloodline.”

"No slut is ny granddaughter," Dorothea snarl ed.

Daenon rai sed one eyebrow. "Really, darling, | thought that would be the convincing argunent. The

only difference between you is she's under a male nost of the tine while you're on top of him But
your |egs are spread just as wide." He paused. "Well, there is one other difference. Since she was
getting paid for it, she had to acquire some skill in bed."

Dor ot hea shook with rage. "CGuards! Seize him"

Twenty nmen surged forward, then dropped in their tracks.

Daenon just smiled. "Perhaps | should kill the rest of themnowto elimnate further annoyances."

Hekat ah carefully | owered the knife. "Why are you here, Sadi?"

"Your little schemes are interfering with ny plans, and that annoys ne."

"Terreille is going to war with Kaeleer. That's hardly a 'little schene.' "
"Well, that all depends on whether you have the power to win, doesn't it?" Daenon crooned.
"However, |I'mnot interested in ruling a Realmthat's been devastated by a war, so | decided it

was tine we had a little talk." Dorothea junped forward. "Don't listen to him"

"How can you rul e a Real n?" Hekatah asked, ignoring Dorothea.

Daenon's snil e becanme colder, crueler. "I control the witch who has the strength to kill every
living thing in the Realmof Terreille."

"NO " Saetan shouted. "You do not control the Queen." When Daenon's eyes fixed on him he started
to shiver again.

"Don't 1?" Daenon purred. "Haven't you wondered why she didn't respond to the 'gift,' H gh Lord?
Oh, she was greatly distressed. Hasn't done anything but weep since your finger arrived. But she
isn't here—and she isn't going to be because she val ues having ny cock inside her nore than she
val ues you. Any of you." For the first time, Daenon gl anced at Lucivar.

Saet an shook his head. "No. You can't do this, Daenon.”

"Don't tell nme what | can do. You had your chance, old nman, and you didn't have the balls to take
it. Nowit's ny turn, and | intend to rule."

"That's just another lie," Dorothea snapped. "You've never been interested in ruling."
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Daenon turned searing, cold anger on her. "What would you know about what | wanted, bitch? You
never offered me a chance to rule anything. You just wanted to use ny strength wi thout ever
offering anything in return.”

"I did offer you sonething!"

"What ? You? You had your use of ne, Dorothea. How could you imagi ne enduring nore of that woul d be
any kind of reward?"

"You bastard! You— She took a step toward him her hand raised like a claw

A bl ow from a phant om hand knocked her off her feet. She fell on top of Surreal, who swore

vi ci ously and pushed her off.

Tearing his eyes away from Daenpon, Saetan | ooked at Hekat ah—and realized she was shaking, but it
wasn't from anger.

"What is it you want, Sadi ?" Hekatah said, unable to keep her voice steady.

A long, chilling nonent passed before Daenon turned his attention back to her. "I cane to
negotiate on ny Queen's behal f."

"l told you," Dorothea nuttered—but she didn't try to get up

"And what will you tell your Queen?" Hekatah asked.

"That | arrived too late to save any of them |'msure | can prod her into a suitably violent
reaction."”

"She'll destroy nore than us if she unl eashes that kind of power."

Daenon's smile was a satisfied one. "Exactly. She'll destroy everything. And once all of you are
gone... Well, there will have to be a few nore battles in Kaeleer to elimnate the nore

troubl esome nmales in the court. But after that, |I think things will settle down quite nicely." He
turned and started to wal k away.

He' Il never get her to destroy everyone in Terreille, Saetan thought, closing his eyes against the
sick feelings churning in his stonmach. He'll never twi st her that nuch. Not Jaenelle.

"Wait," Hekatah said.

Saet an opened his eyes.

Daenmon was al nost at the edge of the light. Turning, he raised one eyebrow in inquiry.

"Was that the only reason you cane here?" Hekatah asked.

Daenon gl anced at Lucivar again and sniled. "No. | thought | would settle a few debts while | was
here. "

Hekat ah returned the smle. "Then, perhaps. Prince, we do have sonething to tal k about. But not
right now. Why don't you indul ge yourself while |—-while Dorothea and | think about how we m ght
settle this anmicably between us."

"I"'msure | can find sonething anusing to do to pass the tine," Daenpn said. He wal ked out of the
Iight, disappeared into the darkness.

Hekat ah | ooked at Saetan. It wasn't possible for himto keep his feelings hidden right now, to
keep his face bl ank

Dorothea got to her feet and pointed at Surreal. "Secure that bitch," she snapped at a coupl e of
guards. Then she turned to Hekatah. "You can't really believe Sadi."

"The Hi gh Lord does," Hekatah said quietly. "And that's very interesting." She hissed when
Dorothea started to protest. "We'Il| discuss this in private."

She wal ked to her cabin with Dorothea reluctantly follow ng.

After chaining Surreal to the post on Saetan's left, the guards gathered up the dead nen, and,
wi th uneasy gl ances at the surroundi ng darkness, finally returned to their duties.

"Your son's a col d-blooded bastard,” Surreal said quietly.

Saet an t hought about the | ook in Daenpon's eyes. He thought about the man he shoul d have known

well —and didn't know at all. Closing his eyes, he rested his head agai nst the post, and said, "I
only have one son now-and he's Eyrien."
"Hello, Prick."

Luci var turned his head, watched Daenon glide out of the darkness and circle around to stand
directly in front of him

He had watched that initial gane closely, waiting for sonme sign from Daenon that it was tinme to
attack. The spelled chains couldn't have held him by thensel ves, and, unlike Saetan, the pain from
the Ring of Obedience didn't debilitate himfor long—at least, it didn't drain himthe way it
seermed to drain the High Lord. No, what had nmade hi m hold back and wait was the threat to Marian
and Daenpnar. There was always a guard inside the far hut that was being used as one of the
prisons, and that guard had orders to kill his wife and son if he broke free. So he had waited,
especially after Saetan had surrendered to those two bitches, because he had realized that Saetan
had known there woul dn't be an exchange, had wal ked i n expecting to beconme a prisoner, and had had
a reason for doing it.
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So when he saw Daenon, he figured the game was about to begin. But now, seeing that bored, sleepy,
terrifying look... He'd danced with the Sadi st enough tines in the past to know that | ook neant
they were all in serious trouble.

"Hell o, Bastard," he said carefully.

Daenon stepped closer. H's fingertips drifted up Lucivar's arm over the shoulder, traced the

col I arbone.

"What's the game?" Lucivar asked quietly. Then he shivered as Daenon's fingers drifted up his
neck, along his jaw

"It's sinple enough,"” Daenon crooned, brushing a finger over Lucivar's lower |ip. "You' re going to
die, and I'"'mgoing to rule." He net Lucivar's eyes and smled. "Do you know what it's like in the
Twi sted Kingdom Prick? Do you have any idea? | spent eight years in that tornment because of you."
"You forgave the debt," Lucivar snarled softly. "I gave you the chance to settle it, and you chose
to forgive it."

Daenon's hand gently settled on Lucivar's neck. He |leaned forward until his lips al nbst brushed
Lucivar's. "Did you really think I would forgive you?"

Fromthe far hut, they both heard a child's outraged how .

Daenon stepped back. Smiled. Slipped his hands into his trouser pockets. "You're going to pay for
those years, Prick," Daenon said softly. "You're going to pay dearly."

Luci var's heart pounded in his throat as Daenon glided toward the hut that held Marian and

Daenpnar. "Bastard? Bastard, wait. |'mthe one who owes the debt. You can't... Daenpbn? Daenon!"
Daermon wal ked into the hut. A nonent later, the guard hurried out.

" DAEMON! "

A few mnutes after that, Lucivar heard his son scream

Dorothea's hands closed into fists. "I'mtelling you, it's a trick of some kind. | know Sadi."

"Do you?" Hekatah snapped.

I think it's nore accurate to say |'mthe man ny father might have been if he'd had the balls for
it.

Yes, she had been able to sense the ruthlessness, the anbition, the cruel sexuality in Daenon
Sadi. It frightened her a little. It excited her even nore.

"He's never been interested in using his strength to acquire power. He fought against every
attenpt | made to bring himaround."

"That's because you handl ed hi mwong," Hekatah snarled. "If you had doted on Sadi the way you had
doted on that excuse for a son—=

"You used to think it was anmusing that | was playing bedroomganes with the Hi gh Lord s boy. You
said it would make a man out of him"

And it had. It had honed Sadi's cruelty, his taste for perverse pleasure. She had sensed that,
too. Just as she had sensed that it wouldn't be easy to get around his deep hatred for Dorothea.
Vell, she wouldn't let that interfere with her own anbitions. Besides, Dorothea was beconing
difficult, unreliable. She would have had to elimnate the bitch after the war was won anyway.

"l tell you, he's up to sonething,"” Dorothea insisted. "And you're just letting hi mwander around
the canp to do who knows what."

"What am | supposed to do?" Hekatah snapped. "W thout any |everage, we can't go up against the

Bl ack and expect to win."

"We've got |everage," Dorothea said through clenched teeth.

Hekat ah | et out a nasty laugh. "What |everage? If he really has destroyed Andul var, Prothvar, and
Mephi s, he's not going to squirm because Saetan's guts are spilling out on the ground.”

"You picked the wong man, the wong threat," Dorothea said irritably, waving a hand. "He nay not
give a damm about Saetan, but he's al ways buckl ed when Lucivar was threatened. Lucivar's been the
one chain we could count on to hold Sadi. If you threatened— She paused, sniffed, |ooked toward
the door, and said uneasily, "What's that smell?"

"What's that snell?" Surreal nuttered. It was well past mdnight. Were the guards roasting sone
meat for tonorrow s neal s? Possibly, but she couldn't inmagi ne anyone wanting to eat anything that
snelled that vile. "Do you snell it?" She turned her head to | ook at Saetan—and didn't |ike what
she saw. Not one little bit. Since Daenon wal ked out of the canp the first tine, the H gh Lord had
just been staring straight ahead. Just staring. "Uncle Saetan?"

He turned his head, slowy. H's eyes focused on her—too slowy.

Checking to make sure there weren't any guards around at the monent, she | eaned toward himas mnuch
as she could. "Uncle Saetan, this isn't exactly the time to start taking nental side trips. W' ve
got to think of a way to get out of here.”

"I"'msorry you're here, Surreal," he said in a worn-out voice. "Truly, | amsorry."

Me, too. "Lucivar's got the physical strength, and | can handle nyself in a fight, but you' ve got
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the experience to cone up with a plan that can use that strength to our best advantage."

He just | ooked at her. The snmile that finally curved his lips was gently bitter. "Sweetheart..
|"ve gotten very old in the past two days."

She could see that, and it scared her. Wthout him she wasn't sure they could get out of there.
Hearing a door open, she imediately straightened up and | ooked away from him

"Hell's fire," Dorothea said irritably, "what's that snell?" She stepped between the posts that
hel d Saetan and Surreal.

Surreal clenched her teeth. She wore a Gray Jewel; Dorothea wore a Red. It would be easy enough to
slip under Dorothea's inner barriers and weave a death spell—sonething nasty so that, when it
triggered, the screans and confusion mght give thema chance to get away.

She began a careful descent so that no one would notice it, but before she reached the depth of
her Gray Jewel, another door opened.

The vile snell intensified, making her gag.

Daenon Sadi strolled out of the prison hut, his hands in his trouser pockets. He kept noving unti
he reached the center of the lighted area. He didn't look at them His glittering eyes were
focused intently on Lucivar, who stared back at him

No one dared nove

Fi nally, Daenon | ooked toward the prison hut and said pleasantly, "Marian, darling, cone out and
show your foolish husband the price for ny years in the Tw sted Ki ngdom"

Two naked... things... floated out of the hut into the light. An hour ago, they had been a woman
and a snall boy. Now. ..

Surreal began panting in an effort to keep her stomach down. Mt her N ght, Mther N ght, Mther
Ni ght.

Marian's fingers and feet were gone. So was the long, lovely hair. Daenpbnar's eyes were gone, as
well as his hands and feet. Their wings were so crisped, the slight novenent of floating nade

pi eces break off. And their skin . |

Smiling that cold, cruel smle, the Sadist released his hold on Marian and Daenonar. The little
boy hit the ground with a thunp and began scream ng. Marian | anded on the stunps of her feet and
fell. Wen she | anded, her skin split, and..

Not bl ood, Surreal realized as she stared with nunb, sick fascination. Cooking juices oozed out
fromthose splits in the skin.

The Sadi st hadn't just burned them he had cooked them-and they were still alive. Not even denon-
dead, alive

"Lucivar," Marian whispered hoarsely as she tried to craw toward her husband. "Lucivar."

Luci var screaned, but the scream of pain changed to an Eyrien war cry. Chains snapped as he

expl oded away fromthe post, charging right at Daenon. Wen he had covered half the distance, a
hard psychi c bl ow knocked himoff his feet, sent himrolling back toward the post. He surged to
his feet, rushed at Daenon agai n—and was struck down again. And agai n. And again.

When he couldn't get to his feet, he crawl ed toward Daenon, his teeth bared, his eyes filled with
hat e.

Sadi reached down, grabbed Daenpnar's arm and twisted it off the way another man would tw st off
a drumsti ck.

That got Lucivar to his feet. Wien he charged this tine, he slamed into a Black shield and went
to his knees.

Daenon just watched himand smil ed.

He tried to break through the shield, tried to snmash his way through it, claw his way through it,
battered hinself against it—and finally just braced hinself against it, crying.

"Daenon, " he pleaded. "Daenon... showa little mercy."

"You want nercy?" Daenon replied gently. Wth predatory speed, he stepped on Daenonar's head.

The skull smashed |ike an eggshell

Daenon wal ked over to Marian, who was still whispering, still trying to crawl. Even over Lucivar's
angui shed how's, the rest of themcould hear the bones snap when Daenon stepped on her neck
Usi ng Daenpbnar's armas a pointer, Sadi gestured elegantly at the two bodies, all the while

wat chi ng Lucivar and smiling. "They're both still strong enough to nake the transition to denon-
dead," he said pleasantly. "It's doubtful the brat is going to renenber nmuch of anything, but your
wife's last thoughts of you... How kindly will she renenber you, Prick, knowi ng you were the cause
of this?"

"Finish it," Lucivar begged. "Let themgo."

"Everything has a price, Prick. Pay the price, and I'll let themgo."

"What do you want fromne," Lucivar said in a broken voice. "Just tell ne what you want from ne."
Daenon's smile turned col der, neaner. "Prove you can be a good boy. Crawl back to the post."
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Luci var craw ed.

Two of the guards who had been standi ng beyond the |ighted area, watching, approached Lucivar and
hel ped himto his feet while two others replaced the broken chai ns.

They were very gentle with himwhen they secured himto the post.

Luci var | ooked at Daermon with grief-dulled eyes. "Satisfied?"

"Yes," Daenopn said too softly. "I'"msatisfied."

Surreal felt a flick of dark power, then another. She reached out to Marian, alnost terrified that
her psychic touch would get an answer. But there was nothing, no one, left.

That was when she finally realized she was crying, had been crying.

Dr oppi ng Daenpbnar's arm Sadi used a handkerchief to neticul ously wi pe the grease from his hand.
Then, wal ki ng over to Surreal, he used the sane handkerchief to wipe the tears fromher face.

She al nost puked on him

"Don't waste your tears on them little witch," Daenon said quietly. "You' re next."

She wat ched hi m wal k away, di sappear once nore into the darkness. | may be next, you col d-hearted
bastard, but I won't go down without a fight. I can't win against you, but | swear by all that |
amthat | won't go down without a fight.

Saetan cl osed his eyes, unable to bear the sight of the still figures lying a few feet away from
hi m

I knew he was dangerous, but | didn't know he had this in him | hel ped him encouraged him Oh,
witch-child, what kind of nonster did | allow into your bed, into your heart?

As soon as they returned to Hekatah's cabin, Dorothea fell into the nearest chair. She had done
some cruel, vicious things in her life, but this..

She shudder ed.

Hekat ah braced her hands on the table. "Do you still think he'll buckle if we threaten Lucivar?"
she asked in a shaky voi ce.
"No," Dorothea replied in a voice just as shaky. "I don't know what he'll do anynore." For

centuries, the Blood in Terreille had called himthe Sadist. Now she finally understood why.
2 | Kael eer

Karl a watched Tersa build strange creations with brown wooden building bl ocks. She was gratefu
for the ol der woman's presence, and knew Gabrielle felt the sane way.

Jaenel | e had di sappeared shortly after she had talked to them They, in turn, had talked to the
rest of the coven, only telling themthat the boyos needed to be held back for a few nore days.
They hadn't told the others about Wtch's intention of going to war with Terreill e—al one. They had
under st ood the unspoken command when Jaenelle had finally shown themthe dreamthat |ived beneath
t he human skin.

So the coven, unhappy but united, had rounded up the boyos before any of themcould slip the

| eash. It hadn't been easy, and the males' hostility toward what they considered a betrayal had
been vicious enough to nmake Karla wonder if any of the marriages in the First Circle would
survive. Some of those marriages mi ght have been destroyed right there and then if Tersa hadn't
corme along and scol ded the boyos for their lack of courtesy. Since the nmales weren't willing to
attack her, they had given in.

Al nost twenty-four hours of enforced togetherness hadn't nmde things any easier, but it was the
only way to ensure the nal es' continued presence. Even by the Keep's standards, the sitting room
t he coven had chosen as a place of confinement was a large roomw th several clusters of furniture
and lots of pacing room-and it wasn't big enough. The coven nostly kept to the chairs and couches
to avoid being snarled at by a pacing nale. And when the boyos weren't pacing, they were huddl ed
toget her, nuttering.

"How many days are we going to have to do this?" Karla nuttered to herself.

"As many as it takes," Tersa replied quietly. She studied her newest creation for a mnute, then
knocked it down.

The wooden bl ocks clattered on the long table in front of the couch, but no one junped this tinme,
havi ng gotten used to the noise. No one even paid much attention to Tersa's odd creations. The
boyos, in an attenpt to prove they could be courteous, had adm red and inquired about the first
few .. structures... but when Tersa's replies becane nore and nore confusing, they finally backed
off and | eft her al one.

In fact, Karla would have bet they weren't paying attention to nuch of anything going on in the
room—dntil Ladvarian came in and trotted over to her.

The Sceltie | ooked unbearably weary, and there was a deep sadness in his brown eyes—and just a bit
of an accusati on.
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*Karl a?* Ladvarian said.

"Little Brother," Karla replied.

Two bowl s appeared on the snmall table next to Karla's chair. One was filled with..

Karla carefully picked one up, studied it.

... bubbles of water that had protective shields around themto forma kind of skin. The other
bow had one red bubbl e.

*| need a drop of blood fromeach of you,* Ladvarian said.

"Why?" Karla asked as she studied the bubble. It was a brilliant little piece of Craft.

*For Jaenelle.*

Hearing that, Chaosti junped in. "If Jaenelle wants sonething fromus right now, she can ask us
hersel f."

"Chaosti," Gabrielle hissed.

Chaosti snarled at her

Ladvarian cringed at the anger in the room but his eyes never left Karla.

"Why?" Karla asked.

"Way why why," Tersa said irritably as she knocked over the building blocks. "Humans can't even
give a little gift wthout asking why why why. It is for your Queen. Wiat nore do you need to
know?" Then, as if the outburst had never happened, she began arranging bl ocks agai n.

Karla shivered as she stared at Ladvarian. There were two ways to interpret "for Jaenelle." Either
the dog was just the courier and was bringing these drops of blood to Jaenelle because she needed
them for sonething ... or Ladvarian wanted them for Jaenelle. But how to ask the right questions
and get sonething nore than an evasive answer. Because she was certain Ladvari an woul d becone
evasive if she pushed too hard.

"I"'mnot sure | can give you a drop of blood, little Brother," Karla said carefully. "My blood is
still a bit tainted fromthe poison.”

"That will have no effect on this," Tersa said absently as she used Craft to hold blocks in the
air. "But what is in your heart... Yes, that will affect a great deal."

"Why?" Karla asked—and then wi nced when Tersa just |ooked at her. She turned her attention back to
Ladvarian. "So, that's all we have to do? Just put a drop of blood into each bubbl e?"

*When you give the blood, you nmust think about Jaenelle. Good thoughts,* he added in a grow as he
gl anced at the other males.

Karl a shook her head. "I don't understand. Why—

"Because the Blood wilt sing to the Blood," Tersa answered quietly. "Because blood is the nenory's
river."

Exasperated, Karla | ooked at Tersa, but it was the structure that caught her eye first.

A spiral. A glistening black spiral

Then the brown wooden bl ocks crashed down on the table.

*Karla,* Cabrielle said softly.

*] saw it.* She | ooked at Tersa, who | ooked back at her with frighteningly clear-sighted eyes. She
knows. Mdther N ght, whatever is going to happen... Tersa knows. And so does Ladvari an

And knowi ng that nuch, there was no |onger any need to ask "why."

d ancing at Ladvarian for permission, Karla sent out the nost delicate psychic tendril she could
create and lightly touched the red bubble.

Ladvari an, as a puppy, being taught by Jaenelle to air wal k. Being brushed and petted. Being

taught. ..
She backed away. Those nenories were private, the best he had to give.
She swal | owed hard—and tasted tears. "Wat Jaenelle is trying to do... Is it dangerous?"

*Yes, * Ladvarian answer ed.

"Have ot her kindred given this gift?"

*All the kindred who know her.*

And 1'l1 bet none of them asked why why why. Karla | ooked at the rest of the First CGrcle. No
trace of anger. Not anynore. They woul d think about Jaenelle's actions over the past few weeks and
reach the right conclusion.

"Al'l right, little Brother," Karla said. Before she could use her thunbnail to prick a finger
Gabriell e touched her shoul der.
"I think..." Gabrielle hesitated, took a deep breath. "I think this should be done as ritual."

So that it would be as powerful as they could nake it. "Yes, you're right." Karla set the clear
bubbl e back into the bow .

"Il get what we need," Gabrielle said.

"I'"l'l go with you," Mrghann said.

As Gabrielle and Mrghann wal ked past the mal es, Chaosti and Khary reached out, each one giving
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his wife a gentle touch of apol ogy before stepping aside.

Wth a weary sigh, Ladvarian nmoved out of the way and |ay down.
Tersa stood up.

"Tersa?" Karla said. "Aren't you going to give the gift?"

Those cl ear-sighted eyes | ooked into her. Then Tersa smled, said, "I already have," and |left the
room
That was enough to tell Karla who had shown the kindred howto create those brilliant little

pi eces of Craft.

Wat ching the nmal es shift places and take up their usual protective stance, Karla's eyes filled
with tears, and she wished, futilely, that Mdirton could have been standi ng anong t hem

We'll be all right, she thought when she saw Aaron wap his arns around Kal ush. The harsh words
will be forgiven, and we'll be all right.

But woul d Jaenell e?

3/ Terreille

"I't's your turn, little bitch," Daenon said as he unfastened the chains fromthe post.

Surreal stared at him It was after m dnight—was, in fact, alnost twenty-four hours since he had
killed Marian and Daenopnar. The day had been qui et enough. Sadi had prow ed around the canp,
maki ng everyone nervous, and Dorothea and Hekatah had pl ayed | east-in-sight.

"What are you going to do with the bitch?" Dorothea said, approaching the posts.

Until now

Daenon | ooked at Dorothea and smiled. "Well, darling, 1'mgoing to use her to give you what you've
al ways wanted."

"Meani ng what ?" Dorot hea asked uneasily.

"Meani ng," Daenon purred, "that |'mgoing to break your slut of a granddaughter. And then |I'm

going to nount her until she's seeded with ny child. She's ripe for it. It'll catch. And I'Il make
sure she has all the incentive she needs not to try to abort it. Your bloodline and ne, Dorothea
Exactly what you've wanted fromme. And all you'll have to overlook is the fact that the result

m ght have pointed ears.”

Laughi ng, he dragged Surreal into the same hut that had held Mari an and Daenonar.

She waited until he had turned to close the door before she called in her stiletto and | aunched
herself at him He spun around, raised an armto block the knife. She tw sted, bringing the knife
in under his arm intending to drive it between his ribs up to the hilt. Instead, the knife hit a
shield, slid right past him and went into the door.

Bef ore she could yank the knife out of the wood, Daenon grabbed her, shoved her back to the center
of the small room Scream ng, she |aunched herself at himagain. He caught her hands and roughly
pushed her back until her knees hit the edge of the narrow bed. She went down with himon top of
her .

He rolled off inmrediately, sprang to his feet. "That's enough.”

She | eaped of f the bed and hurled every curse she knew at the top of her |ungs before she |unged
at hi m agai n.

He pushed her away and swore viciously. "Dam it, Surreal, that's enough."

"I'f you think I'"'mgoing to spread ny |legs for you, you'd better think again, Sadist."

"Shut up, Surreal," Daenon said quietly but intensely.

She felt the shields go up around the hut. Not just a Black protective shield but a Black aura
shield as well. Wich meant no one could hear what was happeni ng inside.

He took a deep breath, raked his fingers through his hair. "Well," he said dryly, "that little
performance ought to convince the bitches that sonething is happening in here."

She had been gathering herself to spring at himagain, intending to go for his balls this tine.
But that tone and those words sounded so... Daenobn... that she paused. And renenbered Karla's
war ni ng about a friend who becones an eneny in order to remain a friend.

He eyed her, then approached warily. "Let's see your wists."

She held out her hands, watching him-and saw the fury in his eyes when he snapped off the manacl es
and | ooked at the raw skin underneath.

Surreal huffed. "Damm it, Sadi, what kind of game are you pl ayi ng?"

"A vicious one," he replied, calling in a | eather box. He |ooked through it, pulled out a jar, and
handed it to her. "Put that on your wists."

She opened the jar, sniffed. A Healer's ointnent. Wiile she applied it to her wists, he called in
anot her box. There were several balls of clay sitting in nests of paper. Two of the nests were

enpty.
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"Do you still have the food pack you brought ?"

"Yes. | haven't had a chance to eat any of it," she added tartly.

"Then eat sonething now," he said, still Iooking through the box. "1'd give you some from m ne
but | gave nost of it to Marian."

A chill went down Surreal's spine. There was a funny buzzing in her head. "To Marian?"

"Do you renenber the shack we stopped at when we got to Hayll ?"

"Yes." O course she renenbered it. It was a couple of nmiles away fromthe canp. That was where
Daenon had changed into the Sadist. One minute he had been carefully explaining about the sentries
and the perinmeter stakes that would alert the guards, and the next thing she knew, she was tied up
and he was purring threats about how she shoul d have stayed under Fal onar and stayed out of his
way. He had scared her, badly. And the fact that he had nade her furious now "You could have told
me, you son of a bitch."

He | ooked up. "Wuld you have been as convi nci ng?"

She bristled, insulted. "You' re dam right |I woul d have been."

"Well, we're going to have a chance to find out. You said you wanted to help, Surreal. That you
were willing to be a diversion."

She had said that, but she'd thought she woul d have known when she was being a diversion. "So?"
"So now you will be." He approached her, held up a snmall gold hoop. "Listen carefully. This wll

produce the illusion that you're broken." He slipped the hoop through one of the links of the
neckl ace that held her Gay Jewel. "No one will be able to detect that you're still wearing the
Gay unless you use it. If you do need to use it, then don't hesitate. I'll figure out sonme way to

deal with things here.”

"The High Lord will know |I'm not broken."

Daenon shook his head as he turned back to search for sonmething else in the box. "You'd have to
wear Jewel s darker than the Black to be able to detect that spell."

Darker than the Black? Sadi couldn't make a spell |ike that. \Wich neant..

Mot her Ni ght.

"Thi s"—baenon held up a tiny crystal vial before attaching it to the necklace—w || convince
anyone who thinks to check that you're not only fertile but you' re now pregnant. A Healer would be
able to tell within twenty-four hours," he added, answering her unspoken questi on.

Lifting the necklace, Surreal studied the vial. "You asked Jaenelle to create an illusion that |
was pregnant with your child?"

She saw his face tighten

Yes, he had asked Jaenelle. And it had hurt himto ask

Looki ng to change the subject, she pointed to the balls of clay. "Wat are those?"

"The raw spells to create shadows."

Shadows. |1lusions that could be nade to fool someone into believing the person in front of them
was real

“Marian and Daenonar," she said weakly, staring at the two enpty nests of paper

"Yes," he replied sharply.

She hissed at him "You didn't trust nme, a whore, to put on a good show, but you figured Lucivar
woul d be convin— Her voice trailed away. "He doesn't know, does he?"

"No," Daenon said quietly, "he doesn't know. "

Her | egs weakened so abruptly, she sat on the floor. "Hell's fire, Mother Night, and may the

Dar kness be merciful ."

"1 know." Daenon hesitated. "I'mbuying time, Surreal. | have got to buy enough tinme and still get
everyone out of here. In order to nake Dorot hea and Hekatah believe Mari an and Daenpbnar were dead,
Luci var had to believe it."

"Mot her Night." Surreal rested her forehead on her knees. "Wat's worth paying a price like this?"
"My Queen needs the tinme in order to save Kael eer.”

"Ch, shit, Sadi." She |ooked up at him "Tell me sonething. Even though you knew it was an
illusion, how did you keep your stomach down afterward?”
He swall owed hard. "I didn't."

"You're mad," she nuttered as she clinbed to her feet.

"I serve," he said sharply.

Sonetinmes, for a male, it anmounted to the same thing

"Al'l right," she said as she hooked her hair behind her pointed ears. "Wat do you need ne to do?"
He hesitated, then started to hedge. "It's dangerous."

"Daenon," she said patiently, "what do you need?" When he still didn't answer, she took a guess.
"You want ne to wander around the canp whi npering and | ooking |ike a woman who's been raped out of
her mind and is now terrified of what will happen to her if she nmiscarries the child that was
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produced fromthat rape. Right?"

"Yes," he said faintly.

"And t hen what ?"

"Marian and Daenpnar are at that shack. Slip out of canp tonorrow night, pick themup, and then go
to the Keep. Don't stop, don't go anywhere else. Get to the Keep. You'll have to ride the Red
Wnd. The darker ones are unstable."

"Un—Never mind, | don't want to know about that." She thought everything through carefully. Yes,
she could play this out. A wonan that broken would spend a lot of tine hiding, so letting people
get glinpses of her throughout the day woul d be enough—and woul d hide the fact that she had

di sappear ed.

Daenon reached for one of the balls of clay.

"What's that for?" Surreal asked.

"You woul d have fought for as |long as you could," Daenon said, not |ooking at her. "You woul d | ook

like you'd fought. After | create the illusion, you can carry this and—=

"No." Surreal shrugged out of her jacket and started unbuttoning her shirt. "You can't play all of
this out with illusions. Not if you want to convi nce Dorothea and Hekatah | ong enough to buy the
time Jaenell e needs."

Hi s eyes turned hard yellow. "I'll give up a great deal for this, Surreal, but I'mnot going to

break nmy vow of fidelity."

"I know," she replied quietly. "That's not what | nmeant."

"Then what did you nmean?" Daenbn snapped.

She took a deep breath to steady herself. "You have to nake the bruises real."”

4 | Kael eer

Calling in the bow, Ladvarian placed it carefully on the chamber floor and watched the Arachnian
Queen delicately touch the little bubbles now filled with blood and nenori es.

*|1s good,* the spider said with approval. *CGood nenories. Strong nmenories. As strong as kindred.*
Ladvarian | ooked at the bow that sat in front of the huge tangled web. There were still a |ot of
the kindred's gifts left inthe bowl. It wasn't a fast thing the Waver was doi ng.

*You nmust rest,* the spider said as she selected a bubble fromthe humans' offerings and fl oated
up to a thread in the web. *All kindred nmust rest. Mist be strong when the tine cones to anchor
the dreamto flesh.*

*W 1l you have enough tinme to add all the nenories?* Ladvarian asked respectfully.

The Weaver of Dreams didn't reply for a long tine. Then, *Enough. Just enough.*

5/ Terreille

The whi nmpering wasn't all feigned.

But, Hell's fire, Surreal thought as she wandered aim essly around the canp, she hadn't expected
to have to goad Daenon quite that nuch before he finally got down to business. And she'd

under stood that the anger behind his teeth and hands was because he'd had to touch a worman besi des
Jaenelle in a fewintimte places. But, shit, he didn't have to bite her breast quite that hard.
On the other hand, he had chosen his nmarks very carefully. Judging by the | ook in people' s eyes
when they saw her, the bruises were inpressive, but none of theminpeded novenent or would freeze
a nuscle if she had to fight.

The hardest part had been seeing the hatred in Saetan's eyes. She'd wanted to tell him OCh, how
she'd wanted to say sonething, anything, to get that |ook out of his eyes. And she might have if
Daenon hadn't chosen that nonent to glide by and make a devastatingly cutting remark. After that,
t hroughout the rest of the norning, she had avoi ded the H gh Lord—and she hadn't dared get
anywhere near Lucivar.

But she had nmade sure that Dorothea had seen her. She'd felt the bitch trying to probe her to find
out if she was really broken and really pregnant. Apparently the illusion spells had held up
because Dorot hea gently suggested that she lie down for a while and rest. The bitch was al npst
drooling over the idea of being able to get her hands on any child sired by Sadi

She'd go back and hide for a little while, wait until sunset, then put in an appearance so that
Hekat ah could sniff around her. Then all she had to do was slip past the sentries and the

peri meter markers, pick up Marian and Daenbnar, and get them hone. That was all she... Shit.

She hadn't been paying attention to exactly where she was goi ng—and now found herself staring
right into Lucivar's eyes.

He had spent the norning watching her whenever she appeared. It was a good act, but it was just a
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little off. Not that anyone el se woul d have noticed. Oh, he was sure Dorothea and Hekatah and

pl enty of the guards had seen broken witches, but he doubted any of them had ever paid any
attention to those wonen after the breaking. He, on the other hand, had taken care of a few of
themin a nunber of courts. He hadn't been able to stop the breaking, but he'd taken care of them
afterward. And they all had one thing in conmon: the first day or two after they were broken, they
were col d. They huddl ed up in shawl s and bl ankets, stayed close to any source of heat that was
avai l able to them

But there was Surreal, wandering through the canp, wearing nothing over a shirt that seened torn
inall the right places to display sone inpressive bruises. And that nade himthink about a | ot of
t hi ngs.

"You should put on a jacket, sweetheart," he said gently.

"Jacket?" Surreal said feebly while her hands tried to cover sone of the rips in the shirt.

"A jacket. You're cold."

"Ch. No |I'm-=

"Cold."

She shivered then, but it wasn't fromcold, it was from nerves

"You don't have to carry that bastard's child," Lucivar said quietly. "You can abort it. A broken

witch still has that much power. And once you're barren, there's no reason for anyone to look in
your direction."
"I can't," Surreal said fearfully. "I can't. He would be so mad at me and..." She | ooked at the

spot where Marian and Daenonar had di ed.

He wondered if he was wong, if her nmind really was so torn apart she didn't quite feel the cold
yet. |If that was true, then he understood the fear in her voice now She was afraid the Sadi st
woul d do the same thing to her that he had done to Mari an and Daenpnar.

But what he saw in her eyes when she | ooked at himagain wasn't fear, it was hot frustration

The blood in his veins, which had felt so sluggish since he had crawl ed back to the post two

ni ghts ago, raged through hi monce again.

"Surreal..." He saw Daenpn appear on the other side of the circle of bare ground a nonent before
she did.

Wth an al nost-convincing cry, Surreal ran off.

Luci var stared at Daenon. From across the di stance, Daenon returned the stare.

"You bastard," Lucivar whi spered. Daenon woul dn't have heard the words, but it didn't matter. Sadi
woul d know what had been said.

Daenmon wal ked away.

Luci var | eaned his head back agai nst the post and cl osed his eyes.

If Surreal wasn't broken, if this was all a ganme, then Marian and Daenonar. .

He shoul d have renenbered that about the Sadist. He, better than anyone el se there, knew how

vi ci ous Daenon coul d be, but the Sadi st had never harned an innocent, had never hurt a child.

He had been waiting for the signal, but the game had begun before Daenpbn had wal ked into the canp.
Still, he had played his part well—and woul d continue to do so.

Because understanding and forgiving were two very different things.

6/ Terreille

Drifting in a pain-hazed doze, Saetan felt the cup against his lips. The first swall ow he took out
of reflex, the second out of greed. As the taste of fresh blood filled his nmouth, the Black power
init flowed through him offering strength.

*Hold on,* a deep voice whispered in his mnd. *You have to hold on. Please.*

He heard the weariness in that voice. He heard a son's plea to a father, and he responded. Being
the man he was, he couldn't do otherwi se. So he pushed his way through the haze of pain.

When he opened his eyes, all he saw was wani ng daylight, and he wondered if he'd just dreamed the
pl ea he'd heard in Daenpbn's voice.

But he could still taste the dark, rich, fresh bl ood

Closing his eyes again, he let his mnd drift.

He was standing in an enornous cavern sonewhere in the heart of Ebon Askavi. Etched in the fl oor
was a huge web lined with silver. In the center where all the tether lines net was an iridescent
Jewel the size of his hand, a Jewel that blended the colors of all the other Jewels. At the end of
each tether line was an iridescent Jewel chip the size of his thunbnail

He had been in this place once before, on the night when he had |inked with Daenmon in order to
draw Jaenel | e back to her body.

But there was sonething else in the cavern now.
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Stretching across that silver web on the floor were three massive, connected tangl ed webs that
rose fromabout a foot fromthe floor to alnost twice his height. In the center of each web was an
Ebony Jewel .

Wtch stood in front of those webs, wearing that black spidersilk gow, holding the scepter that
hel d two Ebony Jewels and the spiral horn Kaetien had gifted her with when he'd been killed five
years ago

Behi nd the webs were dozens of denobn-dead. One of them approached the webs, sniled, then faded. At
the nmonent the person faded, a little star the same color as the person's Jewel bloonmed on the

m ddl e web.

Puzzl ed, he noved to get a better | ook at the tangled webs.

The first one repulsed him The threads | ooked swollen, noldy, tainted. At the end of every single
tether Iine of that web was an Ebony Jewel chip

The middl e one was beautiful, filled with thousands of those little colored stars and a sprinkling
of Black and Ebony Jewel chips.

The | ast one was a sinple web, perfect inits synmetry, nade of gray, ebon-gray, and bl ack
threads. It, too, had Black and Ebony Jewel chips that had been carefully placed on the threads to
forma spiral.

He gl anced at Wtch, but she was focused on the task, so he shifted again to watch.

He saw Char, the | eader of the cildru dyathe, approach the webs. The boy grinned at him waved a
jaunty good-bye, and faded to beconme another bright star

Titian approached him kissed his cheek. "I'mproud to have known you, Hi gh Lord." She wal ked over
to the webs and faded.

As he watched her, sonething nagged at him Sonething about the structure of those webs. But
before he could figure it out, Dujae, the artist who had given the coven draw ng | essons,
approached him

"Thank you, Hi gh Lord," the huge man said. "Thank you for allowing ne to know the Ladies. Al the
portraits | have done of themare at the Hall in Kaeleer now M gift to you."

"Thank you, Dujae," he replied, puzzled.

As Duj ae wal ked away, Prothvar stepped up. "It's a different kind of battlefield, but it's a good
way to fight. Take care of the waif, Uncle Saetan." Prothvar hugged him

Cassandra cane next. Cassandra, whom he hadn't seen since the first party when they had all net
the coven and the boyos.

She snmiled at him a sad smile, then pressed her hand against his cheek. "I wish | had been a
better friend. May the Darkness enbrace you, Saetan."” She kissed him Wen she faded, a glorious
Bl ack star began to shine in the m ddl e web.

"Mephis," he said when his eldest son approached. "Mphis, what—=

Mephis smiled and hugged him "I was proud to have you for a father, and honored to know you as a
man. |'mnot sure | ever told you that. | wanted you to know GCood-bye, Father. | |ove you."
"And | love you, Mephis," he said, holding on hard as he felt grief swell inside him

When Mephis faded into the web, the only one left of the denon-dead was Andul var

"Andul var, what's goi ng on?"

"And the Blood will sing to the Blood," Andulvar replied. "Like to like." He | ooked at the webs.
"She found a way to identify those who have been tainted fromthose who still honor the ways of
the Bl ood. But she needed help to keep those who followed the old ways from being swept away with
the rest when she unl eashes. That's what the denon-dead will do—eur strength will anchor the
living. We'll burn out in the doing, but as Prothvar said, it's a good way to fight."

Andul var smiled at him "Take care of yourself, SabDi ablo. And take care of those pups of yours.
Both of them Just renmenber that your mirror truly is your mirror. You only have to | ook to see
the truth." Andul var hugged him "No man coul d have asked for a better friend or a better Brother
Hol d on. Fight. You have the hardest burden, but your sons will help you."

Andul var wal ked to the webs. He spread his dark wings, raised his arnms... and faded.

As he blinked back tears, Jaenelle wal ked over to him He wapped his arns around her. "Wtch-
child ..."

She shook her head, kissed him and smiled. But her eyes were filled with tears.

"Thank you for being ny father. It was glorious, Saetan." Then she | eaned cl ose and whi spered in
his ear, "Take care of Daenon. Please. He'll need you."

She didn't fade into the web, she just di sappeared.

Wping the tears with the back of his hand, he approached the webs and studied them carefully.
The first web, the nmoldy web, were the Bl ood tainted by Dorothea and Hekatah. The second web, with
all its Jewel stars, were the Blood who still honored the old ways. The third web, with its
spiral, was Wtch.
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As he continued to study the webs, he began to shake his head, slowy at first, then faster and
faster. "No, no, no, witch-child,” he nuttered. "You can't connect themlike this. If you unl eash
your full strength ..."
It would blast through the |arge Ebony Jewel in the center of the first web, travel through al
the strands, sweep up all the minds that resonated with those strands, then hit all the Ebony
chips, neeting a smaller portion of itself in a devastating collision of power that woul d destroy
anyone caught in it. Then it would continue on to the next web, barely di m nished.
The middle web, with all those thousands of beads of power, would provide tremendous resistance as
her strength swept through it. The denon-dead, providing a shield and anchor for the living, would
absorb sone of her power as it flooded over them but not all of those thousands of beads of power
woul d be enough. That unl eashed strength would continue on to the third web and..
The power would flow through that perfect symetry, burn out the web, and shatter every Jewel chip
as it came blasting back through the spiral. And once the last Jewel chip shattered, the only
thing left to reabsorb the rest of the power would be..
"NO, witch-child," he shouted, turning round and round, searching for her. "No! A backlash Iike
that will rip you apart! Jaenelle!"
He turned back to the webs. Maybe, if he could link hinmself to Wtch's web sonehow, draw every
drop of reserve power out of his Birthright Red Jewels and his Black... Maybe he could shield her
enough to keep her safe when the rest of that expl osion of power cane screanm ng back at her
He took a step forward. ..

and everythi ng faded.
Saet an opened his eyes. Deep twilight. Al nost night.
A drean? Just a drean? No. He had been a Black Wdow too | ong not to know the difference between a
dream and a vision. But it was fading. He couldn't quite renenber, and there was sonethi ng about
that vision that was desperately inportant for himto renenber.
That was when he noticed Daenpn standing a few feet in front of him watching himw th frightening
intensity.
Just remenber that your mirror truly is your mrror. You only have to | ook to see the truth.
Andul var's words. Andul var's war ni ng.
So, with eyes blinded by tears, he |ooked at his mirror, his nanesake, his true heir. And saw.
Still watching him Daenon reached into his jacket pocket. His hand came out as a | oose fist. He
opened his fingers, tipped his hand.
Little col ored bangles, the kind wonen sewed on dresses to catch the light, spilled to the ground.
Saetan stared at them They chilled him but he couldn't say why.
And when he | ooked up again at Daenon ... He could al nbst hear the unspoken plea to think, to
know, to remenber. But his mind was still too full of the other vision that had turned el usive.
Daermon wal ked away.
Saet an cl osed his eyes. Bangles and webs. |If he could find the connection, he would also find the
answers.

7/ Terreille

Surreal swore silently as she stared at the perineter stakes. There had to be a trick to getting
past them Hell's fire, Daenobn had gotten theminto the canp w thout anyone realizing it, but
she'd still been too stunned by his shift into the Sadist to pay nuch attention. And he'd gotten
Marian and Daenonar out w thout anyone realizing it.

Could it be as sinple as junping over them so the contact between the crystals wasn't broken? No,
she woul d have renenbered that.

"What are you doi ng out here?" a voice denanded.

Shit.

She turned to face the sentry who was noving toward her. She was too far away fromthe canmp for
anyone to believe she was just a broken witch wandering around. But she had to try to convince
this bastard. O kill himquietly. If she ended up in a fight and used her G ay Jewels, Daenon
woul d know she'd run into trouble and alter the rest of his plans. And that would all ow t hose
bitches to realize they' d been tricked and really start the war

"The hut's lost," she said, waving her hand in a vague gesture.

He cane closer, his eyes full of suspicion and doubt. "Answer ne, bitch. Wiy are you out here?"
"The hut's lost," she repeated, doing her best to initate the way Tersa's mnmind tended to neander.
She pointed. "It should be near that fuzzy post, but it wandered off."

The sentry looked in that direction. "That's a tree, you stupid bitch. Now~ He stopped, raked her
body with his eyes, then sniled. Looking around to nake sure no one el se was nearby, he reached
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for her.

She took a step back, placed a protective hand over her abdonen, and shook her head. "Can't touch
another male. He'll get mad at me if | touch another nale.”

The sentry gave her an evil grin. "Well, he's not going to know, is he?"

Surreal hesitated. That would certainly get her close enough to rama knife between his ribs, but
it would also take tine she didn't have. The Gray Jewels then, and a fast kill—-and may the

Dar kness hel p Sadi wi th whatever was going to happen in the canp afterward.

*Down, Surreal!*

She felt hind | egs brush agai nst her back as she dove.

A nonment |ater, the sentry lay dead, his throat torn out.

A sight shield faded, revealing the bl ood-splashed wol f.

"G aysfang?" Surreal whispered. She touched the Jewel beneath her shirt. Gay's fang. The Hi gh
Lord had been right.

Skirting the dead sentry, she reached for the wolf.

*Wait,* Graysfang said.

That's when she saw the small gol den bunp between his ears. The bunp lifted, floated to the
nearest perinmeter stake, and uncurled its |egs.

Surreal stared at the small gold spider as it busily spun a sinple tangled web between two of the
stakes. Wen it was done, it picked its way to the center of the web.

The sentry vani shed. There was no trace of blood on the ground.

*They will not find himnow * Gaysfang said. *They can only see what the web lets them see.* He
gently closed his teeth around Surreal's arm and started tuggi ng her

"What about the spider?”

*She will stay to guard the web. Hurry, Surreal.*

She shook her armfree of his teeth. It would be easier to keep up with himif she wasn't hunched
over. Switching to a conmuni cation thread, she asked, *Wat are you doing here? How did you get

t hrough the perineter stakes?*

*Hurmans are foolish. The nmeat trail is unguarded. Too nmany | egs noving on the trail. The humans
got tired of baring their fangs when it was only neat.*
Meat trail? Oh, gane trail. *How did you know about the trail? How did you find ne?*

*The Weaver of Dreans told nme to learn the two-1egged cat's scent and follow his tracks. He is a
good hunter,* Gaysfang added with approval. *There is rmuch feline in him Kaelas says so.*
Sadi, with the predatory grace even the kindred recogni zed. G aysfang had foll owed Sadi. *Wo's
this Weaver?* She got a quick inmage of a |l arge gol den spi der—and stunbl ed.

Dam fool of an idiot wolf. It was bad enough that he had gone to Arachna and brought a snall
spi der back with him But to deal with the Queen..

*She asked ne, Surreal,* Gaysfang said neekly when she snarled at him *It's a bad thing to
refuse the Weaver.*

Surreal gritted her teeth and picked up the pace. *W'Il talk about it later.*

As soon as she saw the gane trail, she recogni zed the place. This was where Daenon had brought
them through the camp's perineter. *I couldn't have found this place again by nyself.*

*You have a small snout,* the wolf said kindly. *You cannot snell tracks.*

Surreal |ooked at G aysfang—at Gay's fang—and sml ed.

"Let's go," she whispered. "Do you know the way to the shack?"

*1 know. *

An hour | ater, she, Marian, Daenpnar, and G aysfang were riding the Red Wnd to the Keep

8/ Terreille

"I think it's time we had a little talk," Hekatah said, trying to smle coyly at Daenon.

"Real | y?"

OCh, the arrogance, the surliness, the nmeanness in that voice. If his father had been even half the
man the son was. ..

"It takes so long for a Realmto recover froma war, it would be foolish to go through with it if
it can be avoided,"” she said, reaching up to caress his face as she wove a seduction spell around
hi m

He stepped back. "Don't ever touch ne without nmy perm ssion
Jaenelle is allowed to touch me without ny perm ssion."”

"And she submits?"

He smiled that cold, brutal smile. "She submits to a great many things—and begs for nore.”
Hekat ah | ooked into his gl azed eyes and shivered with excitenent. The air was filled with the

he snarled softly. "Not even
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earthy tang of sex. She had him He just didn't know it yet. "A partnership would serve us both
well."

"But you already have a partner, Hekatah—-ene |I will not deal with in any way."

She waved a hand di smissively. "She can be taken care of easily enough." She paused. "Darling
Dor ot hea hasn't been sleeping well. | think I'lIl give her alittle cup of sonmething that wll
hel p. "

He stared at her with those gl azed eyes, a nman aroused to the point of being frighteni ng—and
terribly exciting.

"In that case..." Daenpn's hands cupped her face. His |lips brushed agai nst hers.

She was di sappoi nted by the gentl eness—until he really kissed her. Mean, doninating, unforgiving,
demandi ng, painfully exciting.

But she was denon-dead. Her body couldn't respond that way, couldn't...

She drowned in that kiss, staggered by sensations her body hadn't felt in centuries.

He finally raised his head.

She stared at him "How... It isn't possible.”

"I think we've just proved that's a lie," Daenon crooned. "I punish wonen who lie to ne."

"Do you?" Hekatah whi spered, swaying. She couldn't |ook away fromthe cruel pleasure in his eyes.
"I'I'l take care of Dorothea."

He kissed her again. This tinme she felt the nockery in the gentleness. There was nothing gentle
about hi m Not hi ng.

"I"ll take care of Dorothea
"And | prom se you, darling,

she said again. "And then we'll be partners.”
Daenon purred, "you're going to get everything you deserve."

9/ Terreille

Dor ot hea woke up late in the norning and groaned at the pain in her belly. It felt like a year's
worth of noontime cranps had settled in her gut. She couldn't get sick now Couldn't. Mybe a cup
of herbal tea or some broth. Hell's fire, she was cold. Wy was she so danm col d?

Shi vering, she dragged herself out of bed—and fell

After the shock cane fear as she renenbered the brew Hekatah had rmade for her last night. To help
her sl eep. What had she been thinking of not to test sonething that came from Hekatah's hand?

She hadn't been thinking. Hadn't...

That bitch. That wal ki ng pi ece of carrion nust have used a conpul sion spell on her to get her to
drink it—and then to forget that she'd been ordered to drink it.

Her muscles constricted, tw sted.

Not sick. Poi soned.

She needed hel p. She needed..

Her cabin door opened and cl osed.

Gasping fromthe effort, she rolled onto her side and stared at Daenon Sadi

"Daenon, " she whinmpered, trying to hold out a hand toward him "Daenon... help..."

He just stood there, studying her. Then he smiled. "Looks |like w tchblood was part of last night's
little brew," he said pleasantly.

She couldn't draw a full breath. "You did this. You did this."

"You were becoming a problem darling. It's nothing personal."

She felt the pain of the insult even through the physical pain. "Hekatah..."

"Yes," Daenon purred, "Hekatah. Now, don't worry, darling. |'ve put an aural and a protective

shi el d around your cabin, so you'll be quite undisturbed for the rest of the day."

He wal ked out of the cabin.

She tried to craw to the door, tried to screamfor help. Couldn't do either

It didn't take long for her world to becone nothing but pain.

Daenon cl osed the door of the prison hut he'd been using whenever he needed to stay sonmewhere for
alittle while. Reaching into his jacket pocket, he withdrew the Jewels he'd gone to Dorothea's
cabin to retrieve—Saetan's Bl ack ring; Lucivar's pendant, ring, and Ri ng of Honor. He knew her
wel |, knew exactly where to probe for a hiding place. It hadn't taken himnore than a mnute to
slip around her guard spells and Iift the Jewels while he stood there and tal ked to her

He studied the Jewels and sighed with relief. Both nen had put strong shields around the jewelry
bef ore handi ng them over to those bitches, so there was no way the pieces could have been tanpered
with or tainted. Still...

Setting the Jewels into the washbasin, he poured water over them added sone astringent herbs for
cl eansing, then |l et them soak

This would be the | ast day, the last night. He could endure it that nuch |l onger. Had to endure it.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...1s%203%20-%20Queen%200f%20The%20Darkness.txt (178 of 192) [3/5/2004 8:56:49 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol d...%20-%20D ark%620Jewel s%6203%20-%20Queen%200f%20T he%20Darkness.txt

He cl osed his eyes. Soon, sweetheart. A few nore hours and I'Il be on ny way hone, on ny way back
to you. And then we'll be married.

Picturing Jaenelle slipping the plain gold wedding ring onto his finger, he smled.

And then he renenbered the seduction spell Hekatah had woven around him GCh, he'd been aware of
it, could have easily broken it—but he had let his body respond to it while he touched Hekatah

Ki ssed Hekatah. Hated Hekat ah

Just a game. A nasty, vicious gane.

He barely made it to the chanber pot before he was quietly, but thoroughly, sick

10 / Terreille

"It's your turn, Prick."

Because he was | ooking for it, because he knew what to | ook for, Lucivar saw the sick desperation
i n Daenon's eyes.

So he renmmi ned passive whil e Daenon unchai ned himand |l ed himinto the other prison hut, the one
closest to them And he stayed inpassive while Daenon feverishly runpled the small bed.

Then he let out an angui shed Eyrien war cry that startled Daenon badly enough to fall onto the
bed.

"Hell's fire, Prick," Daenon nuttered as he stood up

"Convi nci ng enough?" Lucivar asked mldly.

Daenon froze

Al'l the masks dropped away. Lucivar saw a man physically and enotionally exhausted, a man barely
able to stay on his feet.

"Why?" he asked quietly.

"I had to buy Jaenelle sone tine. | needed your hate to do it."

That sinple. That painful. Daermon would regret it, deeply regret it, but he wouldn't hesitate to
rip out his brother's heart if that's what Jaenelle needed fromhim Which was exactly what he had
done.

"You're here with Jaenelle's consent,’
"I'"mhere at her command.”

"To play out this gane."

"To play out this gane," Daenon agreed quietly.

Luci var nodded, let out a bitter laugh. "Wl |, Bastard, you've played a good gane." He paused,
then said coldly, "Where are Mari an and Daenopnar ?"

Daenon's hand shook a little as he raked his fingers through his hair. "Since Surreal didn't have
to blast anyone with the Gray to get away fromhere, | have to assume she safely reached the
hiding place where | had left them They're all at the Keep by now."

Lucivar let that sink in, allowed hinself a nonment's relief and joy. "So now what happens?"

"Now | create a shadow of you, and you head for the Keep. Stay on the Red Wnd. The darker ones
are unstable.”

Shadows. Daenon never coul d have created shadows that convincing. Not by hinmself. And Jaenelle...
Jaenel | e, having grown up around Andul var and Prothvar, woul d have expected an Eyrien warrior to
be able to accept the pain of the battlefield, no matter what that battlefield | ooked Iike.

"What do you need?" Lucivar asked.

Daenon hesitated. "Some hair, skin, and blood."

"Then let's play the gane through."

They worked together in silence. The only sound Lucivar nmade during that tine was a sigh of relief
when Daenon slipped the Ring of Honor over his cock and used it to renove the Ring of Cbedience in
a way that wouldn't be detected

Putting on the Ebon-gray Jewels Daenon had returned to him he watched the final steps to the
spell that would create a shadow of hinself. And shuddered when he saw the tornmented, anguished
creature whose lips were pulled back in a rictus grin.

"Hell's fire, Bastard," Lucivar said, feeling queasy. "Wiat was it you did to ne that | would have
ended up | ooking like that?"

"l don't know," Daenon replied wearily. "But |I'm sure Hekatah can inmagi ne sonething." He
hesitated, swallowed hard. "Look, Prick, for once in your life, just do as you're told. Get to the
Keep. Everyone who matters the nobst to you is waiting for you there."

"Not everyone," Lucivar said softly.

"I''"ll get the High Lord out." Daenon waited.

Luci var knew what Daenon was waiting for, what he hoped for. He wanted to be told that Saetan
wasn't the only one |left who nmattered.

Luci var said, wanting the confirmation
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Luci var sai d not hi ng.
Daenon | ooked away, and said wearily, "Let's go. There's one nore gane to play."

11 / Terreille

Saetan stared at the bangles |lying on the ground. Wiy had Daenon nmade such a point of then? And
why did they chill himso nuch?

He hissed in frustration, then jolted at the sibilant sound.

"You wi sh to undersstand thiss?" Draca had asked.

Bangles floating in a tank of water. Draca hol ding an egg-shaped stone attached to a thin silk
cord. "A sspiral."

The stone noving in a circular notion, spiraling, spiraling, until all the water was in notion
all the bangl es caught.

"A whirlpool," Ceoffrey had said.

"No," Draca had replied. "A mael sstrom... Sshe will al nosst alwayss sspiral.... You cannot alter
her nature.... But the rmaelsstrom... Sshield her, Ssaetan. Sshield her with your sstrength and
your |ove and perhapss it will never happen.”

"And if it does?" he had asked.

"I't will be the end of the Blood."

End of the Bl ood.

End of ...

Those bangles weren't a nmessage from Daenon, they were a warning from Draca. Jaenelle was
spiraling down to her full strength to unleash the naelstrom The end of the Blood. Was that why
she had insisted that the First Circle remain at the Keep? Because it would be the only place that
could withstand that devastating power? No. Jaenelle didn't like to kill. She wouldn't destroy al
the Blood if she coul d..

Dam it. Damm it, he needed to draw that vision back. Needed to see those webs again in order to
remenber that one inportant thing that was eluding him Deliberately eluding him A veil had been
drawn across that vision to keep himfromrenmenbering that one thing until it was too |ate.

But if she was going to unleash the nael strom what in the name of Hell was Daenon doi ng here?
Stalling. Buying tinme. Keeping Dorothea and Hekatah di stracted. Playing ganes to... Marian and
Daenonar. Then Surreal. He'd heard Lucivar cry out a couple of hours ago, but there had been no
sign of himsince then. Which only left...

A shadow fell across the bangl es.

He | ooked up into Daenon's gl azed eyes.

"It's time to dance,” Daenon crooned.

He nmi ght have said sonething, but he could snell Hekatah nearby. So he |l et Daenpn lead himinto
the prison hut, said nothing while he was tied to the bed.

When Daenon stretched out beside him he whispered, "Wen does the game end?"

Daenon tensed, swallowed hard. "In a couple nore hours," he said, keeping his voice low "At

m dnight." He laid a hand gently on Saetan's chest. "Nothing' s going to happen. Just—=

They both heard soneone brush agai nst the door, both knew who was |i stening.

Saet an shook his head. Everything has a price. "Make it convincing, Daenobn," he whispered.

He saw the sick resignation and the apology in Daenon's eyes before his son kissed him

And he | earned why the Blood call ed Daenon the Sadi st.

Saetan lay on his side, staring at the wall

Daenon had actually done very little. Very little. But he'd managed to convince that bitch who had
hovered outside the door that a son was raping his own father wi thout actually doing anything that
woul d prevent either of themfrombeing able to |ook the other in the eye. A rather inpressive

di splay of skill.

And very brief. He'd been concerned about that, but when Daenon wal ked out of the hut, he'd heard
a nurnured comrent and Hekatah's delighted, abrasive |augh

So, while Daenon continued to prow and keep the canp on edge, he'd had tine to rest, to gather
his strength, to think

The gane ended at m dnight. Wat was the significance of mdnight? Well, it was called the

wi t ching hour, that nonent suspended between one day and the next. And it would be seventy-two
hours fromthe tinme Daenon appeared in the canp.

Saet an jerked upright. Seventy-two hours.

Confined to a sitting roomin the Keep, he had paced. "From sunset to sunrise. That's how | ong an
O fering takes. For the Wiite, for the Black, that's howlong it takes."

"For the Prince of the Darkness," Tersa had said as she pushed around the pieces of a puzzle. "But
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for the Queen?"

When Jaenell e had made the Offering to the Darkness, it had taken her three days. Seventy-two
hours.

"Mot her Ni ght," he whispered, shifting into a sitting position

The door opened. Daenon rushed in and dropped a bundle of clothing on the bed.

Bef ore Saetan could say anything, one of Daenobn's hands was cl anped behind his head and the ot her
was holding a cup to his lips, pouring warm|liquid down his throat. He had no choice but to
swal | ow or choke. He swallowed. A nonment |ater, he wi shed he had choked.

"Hell's fire, what did you just give ne?" he gasped as he bent over and pressed his forehead to
hi s knees.

"A tonic," Daenon said, vigorously rubbing Saetan's back

"Stop that," Saetan snapped. He turned his head just enough to glare at Daenon. "Wwose tonic?"
"Jaenel l e' s—ith ny bl ood added. "

Saetan swore softly, viciously, with great sincerity.

Daenon wi nced and nuttered, "She said it would kick like two teanms of draft horses.™

"Only soneone who's never had to drink one of these little tonics would describe it that mldly."
Daenon went down on his knees in front of Saetan and busily undid the chains. "I couldn't search
for your clothes, so | brought you these. They should fit well enough."

Saetan gritted his teeth as Daenon nassaged his |l egs and feet. "Were did you get then?"

"OfFf a guard. He won't be needing them"

"Dam t hi ngs probably have lice."

"Deal with it," Daenon grow ed. Taking a ball of clay out of his jacket pocket, he rolled it into
a stubby cylinder, then carefully forced the Ring of Cbedience to open enough to slide off
Saetan's organ. It clanped down on the clay with the sane viciousness it had clanped down on
flesh.

Setting the cylinder on the bed, Daenon gl anced at Saetan's organ and sucked in a breath.

"It doesn't matter," Saetan said quietly. "I"'ma Quardian. |'mpast that part of nmy life."

"But — Daenon pressed his lips together. "Get these on." After hel ping Saetan into the trousers,
he knelt again to deal with the socks and boots. "It's alnbst midnight. We'll be cutting it close
since we've got to cover a bit of ground in order to reach the nearest strand of the Wnds. But in
a few nore hours, we'll be at the Keep. W'Il be hone."

The desperate eagerness in Daenon's eyes tore the veil off the vision.

Two webs. One noldy, tainted. The other beautiful, full of shining beads of power.

She had found a way to separate those who lived by the ways of the Blood fromthose who had been
perverted by Hekatah and Dor ot hea.

But the third web .

She was a Queen, and a Queen woul dn't ask for what she herself wouldn't give. And perhaps it was
al so the only selfish thing she'd ever done. By sacrificing herself, she wouldn't have to carry
the burden of all the lives she was about to destroy. But..

He doesn't know. You didn't tell him He came here expecting you to be waiting for himwhen he got
back. Oh, witch-child.

Whi ch is why she had asked himto take care of Daenon, why she had known he woul d need to.

Maybe it wasn't too |ate. Maybe there was still a way to stop it, to stop her

"Let's go," he said abruptly.

Daenon put a sight shield over both of them and they slipped away fromthe canp.

By the tinme they reached the place where they could catch the Wnds, a cold, sharp wi nd had begun
to bl ow

Saet an stopped, drew a breath through his nmouth, tasted the air.

"I't's just the wind," Daenon said.

"No," Saetan replied grimy, "it's not. Let's go."

12 / Terreille

Two hours | ater, Hekatah burst into Dorothea's cabin, waving a stubby clay cylinder. "W've been
tricked. They're all gone. That thing in the prison hut isn't Lucivar, it's sone kind of illusion
And Saetan ..." She hurled the cylinder across the room "That bastard Sadi lied to us."

Lying on the floor where she'd been all day, Dorothea stared at Hekatah. As her bowels rel eased
nore bl oody flux, she started to |augh

13 / Kael eer
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A storm had been gathering all night—hunder, |ightning, wi nd. Now, as dawn approached, the w nd
had turned fierce, sounding alnost as if it had a voice. "Cone," Tersa said, helping Karla over to
a couch. "You nust |ie down now. Morghann, cone over here and lie on the floor."

"What's goi ng on?" Khardeen asked as Mrghann obediently |ay down on the floor near the couch. He
retrieved a pillow and slipped it under his wife's head.

"I't would be better for all of you to sit on the floor. Even the Keep will feel this storm"

The First Circle glanced at each other uneasily and obeyed.

"What is it?" Karla asked when Tersa placed an arm protectively over her and rested the other hand
on Morghann's shoul der.

"The day has cone for the debts to be called in and for the Blood to answer for what they've
becone. "

"I don't understand," Karla said. "Wat does the storm nean?"

Li ghtni ng flashed. The wi nd how ed.

Tersa cl osed her eyes—and sniled. "She is coming."

14 /| Terreille

He'd cut it too close. He hadn't expected the ride on the Wnds to be that rough or that Saetan's
physi cal endurance woul d give out so fast—er his own. They'd had to drop fromthe Red Wnd to the
Sapphire and finally, on the last part of the journey, down to the Geen

They couldn't land at the Keep itself. Sonme kind of shields had cone down all around the place. So
he'd honed in on Lucivar's Ebon-gray Jewel —and the one small place in the shields that Lucivar was
using his Jewels to keep open—and dropped themfromthe Wnds as close as he could. It hadn't been
cl ose enough, not for two exhausted nmen trying to scranble up a steep nmountain path.

Now, with the gate in sight and Lucivar's nmental urging to hurry, Daenbn half carried Saetan up
the slope, fighting a fierce, howwing wind for every step

Al nost there. Al nost. Al nost.

The sky was getting lighter. The sun would |ift above the horizon at any nonent.

Hurry. Hurry.

" Saet an! SAE- TANNNN! "

Daenon | ooked behind them Hekatah was scranbling up the slope. The bitch nust have ridden the Red
Wnd all the way in order to get there right behind them

Not wasting his breath to swear, he picked up the pace as best as could, dragging Saetan with him
"Sadi!" Hekatah screaned. "You |lying bastard!"

"MOVE!" Lucivar shouted. He was using Craft to hold the gate open, straining physically and
mentally to keep it fromclosing and | ocki ng them out.

Cl oser. Al npst there. Al nost.

Daenon grabbed the bars of the gate, used the strength in his Black Jewel to hold it open. "Get

hi minside," he said, shoving Saetan at Lucivar. Then he turned and waited.

Hekat ah came up the slope, stopped a few feet away. "You |lying bastard."

Daenon smled. "I didn't lie, darling. | told you you were going to get everything you deserved."
He let go of the gate. It slamed shut, and the |ast shield cane down over it.

As he turned and ran across the open courtyard, he heard Hekatah screaming. And he heard a wild
how i ng, a sound full of joy and pain, rage and cel ebration

He crossed the threshold into the safety of the Keep a nonment before Jaenelle unl eashed the

mael strom

*You rmusst wake,* said a deep, sibilant voice. *You nusst wake.*

Daenon opened his eyes. It took hima nmonment to understand why everything |looked a little..
strange . , . and readjust. It took himanother nonent to confirmthat he was still distantly
linked to his body—and that his body was Iying on the cold stone floor of the Keep where he and
Luci var and Saetan had fallen when Jaenell e unl eashed her full strength.

*You are the triangle who hel ped sshape the web of dreamss. Now you nmusst hold the dream There

i ss not nmuch tinme.*

G oani ng, he sat up and | ooked around. And was instantly w de-awake

Mot her Ni ght, where are we?

He reached over Saetan's prone body and shook Lucivar.

*Hell's fire, Bastard,* Lucivar said. He raised his head. *Shit.*

Both of themreached for Saetan, shook hi m awake.

*Fat her, wake up. We're in trouble,* Daenon said.

*Now what ?* Saetan growl ed. He raised hinmself up on his elbows. H's eyes w dened. *Mther N ght.*
*And may the Darkness be merciful,* Lucivar added. *Were are we?*
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*Somewhere in the abyss. | think.*

Cimbing carefully to their feet, they |ooked around.

They were standing on the edge of a deep, wi de chasm Stretching across the chasmwas an Opal web.
Bel ow t hem were webs the colors of the darker Jewels. Above them were webs the colors of the
Iighter Jewels.

*What are we doi ng here?* Lucivar asked.

*We're the triangle who hel ped shape the dream * Daenon said. *W're supposed to hold the dream*
*Don't go cryptic on me, Bastard,* Lucivar grow ed.

Daenon snarled at him

Saetan rai sed his hand. They both fell silent.

*Who told you that?* Saetan asked.

*A sibilant voice.* Daenpn paused. *It sounded |like Draca, but it was nale.*

Saet an nodded. *Lorn.* He | ooked around again

Far, far, far above them 1ightning flashed.

*Why did Jaenelle ask you to conme to Hayll, Daenon?* Saetan asked.

*She said that the triangle had to remain together in order to survive. That the mirror had the
strength to keep the other two safe.*

*She saw that in a tangl ed web?*

*No. The Weaver of Dreans told her.*

Luci var began to swear.

Saetan's | ook was sharp, penetrating, thoughtful

The lightning flashed a little closer

*Fat her, brother, |over,* Saetan said softly.

Daenon nodded, renenbering the triangle Tersa had traced on his palm *The father canme first. The
brot her stands between.* \Wen they both | ooked at him he shifted uneasily. *Something Tersa said
once. *

*Warni ngs from Tersa, the Arachni an Queen, and Draca,* Saetan said. *A man m ght ignore one at his
own peril, but all three?* He shook his head slowy. *I think not.*

The lightning flashed a little cl oser

*That's all well and good,* Lucivar growl ed, *but | would prefer a straightforward order.*
*Thesse webss are the besst nagic | can give you,* Lorn said irritably. *Usse themto hold the
dream |f sshe breakss through all of them sshe will return to the Darknesss. You will |osse
her. *

Luci var puffed out a breath. *That's clear enough. So where—* He | ooked up as the |ightning
flashed again. *Wat's that?*

They all | ooked up, waited for the next flash—-and saw the snall dark speck plunmmeting toward the
webs.

*Jaenel | e, * Daenon whi spered.

*She' Il rip right through them* Saetan said. *W'll have to use our own strength to try to sl ow

her speed. *

*Al'l right,* Lucivar said. *How do we go?*

Saet an | ooked at Daenon, then at Lucivar. *Father, brother, lover.* He didn't wait for an answer.
He expl oded upward, racing to intercept Wtch before she hit the Wiite web.

Luci var watched for a nonment, then turned to the webs, his eyes narrowed. *If she hits themin the
center, she'll break through them So we'll roll her.* He clanped a hand on Daenon's shoul der
pointed with the other hand. *Not so close to the edge that you'll risk hitting the chasmwalls,
but away fromthe center. Then twist and roll while you're using your own strength as a brake.*
Daermon | ooked at the webs. *Wat will that do?*

*For one thing, the counter-novenent should slow the speed. And if she gets wapped in the webs—=*
*We' || forma cocoon of power.*

Luci var nodded. *1’ll go up to the Rose. | don't know how nuch strength Saetan has left. If he's
still able to hold her, | can add ny strength to his. If not ... *

*Where should | be?* Daenon asked, willing to defer to Lucivar's ability and fighting experience
*The Green. | should be able to hold her that far.* Lucivar hesitated. *Good |uck, Bastard.*
*And you, Prick.*

Luci var soared upward.

A nmonent | ater, Daenon heard Saetan's roar of defiance as the Wite web shattered. In the flash,
he could see two small figures falling, falling.

He floated down to the G een web.

The Yell ow web shattered. Then the Tiger Eye.

He heard Lucivar's war cry.
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As the Rose web shattered, he saw a twirl of color as Lucivar rolled, fighting against the speed
of the fall.

They hit the Summer-sky. Holding on to Wtch's legs, Lucivar rolled the other way, catching nost
of the web before they crashed through

The Purpl e Dusk. The Opal

Daenmon nmet him hal fway between the Opal and the G een

*Let go, Prick, before you shatter the Ebon-gray.*

Wth a cry that was part defiant, part pain, and part fear, Lucivar |let go.

Rage filled Daenon. Love drove him He and Wtch hit the Green web. He rolled, but he didn't have
Lucivar's skill. They broke through close to the mddle of the web. He kept rolling so that when
they hit the Sapphire, they were close to the edge. He rolled the other way, wapping her in the
web' s power.

They broke through the Sapphire, but they weren't falling as fast now He had a little nmore time
to brace, to plan, to pour the strength of his Black Jewels into fighting the fall

They hit the Red, rolled, clung for a second before falling to the Gcay. Only half the G ay
strands broke imedi ately. He strained back as hard as he could. Wen the other half broke, he
rolled them upward while the web swung them down toward the Ebon-gray. He pulled against the
swing, slowing it, slowing it.

When the other side of the Gray broke, they sailed down to the Ebon-gray. The web sagged when they
| anded, then stretched, then stretched a little nore before the strands began to break

Hi s Black Jewels were al nbst drained, but he held on, held on, held on as they floated onto the
Bl ack web.

And not hi ng happened.

Shaki ng, shivering, Daenon stared at the Black web, not quite daring to believe.

It took hima ninute to get his hands to unlock fromtheir grip. Wien he was finally able to let
go, he floated cautiously above the web. Near her shoulder, he noticed two small broken strands.
Very carefully, he snoothed the Bl ack strands over the other colors that cocooned her

He coul d barely see her, only just enough to make out the tiny spiral horn. But that was enough
*We did it,* he whispered as his eyes filled. *We did it.*

*Yess,* Lorn said very quietly. *You have done well.* Daenon | ooked up, |ooked around. Wen he

| ooked back at Wtch, she faded. Everything faded.

15/ Terreille

Saet an opened his eyes, tried to nove, and found hinmsel f trapped by two warm bodies curled up
around him His sons.

Oh, witch-child. | hope it was worth the price.

He tried to nove again, growl ed when he couldn't, and finally jabbed Lucivar with an el bow.

Luci var just grow ed back and cuddl ed cl oser.

He shoved at Lucivar again because he couldn't, even in this small way, push Daenpon aside. Not
now.

Lucivar's grow turned into a snarl, but he finally stirred. And that woke Daenon.

"I"'mdelighted you find me such a confortable pillow " Saetan said dryly, "but a nman ny age
prefers not to sleep on a cold stone floor."

"Nei ther does a man ny age," Lucivar grunbled, getting to his feet. He rolled his shoul ders,
stretched his back.

Daenon sat up with a groan

Wat ching him Saetan saw the light fill Daenpon's eyes, the joy, the eagerness. It broke his heart.
He accepted Daenpon's help in getting to his feet—and noted Lucivar's cool ness toward his brother.
That woul d change. Wul d have to change. But Lucivar wouldn't be approachable until he'd seen
Mari an and Daenonar, so there was no point in sparking that Eyrien tenper. Besides, he was too
damm tired to take on Lucivar right now

As he wal ked to the doors, they fell into step on either side of him

Twi | i ght. The whol e day had passed.

They wal ked across the open courtyard. Lucivar opened the gate.

A gust of wi nd nmade sonething flutter, catching Saetan's attention. A scrap of cloth froma
wonan' s gown. Hekatah's gown.

He didn't mention it.

"I don't have the strength right now, " he said quietly. "Wuld you two..."

Luci var | ooked toward the south, Daenon toward the north. After a mnute, their faces had the sane
grim deliberately cal mexpression
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"There are a few Blood," Daenmon said slowy. "Not many."

"The sane," Lucivar said.

Afew Only a few Sweet Darkness, let themget a different answer in Kaeleer. "Let's go hone."

He felt the difference as soon as they wal ked through the Gate between the Real ns. Wen they

wal ked out of the Altar Room Daenon and Lucivar both | ooked in the direction that would | ead them
to the First CGrcle—and the others.

He turned in the opposite direction, not quite ready to deal with what was going to conme. "Comne
with me." Reluctantly, they obeyed.

He led themto a lowwalled terrace that overl ooked Ri ada, the closest Bl ood village.

Daenon | ooked down at the village. Lucivar |ooked in the direction of the Eyrien community.

Daenon sighed with relief. "I don't know how many people had |ived there yesterday, but there are
still a lot of Blood there."

"Falonar!" Lucivar cried. He | ooked at them and grinned. "The whole comunity. They're all right.
Badly shaken up, but all right."

"Thank t he Darkness," Saetan whi spered. The tears canme, as nuch frompride as grief. Prothvar had
said it was a different kind of battlefield but a good one to fight on. He'd been right. It was a
worthy battlefield. Instead of seeing nore friends join the denon-dead, they had gone know ng
those friends would Iive. Char, Dujae, Mrton, Titian, Cassandra, Prothvar, Mephis, Andulvar. He
woul d miss them Mother Night, how he would miss them "And the Blood shall sing to the Blood. You
sang the song well, ny friends. You sang it well."

He woul d have to tell Lucivar and Daenon—and Surreal —about this, too. But not yet. Not now.

He dreaded it, but he knew he couldn't hold either of them back nmuch | onger. "Cone on, puppies.
I'"msure the coven's going to have a few things to say about this."

It was worse than he'd expected.

The coven and the boyos fell all over Lucivar, who had his arns w apped around Mari an and
Daenonar. Daenon they greeted with cool reserve. Except Karla, who had said, "Kiss kiss," and then
had ki ssed him And Surreal, who had gi ven Daenon a cool stare, and said, "You |ook like shit,

Sadi ." He woul d have | ashed out at her for that if Daenon hadn't comrented dryly that her
compliments were as effusive as ever—and if she hadn't grinned at the renark.
And Tersa, who had held her son's face between her hands and | ooked into his eyes. "It will be al

right, Daenon," she had said gently. "Trust one who sees. It will be all right."

Saetan wasn't sure Daenmon noticed the cool ness, wasn't sure he even noticed who had greeted him
and who hadn't. Hi s eyes kept scanning the roomfor soneone who wasn't there—soneone who wasn't
going to be there.

He was trying to think of a reasonable excuse to get Daenpon away fromthe others when Geoffrey
appeared at the door. "Your presence is requested at the Dark Throne. Draca would like to see
you. "

As they filed out of the room Saetan stepped in beside Lucivar. "Stay close to your brother," he
said quietly.

"I think it would be better—=

"Don't think, Prince, just follow orders."

Luci var gave hima neasuring | ook, then noved ahead to catch up w th Daenon.

Surreal tucked her armthrough his. "Lucivar's pissed?"

"That's one way of putting it," Saetan replied dryly.

"I'f you think it will help, | could give hima good kick in the balls. Athough | have a feeling
that when Marian realizes what he's pissed about, she'll do a better job than either of us can.”
Saetan | et out a groaning chuckle. "Now that will be interesting." Then he sobered. "Daenon pl ayed
the sane game with you."

"Yes, he did. But sonetinmes the best way to fool an eneny is to convince a friend."

"Your nother said al nost the sane thing to ne once—after she punched ne."

"Real | y?" Surreal smiled. "It must run in the famly."

He decided it was better not to ask her to clarify that.

Baf f|1 ed, Daenon waited for whatever announcenent Draca was going to make. Not that it nattered. He
woul d have to slip away to Andarh in the next few days, talk to that jewel er, Banard, about
designing a wedding ring for Jaenelle. He'd gotten her sone earrings there for Wnsol and had

i ked what he'd seen of the man's work.

Her birthday woul d be coming up soon. Wuld she mind having a weddi ng on her birthday? Well, maybe
he would. He didn't really want to share the cel ebration of their wedding day with anything el se
But they could have it soon after that. She would still be tired, still be recovering fromthis
spell, but they could find a quiet place for the honeynobon. It didn't matter where.

Where was she? Maybe she was already in her room recovering. Maybe that's what Draca was going to
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tell themthat Jaenelle had prevented the war, that Kael eer was safe. As soon as this announcemnent
was over, he'd slip up to her roomand snuggle in next to her. Well, he'd take a bath first. He
wasn't exactly snelling his best at the nonent.

Wiere was she?

Then he | ooked at Lorn and felt a flicker of uneasiness.

No. They had saved her. The triangle had saved her. She'd expended so much of herself, had risen
so far out of herself she'd been plumeting back down, but they had stopped the fall. They had
stopped the fall.

Luci var cane up beside him close enough to brush shoulders with him Saetan stepped up on his
other side with Surreal close hy.

Draca picked sonething up fromthe Throne's seat, hesitated, then turned to face them

Daenon froze

She was hol ding Jaenelle's scepter. But the nmetal was all twi sted, and the two Ebony Jewels were
shattered. Not just drained. Shattered. So was the spiral horn

"The Queen of Ebon Asskavi iss gone," Draca said quietly. "The Dark Court no | onger existss."
Soneone began screanm ng. A screamfull of panic, rage, denial, pain.

It wasn't until Lucivar and Saetan grabbed himand hel d himback that he realized the person who
was screani ng was hinsel f.

16 / Kael eer

"What was the point of it?" Gabrielle demanded angrily while the tears fell unheeded. "Wat was
the point of offering the nenories if they weren't going to do any good?"

Surreal raked her fingers through her hair and deci ded smacki ng sonmeone probably wasn't going to
hel p nuch. Well, it would make her feel better. Thank the Darkness she and Uncl e Saetan had been
able to heavily sedate Daenon. He couldn't have tolerated any of this right now

She woul d have liked to have found out nore about this nenory thing, but she was nore intrigued by
the fact that Tersa seened too cal mand undi sturbed—and also a little angry. It would take someone
mucki ng up sonething very inportant to nmake Tersa angry.

"Yes, Tersa," Karla said testily, "what was the point?"

"Blood is the nenory's river. And the Blood shall sing to the Blood," Tersa replied.

Gabrielle said sonething succinct and obscene.

"Shut up, Gabrielle," Surreal snapped.

Tersa was sitting on the long table in front of the couch, next to a pile of wooden buil ding

bl ocks. Surreal crouched down beside her. "Wat were the nenories for?" she asked quietly.

Tersa brushed her tangled hair away fromher face. "To feed the web of dreans. It was no | onger
complete. It had lived, it had grown."

"But she's gone!" Mrghann wail ed.

"The Queen is gone," Tersa said with some heat. "Is that all she was to you?"
"No," Karla said. "She was Jaenelle. That was enough."
"Exactly," Tersa said. "It is still enough."

Surreal jolted, hardly daring to hope. She touched Tersa's hand, waited until she was sure she had
the wonman's attention. "The Queen is gone, but Jaenelle isn't?"

Tersa hesitated. "It's too soon to know. But the triangle kept the dreamfromreturning to the

Dar kness, and now the kindred are fighting to hold the dreamto the flesh."

That brought protests from Gabrielle and Karl a.

"Wait a minute," Gabrielle said, glancing at Karla, who nodded. "If Jaenelle is hurt and needs a
Heal er, she should have us."

"No," Tersa said, her anger breaking free. "She should not have you. You could not | ook at what
was done to that flesh and believe it could still live. But the kindred do not doubt. The ki ndred
will not believe anything else. That is why, if it can be done, they are the ones who can do it."
She junped up and ran out of the room

Surreal waited a nmonent, then followed. She didn't find Tersa, but she found G aysfang hovering
near by, whini ng anxiously.

She studied the wolf. Kindred do not doubt. They would sink in and fight for that dreamw th fangs
and claws and never give it up. Well, she would never have a snout that could snmell tracks, but
she could damm well learn how to be as stubborn as a wolf. She would sink her teeth into the
belief that Jaenelle was sinply recovering somewhere private after performng an extrenely
difficult spell. She would sink in and hold on to that.

For Jaenelle's sake.

For Daenon's sake.
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And for her own sake, because she wanted her friend to come back

Chapter Sixteen
1/ Kael eer

Daenmon wal ked down the steps that |ed to the garden in the Hall, the garden that had two statues.
When he woke up fromthe sedative Surreal and Saetan had given him he had asked to | eave the
Keep. They had gone with him So had Tersa.

Luci var hadn't.

That had been a week ago.

He wasn't sure what he'd done during the days since. They had sinply passed. And at night..

At night, he crept fromhis own bed into Jaenelle's because it was the only place he could sl eep
Her scent was there, and in the dark, he could al nost believe that she was sinply away for a
little while, that he woul d wake one norning and find her cuddl ed up next to him

He stared at the statue of the nale, with its paw hand curved protectively above the sl eeping
worman. Part human, part beast. Savagery protecting beauty. But now he saw sonething else in its
eyes: the anguish, the price that sonetines had to be paid.

He turned away fromit, wal ked over to the other statue, stared at the woman's face—that famliar
bel oved face—for a long, long tine.

The tears cane—agai n. The pain was al ways there

"Tersa keeps telling me that it will be all right, to trust one who sees," he told the statue.
"Surreal keeps telling ne not to give up, that the kindred will be able to bring you back. And |
want to believe that. | need to believe that. But when | ask Tersa about you directly, she
hesitates, says it's too soon to know, says the kindred are fighting to hold the dreamto the
flesh. Fighting to hold the dreamto the flesh." He laughed bitterly. "They're not fighting to
hold the dreamto flesh, Jaenelle. They're fighting to put enough of you together again for there
to be sonmething for the dreamto cone back to. And you knew what woul d happen, didn't you? When
you decided to do this, you knew "

He paced, circled, came back to the statue.

"l didit for you," he said quietly. "I bought the tinme, | played the gane. For you." His

breat hing hitched, cane out in a sob. "I knew | would have to do sone things that wouldn't be
forgiven. I knew it when you asked ne to go to Hayll, but | did it anyway. F-for you. Because

was going to cone back to you, and the rest of it wouldn't natter. B-because | was coning back to
you. But you sent me there knowi ng you wouldn't be here when |I got back, knowing..." He sank to
his knees. "You said no sacrifices. You made me promise | woul dn't make any sacrifices. But what
do you call this, Jaenelle? What do you call this? Wen | got back, we were going to get m
married.... And you left nme. Damm you, Jaenelle, | did this for you, and you left ne. You |eft

ne.
He col |l apsed on the grass near the statue, sobbing.

Luci var rested a fist against the stone wall and bowed his head.

Mot her Ni ght. Daenpbn had gone into that game expecting to cone back for his own weddi ng. Mot her

Ni ght .

He was here because Marian had ripped into himthat norning, giving himthe full thrust of the
tenper that |lived beneath her quiet nature. She'd told himthat, yes, he'd been hurt, but he'd
been hurt to save them She'd asked himif he would have preferred losing a wife or son in truth
in order for his feelings to be spared. And she'd told himthat the man she had married woul d have
the courage to forgive.

That had brought hi m here.

But now. ..

When they'd both been slaves in Terreille, he and Daenpbn had pl ayed ganes before, had used each
other, had hurt each other. Sonetines they'd done it to relieve their own pain, sonetines it had
been for a better reason. But they'd always been able to | ook past those games and forgive the
hurt because there had been no one el se. They'd fought with each other, but they'd al so fought for
each ot her.

He had ot her people now, a wider circle to love. Awife, a son. Maybe that had rmade the
difference. He didn't need Daenon. But, Hell's fire, Daenpbn needed himright now

But it was nore than that. Thirteen years ago, he had wongfully accused Daenon of Kkilling
Jaenel l e. That had been the first hard shove that had ended with Daenpon spending eight years in
the Twi sted Kingdom 1ost in madness. And Daenon had forgiven hi mbecause, he'd said, he'd al ready
grieved for a brother once and didn't want to do it again.

Daenmon had believed a painful lie for thirteen years. He'd believed one for a couple of days.
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Marian had been right to rip into him

So he would do what he could to nend things, for his own sake as well as for Daenmpn's. Because,
during those long centuries of slavery when they'd had no one but each other, their anger had
sonetimes flared to nonents of hate, but underneath there had al ways been | ove.

Pushing away fromthe wall, Lucivar wal ked down the steps, knelt in the grass besi de Daenpbn. He
touched his brother's shoul der

Daenon | ooked at himout of a face devastated by grief before lunging into the open arns.

"I want her back," Daenon cried. "Ch, Lucivar, | want her back."

Lucivar held on tight as his own tears fell. "I know, old son. | know. "

2 | Kael eer

"You're leaving!" Lucivar |leaped to his feet and stared at Saetan. "Wat do you nean, 'l eaving ?
To go where?" Pacing behind the two chairs in front of the blackwood desk, he pointed an accusing
finger at his father. "You are not going to the Dark Realm There's no one left there. And you are
not going to be al one."

"Lucivar," Saetan said quietly. "Lucivar, please listen."

"When the sun shines in Hell."

*Prick,* Daenobn said on an Ebon-gray spear thread.

*And why in the nane of Hell are you just sitting there?* Lucivar demanded. *He's your father
too. *

Daenon bit back exasperation. *Let himtalk, Prick. If we don't |ike what we hear, then we'll do
somet hi ng about it.* "You' re |eaving because of Sylvia?" he asked Saetan.

Lucivar froze, swore softly, then settled back into the chair.

"That's part of it," Saetan said. "A Quardian isn't neant to be anong the living. Not that way."
He hesitated, then added, "If | stay... | can't stay and be a friend and encourage her to... She
deserves to be with sonmeone who can give her nore than | can now "

"You could conme to Ebon Rih and live with us," Lucivar said.

"Thank you, Lucivar, but no. 1've..." Saetan took a deep breath. "I've been offered a position at
the Keep as assistant historian/librarian. CGeoffrey says he's starting to feel his years, and it's
my fault that he's had nore work now than he's ever had because |'mthe one who introduced the
coven to the Keep's library, and it's time | started maki ng nyself useful."

"The Keep is only a nmountain away fromour eyrie," Lucivar said.

"You will not bring Daenonar to the library."

Luci var gave Saetan a sharp smile. "Did you bring ne there when | was his age?"

"Once," Saetan said dryly. "And Ceoffrey still renminds ne of that little adventure on occasion."
He gl anced at Daenon. "I'Il cone and visit both of you, just to find out how nuch trouble you're
causing."

Daenon felt a tension ease. He wanted to see his father, but not at Ebon Askavi. He woul d never
again set foot in the Keep
"The family owns three counties in Dhenlan,"’

' Saetan said. "l've divided them between you. Daenon,

I"mgiving you the Hall and all the land and titles that go with it. Lucivar, you' |l have the | and
that's near the Askavi border. The other property you'll own together."

"I don't need land," Lucivar protested.

"You're still the Warlord Prince of Ebon R h because the people want you to be the Warlord Prince
of Ebon R h. But Daenpnar nmay not want to rul e—er you nay have ot her sons or daughters who want a
different kind of Iife. You'll be the caretaker of that |and because the Sabi abl o fanm |y has been

the caretaker of that land for thousands of years. I|Is that understood?”

"Yes, sir," Lucivar said quietly.

"And you?" Saetan said, pointedly |ooking at Daenon.

"Yes, sir," he replied just as quietly. Wll, that explained why Saetan had insisted on spending
the past two nonths teaching himthe famly business. He'd thought it was just a way to keep him
occupi ed and too busy to think too nuch

He' d wel comed the work, especially when he realized that Saetan had shoul dered the burden of

hel ping Geoffrey with a far nore difficult task. He and Lucivar had been told the results, but he
knew he coul dn't have tolerated accunul ati ng the information

Over forty percent of the Blood in Terreille were gone. Conpletely gone. Another thirty percent
had been broken back to basic Craft. The Bl ood who were left in Terreille were reeling fromthe
devast ati on—and t he sudden freedom

He hadn't asked what had happened to Al exandra, Leland, and Philip—and Saetan hadn't offered the
information. Or if he had, it had only been to WI hel m na.
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The nunbers were about the same in Little Terreille as they were for the Real mof Terreille. But
the rest of Kael eer was nostly untouched—except for dacia. Karla was struggling to reunite her
people and re-formher court. The taint Dorothea and Hekatah had spread in the Bl ood m ght have
been destroyed, but the scars renmained.

Everything has a price

"What about Jaenelle's house in Maghre?" Lucivar asked.

Daenmon shook his head. "Let W/ helmina have it. She's decided to settle in Scelt, and—

"The house was | eased for Jaenelle," Saetan said firmy. "It remains for Jaenelle. If you have no
objections to Wlhelmna living there until she finds a place of her own, so be it."

Daenon backed down. He | oved that house, too, but he wasn't sure he could ever live there again
And he wasn't really sure if Saetan truly believed Jaenelle was com ng back or if his father just
wasn't willing to do anything that woul d acknow edge that she wasn't. After all, it had been two
nmont hs now with no news of any kind, just Tersa's conti nued—and usel ess—assurance that it woul d be
all right. "Is that it?"

He read the nessage in Saetan's eyes. "I'lIl be with you in a mnute," he said to Lucivar when his
brother rose and | ooked at him

When they were al one, Saetan said carefully, "I know how you feel about Ebon Askavi now. "

Daenon rushed in. "I truly hope you will conme to visit, Father, because I'll never set foot in the

Keep again."
Saetan said gently, "You have to go one nore tinme. Draca wants to see you."

3 /| Kael eer

"There iss ssonmething | want to sshow you." Draca unl ocked a door and stepped aside.

Daenon wal ked into a huge roomthat was a portrait gallery. Dozens upon dozens of paintings hung
on the walls.

At first, he saw only one. The |ast one.

Unable to look at it, he turned his back to it and began to study the rest of themin order. Some
were very, very old, but all of them had been exquisitely done. As he slowy wal ked around the
room he realized the portraits spanned the speci es who made up the Bl ood—and they were al
femal e.

Wien he reached the | ast one, he studied Jaenelle's portrait for a long time, then | ooked at the
signature. Dujae. O course.

He turned and | ooked at Draca.

"They were all dreanmss nade flessh, Prince," Draca said gently. "Sone only had one kind of
dreaner, otherss were a bridge. Thesse were Wtch."

"But— Daenon | ooked at the portraits again. "I don't see Cassandra's portrait here."

"Sshe wass a Bl ack-Jewel ed witch, the Queen of Ebon Asskavi. But sshe wass not Wtch. Sshe wass
not dreanss nade flessh."

He shook his head. "Wtch wears the Bl ack. She's always a Bl ack-Jewel ed Queen."

"No. That iss not alwayss the dream Daenon. There have been qui et dreanss and sstrong dreanss.
There have been Queenss and ssongmakerss."” She paused, waited. "Your dreamwass to be Conssort to
the Queen of Ebon Asskavi. |ss that not true?"

Daenon's heart began to pound. "I thought they were the sane. | thought Wtch and the Queen of
Ebon Askavi were the same."

"And if they are not?"

Tears stung his eyes. "If they hadn't been the sane, if 1'd had to choose between the Queen and
Jaenelle ... | never would have set foot in this place. Excuse nme, Draca. "

He started to rush past her, but he saw her hand nove as if to hold himback. He could have

avoi ded her easily, but, being who she was, he couldn't be that disrespectful

Her ancient hand noved slowy, cane to rest on his arm

"The Queen of Ebon Asskavi iss gone," she said very quietly. "But sshe who iss Kael eer'ss Heart,
sshe who iss Wtch, sstill livess."

4 | Kael eer

"You'll take the incone |'ve provided for you," Saetan snarled as he and Surreal wal ked through
one of the Hall's gardens. He'd thought this would be a sinple task, something to occupy a bit of
time while he waited for Daenpbn to return fromthe Keep.

Surreal snarled back. "I don't need a damm incone from you."

He stopped and turned on her. "Are you or are you not famly?"
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She stepped up to himuntil they were toe to toe. "Yes, |I'mfamly, but—=
"Then take the dam incone!" he shout ed.
"Why?" she shouted back.
"Because | love you!" he roared. "And | want to give you that nuch."
She swore at him
Hell's fire, why were his children all so stubborn
He | eashed his tenper. "It's a gift, Surreal. Please take it."
She hooked her hair behind her ears. "If you're going to put it that way..
A wlf raised its voice in an odd series of yips and how s.
"That's not Graysfang," Surreal said
Saetan tensed. "No. It's one of the pack fromthe north woods."
Wrry filled her eyes. "One of them has cone back? Why does it sound like that?"
"The Tigre use druns to signal nmessages—fust for fun things, a dance, an inpronptu gathering,"
Saetan replied absently. "The wol ves becane intrigued by it and devel oped a few particul ar how s
of their own."
The sane series of yips and how s cane again.
"Graysfang could have nentioned that," Surreal grunbled. "What's that one nean?"
"I't neans there's a nessage that should be heeded."
The wolf raised its voice again in a different song. Then another wolf joined in. And another. And
anot her .
Li stening, he started to cry—and |augh. There was only one reason the wol ves raised their voices
in quite that way.
Surreal gripped his arm "Uncle Saetan, what is it?"
"I't's a song of celebration. Jaenelle has cone back."

5 |/ Kael eer

It was early autumm, alnmobst a year since he'd first come to Kael eer

Daenon carefully | anded the small Coach in the neadow and stepped out. At the edge of the neadow,
Ladvarian waited for him

For weeks, he had raged and pl eaded, begged and sworn. It hadn't done any good. Draca had insisted
that she didn't know exactly where the kindred had hidden Jaenelle. She had also insisted that the
healing was still very delicate and a strong presence—and difficult enpti ons—eoul d easily
interfere. Finally, exasperated, she had suggested that he make hinmsel f useful

So he'd thrown hinmself into work. And every evening he had witten a letter to Jaenelle, telling
her about his day, pouring out his love. Two or three times a week, he went to the Keep and
annoyed Draca.

Now, finally, the nmessage had conme. The kindred had done all they could. The healing wasn't
conplete, but the rest would take tinme, and she should be in a warm human den now.

So he'd been told where to bring the Coach that woul d take Jaenelle back to the Hall

He crossed the neadow, stopped a few feet in front of Ladvarian. The Sceltie | ooked too thin, but
there was joy—and wariness—n the brown eyes.

"Ladvarian," Daenon said quietly, respectfully.

*Daenon. * Ladvarian shifted uneasily. *Human nales... Sone human mal es pay too nmuch attention to
t he outside. *

He understood the warning, heard the fear. And now he understood why they hadn't | et himcone
sooner—they' d been afraid he wouldn't be able to stand what he saw. They were still afraid.

"It doesn't matter, Ladvarian," he said gently. "It doesn't matter."

The Sceltie studied him *She is very fragile.*

"I know." Draca had drummed that into himbefore she'd I et himcone.

*She sleeps a lot.*

He smiled dryly. "I've hardly slept at all."

Satisfied, Ladvarian turned. *This way. Be careful. There are many guard webs.*

Looki ng around, he saw the tangl ed webs that could ensnare a person's mnd and draw himinto
pecul i ar dreans—or hi deous ni ght mares.

He wal ked carefully.

They wal ked for several ninutes before they canme to a path that led to a sheltered cove. A large
tent was set up well back fromthe waterline. The colored fabric woul d keep out nobst of the sun
but seened | oosely woven enough to let in air

Closer to the water were several poorly nmade sand casties. Watching Kaelas trying to pack sand

wi th one of those huge paws nmade himsmle.
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The front flaps of the tent were pulled back, revealing the woman sl eeping inside. She wore a | ong
skirt of swirling colors. The amethyst-col ored shirt was unbuttoned and had slid to her sides,

di spl aying her fromthe wai st up

Daenon took one | ook at her and bolted away fromthe tent.

He stopped a few yards away and just tried to draw a normal breath while his stonmach tw sted
wildly.

The kindred had done their very best. They had given nonths of focused, single-ninded devotion to
produce this nuch healing. He never ever wanted to know what she had | ooked |ike when they had
brought her here.

He felt Ladvarian come up behind him Since the Sceltie had seen what she had | ooked |ike, the dog
probably couldn't understand his reaction. "Ladvarian..."

*She rose fromthe healing webs too soon,* Ladvarian said in a voice that was bitter and accusing.
*Because of you.*

Daenon turned slowy, his heart bleeding fromthe verbal wound.

*We tried to tell her you weren't hurt. Wt tried to tell her that she had to stay down in the
heal i ng webs longer. We tried to tell her that the Stra—that Tersa would tell you that she was
com ng back, that the High Lord would take care of his pup. But she kept saying that you were
hurting and that she had proni sed. She stayed in the webs | ong enough for her insides to heal and
then she rose. But when she saw. ..*

Daenon cl osed his eyes. No. Sweet Darkness, no. She woul d have been in pain, would have suffered.
And she wouldn't have if she'd stayed down in the healing webs.

"Tersa did tell nme," he said in a broken voice. "Over and over again. But... all | knew for
certain was that Jaenelle had promised to marry ne and then had left ne, and..." He couldn't go
on.

*Maybe we could have told you,* Ladvarian said reluctantly after a long silence. *W didn't think
humans woul d bel i eve that she coul d heal —at | east, wouldn't believe enough. But, maybe, if we had
told you about all the webs, you could have believed.*

Not likely. No matter how nuch he woul d have wanted to believe, the doubts would have crept in—-and
m ght have destroyed everything he wanted to save. "Tersa told ne it would be all right. | didn't
listen."

More silence. Then, *It is hard to listen when your paw is caught in a trap.*

That understandi ng, that nuch forgiveness, hurt. He | ooked at the Sceltie, needing to see the
truth. "Ladvarian... did | cripple her?"

*No, * Ladvarian said gently. *She will heal, Prince. She is healing nore and nore every day. It
will just take longer.*

Daenon wal ked back to the tent, stepped inside.

This time, he only saw Jaenell e.

*She's all there,* Ladvarian said anxiously.

Noddi ng, Daenon slipped off his shoes and jacket, then carefully stretched out beside her, propped
on one el bow so that he could | ook at her. He reached out, tentatively brushed his fingers over
her short golden hair, alnost afraid to touch even that nuch. She was so fragile. So terribly,
terribly fragile. But alive

*We had to crop her fur.*

Consi dering the condition she nust have been in, it was a practical solution to grooming probl ens
the ki ndred nust have faced.

His fingers brushed over her cheek. Her face, although horribly thin, was the sane.

Then he noticed the Jewel resting on her chest. At first, he thought it was a Purple Dusk. Then
inits depths, he saw glints of Rose, Sumer-sky, and Opal. Green, Sapphire, and Red. Gray and
Ebon-gray. And just a hint of Bl ack.

*It's called Twilight's Dawn,* Ladvarian said. *There's no other Jewel like it.* Then the Sceltie
retreated, |eaving himalone with her.

He watched her while she slept. Just watched her. After a while, he found the courage to let his
fingers explore a little.

Ladvarian was right. She was all there, but she was barely nore than a thin sheath of skin over
organs and bones.

As one finger delicately traced her nipple, he stopped, thought about the open shirt, then | ooked
at the beach where Ladvarian stood near Kaelas, watching him *She didn't know | was coning, did
she?*

*No, * Ladvarian replied.

He didn't have to ask why. If he hadn't been able to accept what he saw, the kindred would never
have told her he had conme—and Ladvarian woul d have taken her somewhere el se, to soneone else to
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heal over the w nter nonths.

He knew his answer to that. He loved her, and all he wanted was to be with her. But, despite what
Ladvarian had said... because of what Ladvarian had said... he was no | onger sure she woul d want
hi m

Then she stirred a little, and he knew he wasn't goi ng anywhere unl ess she sent hi m away.
Carefully bracing himself so that he wouldn't hurt her, he | eaned over and brushed his Iips

agai nst hers.

He rai sed his head. Her haunted sapphire eyes stared at him

"Daermon?" There was so nmuch uncertainty in her voice

"Hel l o, sweetheart,"” he said, his voice husky with the effort not to cry. "I've mssed you."
Her hand noved slowy, with effort, until it rested against his face. Her lips curved into a
smle. "Daenon."

This time, when she said his nane, it sounded like a pronise, like a lovely caress.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...1s%203%20-%20Queen%200f%20The%20Darkness.txt (192 of 192) [3/5/2004 8:56:49 PM]



	Local Disk
	file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/New%20Folder/Anne%20Bishop%20-%20Dark%20Jewels%203%20-%20Queen%20Of%20The%20Darkness.txt


