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JEWELS
WHITE
YELLOW
TIGEREYE
ROSE
SUMMER-SKY
PURPLE DUSK
OPALGREEN
SAPPHIRE
RED

GRAY



EBON-GRAY
BLACK

*Opad isthe dividing line between lighter and darker Jewels because it
can be either.

When making the Offering to the Darkness, a person can descend a
maximum of three ranksfrom his’her Birthright Jewe.

Example: Birthright White could descend to Rose.

BLOOD HIERARCHY/CASTES

MALES

landen—non-Blood of any race

Blood male—agenerd term for dl maes of the Blood; aso refersto any Blood mae who doesn’t wear
Jewes

Warlord—a Jeweled male equd in statusto awitch

Prince—a Jeweled mae equd in statusto a Priestess or aHealer

Warlord Prince—a dangerous, extremely aggressive Jeweled male; in status, dightly lower than a Queen

FEMALES

landen—non-Blood of any race

Blood female—agenerd term for al femaes of the Blood; mostly refersto any Blood femaewho
doesn’t wear Jewels

witch—a Blood female who wears Jewel s but isn't one of the other hierarchicd levels, dso refersto any
Jeweled femde

Heder—awitch who hedls physical wounds and illnesses; equal in statusto a Priestess and a Prince
Priestess—awitch who caresfor dtars, sanctuaries, and Dark Altars, witnesses handfasts and marriages,
performs offerings; equa in statusto aHeder and aPrince

Black Widow—awitch who hedls the mind; weaves the tangled webs of dreamsand visions; istrained in
illusonsand poisons

Queen—awitch who rules the Blood; is considered to be the land’ s heart and the Blood' s moral center;
assuch, sheisthefoca point of their society

PLACESIN THE REALMS

TERREILLE

Dena Nehdle

TAMANARA MOUNTAINS

GRAYHAVEN—BOTH A FAMILY ESTATE AND A Town

Ebon Askavi (aka the Black Mountain, the Keep)

Hayll



Zuulaman

KAELEER (THE SHADOW REALM)

Askavi

Ebon ASKAVI (AKA THE BLACK MOUNTAIN, THE KEEP)
Ebon RIH—VALLEY THAT ISTHE KEEP STERRITORY
RIADA—BLOOD VILLAGE inEbonRih

Deaal Mon

Dharo

WEAVERSFIELD—BLOOD VILLAGE
BHAK—BLOOD VILLAGE
WOOLSKIN—LANDEN VILLAGE

Dhemlan

AMDARH—CAPITAL CITY
HALAWAY—VILLAGE NEAR SADIABLOHALL
SADIABLOHALL (THEHALL)

Nhar khava
TAJRANA—CAPITAL CITY

Seelt (shelt)
MAGHRE (MA-GRA)—VILLAGE

HELL (THE DARK REAIM, THE REALM OF THE DEAD)
Ebon Askavi (aka the Black Mountain, the Keep)
SADIABLOHALL

PROLOGUE
TERREILLEE
two years ago

Still shaken by the storm of power that had destroyed hdf the Blood in Dena Nehele only afew days
before, the rogues came down from their camps in the Tamanara M ountains to face an unexpected
enamy.

The landens, who had been brutalized for generations by the “ caretakers of the Redms,” hadn’t wasted
time. When they redlized the surviving Blood were stunned by the violent loss of Queens and courts, they
rebelled—and decided that dying by the thousands was an acceptable price to pay in order to wipe out
the Blood in DenaNehele.

So the landens died during thosefirst days of the uprising. Oh, how they died.

But so did the Blood.

The malesin the Blood' stowns and villages died as they exhausted the power that made the Blood who
and what they were, until even the oneswho wore Jewels and had areservoir of power had used up
everything they had in the effort to defend the women and children who didn’t have the strength or kill to
defend themselves.



When that power that lived within them was gone, they fought with weapons like any other man. But the
landens kept coming, kept fighting—and the Blood, outnumbered, had no chance of surviving.

Women and children died, along with the men. The landens, steeped in their hatred for the Blood, set fire
to the buildings, turning entire villagesinto funerd pyres.

Then the rogues, trained warriors who had refused to serve any Queen, came down from the
mountains—and the battle for DenaNehele redly began.

He rode with one pack of rogues, aleader committed to daughter in order to defend what was I €eft of his
people. But as they reached awalled estate on their way to the town that served as DenaNehele's
capital, he pulled his horse aside and stared through the iron bars of a double gate at the big stone
mangon.

Grayhaven.

It was hisfamily name. Thiswas hisfamily’shome.

He had never lived in that mansion because the Queens who had controlled DenaNehele had claimed it
for their own residence, their own seat of power. And like the rest of the Territory, the house and the
land had declined under the rule of bitches who had stood in the shadow of Dorothea SaDiablo, the High
Priestess of Hayll.

He had grown up in the mountain camps ruled by the rogues because hewasthe last of hisline, the last
direct descendant of Lord Jared and Lady Lia, the Queen who, like her grandmother before her, had
been called “the Gray Lady.” And if there was any truth to the family stories, he wasthe last person
capable of finding the key that would reveal atreasure great enough to restore Dena Nehele.

Lord Jared had told his grandsons about the treasure the Gray Lady and Thera, a powerful Black
Widow, had hidden somewhere around Grayhaven. While the family ill lived in the house, every mae
had searched for it, and the story had spread to trusted advisers who shouldn’t have been trusted. When
the family line failed to produce even aminor Queen, Dorothea’ s pet Queens had descended on Dena
Nehelelike scavengersfighting over afresh carcass. What was | eft of hisfamily abandoned Grayhaven
and spoke the family name only in secret.

Generations had tried to hold on to something that was Dena Nehele, that was the Blood as they had
been when the Gray Lady had ruled. Generations of the Grayhaven line had been “ broken into service”’
asaway of keeping the people yoked to the rule of unworthy Queens.

Generations of suffering—until that witch sorm swept through Terrellle. A fast, violent sorm, terriblein
itscleansing, it had swept away Dorothea SaDiablo and everyone who had been tainted by her, but it
had |eft the surviving Blood prey to the landens' hatred.

“Theran!” one of the Warlords shouted. “ The bastards have st fire to the south end of the town!”

He wanted to ride through those gates, wanted to protect the only thing left of his own heritage. But he
had been trained to fight, had been born to stand on akilling field. So he turned away from the house and
land he wanted to reclaim.

But as herode away, he promised himsdf that when the fires of rebellion were finally smothered, he
would come back to hisfamily’shome.

If there was anything lft.

CHAPTER 1
TERREILLE
present

Reaching the broken-down stone wall and the double gate that was haf-torn from its hinges, Theran
Grayhaven planted hisfeet in the exact spot where he’ d stood two years before. Now, finally, the landen
uprising had been completely smothered, and the Blood—those who were left—could set about the
business of trying to restore their land and their people.



If there was any way of restoring their people.

“Sinceyou invited them here, you' re going to fed likeafool if you' re fill tanding at the gate when the
other Warlord Princes arrive.”

Theran looked over his shoulder. He hadn’t heard the other man approach, hadn’t felt awarning
presence. Even amonth ago, being that cardess would have gotten him killed.

“Y ou shouldn’t be up before sunset,” Theran said. “It drains you too much.”

The old man scowled at thewall and the gate—and dl the other signs of neglect. “I’ll manage.”

“You'll need blood tonight.”

The scowl deepened. “1I’ll manage.”

“Tdon...

“Don’'t be using that voice on me, boy. | can still whack some senseinto that stubborn head of yours.”
Tdon was agrizzled warrior who was missing two fingers on hisleft hand and hdf hisright
foot—evidence of the price paid for the battles won. He was also a Sapphire-Jeweled Warlord Prince.
Since Theran was a Warlord Prince who wore Green Jewels, Talon was the only man in DenaNehele
who was strong enough to “whack some sensg” into him.

But only after the sun set.

Taon was demon-deed. If he wasforced to act during daylight hours, his strength drained at aterrifying
Speed.

“Did you ever wonder if it wasworth it?” Theran asked, looking away from the man who had raised him.
He had never known hisfather. The man had mated to continue the Grayhaven bloodline and had been
caught, broken, and completely destroyed before Theran had been born.

When he was seven, his mother had brought him to the mountain camps to keep the Grayhaven line safe
from Dorothed’ s pet Queens.

He never saw her again.

Taon looked at the mansion and shook hishead. “I wasin thisfight for three hundred years, give or take
afew. | knew Lia, and | knew Grizelle before her. | stood with Jared and Blaed when we were dll
among the living—and | stood with otherswhen | became demon-dead. So | never wondered if bringing
Dena Nehee back to the way it was when the Gray Ladies ruled was worth the blood and pain and lives
that were lost. | knew getting that back was worth the price.”

“Wedidn'twin, Taon,” Theran said softly. “ Someone e se diminated the enemy, but we ill didn’t win.”
“A Grayhaven is standing once more on the family land. That'sastart. And thereisamarker on the
table.”

A marker Talon hadn’t told him about until afew daysago. “A dangerous one, assuming the man who
owesusafavor isgill dive”

“There’ sno way to win unlesswe gamble,” Talon said. “Come on. We'll bring the Coach onto the
grounds and camp out here tonight. Tomorrow you can go through the house and see what needsto be
done.”

“We Il belucky if wefind anything intact,” Theran said bitterly. “I can’t imagine the bitcheswho ruled
from here not trying to find the treasure.”

“But the key wasn't inthe house,” Taon said. “That's part of the legend. And without the key that begins
unlocking the spells, they could have ripped up every floorboard and knocked down every brick in every
fireplace, and they till wouldn't have found the treasure even if they werelooking right at it.”

“Doesn’'t mean we' re going to find asafe floor or aworking fireplace,” Theran grumbled.

“Do your pissing and moaning later,” Taon said. “We ve got company. I’ll fetch the Coach. You give
yourself akick in the assand get up to the house.”

“Yes, gar.”

Surrogate father and protector of the Grayhaven line, Talon had held him when he' d cried and hadn't
hesitated to give him asmack when it was deserved—at least, deserved according to Taon. Everything
good that he knew about the Blood, about honor and Protocol and what a Warlord Prince should be, he
had |earned from a man who remembered Dena Nehele asit had been. Who remembered what it meant
to have honor. To wear, as Taon put it, the Invisible Ring.



Bracing himsdlf for the discussion ahead, Theran strode toward the mansion.

Wasthe honey pear tree ill in the back gardens somewhere? Could the tree have survived that many
centuries? There had been afew honey pear trees growing in one of the rogue campslow in the
mountains, and there was agrove of them—or so he’ d heard—tucked away in the southern part of Dena
Nehele, in one of the Shaador reserves. Having heard stories about Jared’ s mother growing the honey
pear trees for her sons and how Jared had gifted Liawith histree and given another to Theraand Blaed,
he' d been disappointed when he' d finally gotten to taste one of the hard little fruits. But Taon said the
treesdidn’t grow well in the mountains, that something they needed was lacking, and that was the reason
thefruit didn’t taste right.

Wi, the trees weren't the only things that had felt aneed that had gone unanswered.

Taon set the Coach down on the scrubby front lawn, while Theran watched the Warlord Princes appear
near the gate as they dropped from the Winds, those webs of psychic roadways that alowed the Blood
to travel through the Darkness.

It wasn't until Talon limped over to join him that the first Warlord Princes came through the gate, walking
up theweedy drivein pairs, the lightest-Jeweled males coming first.

*| count about a hundred,* Talon said on apsychic thread.

*That's probably every Warlord Prince left in DenaNehele* Theran replied.

*Probably. And a better response than I’ d hoped for.*

What wasn't said was that only a handful of those men wore an Opal that was considered adark Jewe!.
He and Ta on, wearing Green and Sapphire, were the strongest malesin the Territory. Everyone else
wore lighter Jawels.

They formed a semicircle around him and Talon, the lighter Jewel s |eaving spaces so the darker-Jeweled
males could stand in the front.

Except for one Opal-Jeweled Warlord Prince who stood apart from the others—a Prince whose golden
brown skin marked him as having a Shalador bloodline. Maybe even being pure Shalador.

Lord Jared’ scoloring. Lord Jared’ srace.

Theran resisted the urge to look at his own hand and see the smilarities.

“Would you careto join us, Prince Ranon?’ Taon said.

“I can hear from whereI’m standing,” wasthe chilly reply.

Taon nodded asif the less-than-courteous response made no difference.

Prince Archerr, another who wore Opa Jewels, stepped forward. “Y ou caled us here, and we
answered. But none of us can afford to be gone long. The landens have to be held on atight leash, and
some of usarethe only trained warrior |eft in our piece of DenaNehde.”

Theran nodded. “Then I'll come to the point. We need a Queen.”

A moment of disbelieving sllence before severd men made derisive sounds.

“Tell us something we don’t know,” Spere said.

“We ve got Queens, moreor less,” Archerr said.

“Would you serve any of them?’ Theran asked.

“When the sun shinesin Hell.”

Mutters with an undercurrent of anger.

“We have Queens,” Theran said. “Women who, even in their prime, weren't considered strong enough
to be a concern to the Queens who whored for Dorothea SaDiablo. And we have Queens who are till
little girls, bardly old enough to begin training in basic Craft. And we have ahandful who are
adolescents.”

“One being afifteen-year-old who' sturning into such aripe bitch she may not live long enough to be
gxteen,” Archerr sad bitterly.

“We need a Queen who knows how to be a Queen,” Theran said. “We need a Queen who could rule
DenaNehdein the sametradition asthe Gray Lady.”

“Y ouwon't find one of those within our own borders,” Spere said. “Don’t you think we ve al been
looking? And if you look beyond our bordersto find a Queen mature enough to rule, the malesin that
Territory aren’t going to give up anyone good. And sincel livein avillage dong the western border, |



cantdl you the Territorieswest of usaren’t doing any better.”

“I know,” Theran replied.

“Then where are we supposed to find a Queen?’ Archerr asked.

“InKaeleer.”

Silence. Not even embarrassed coughs or shuffling feet.

“There' sno way into Kaeleer except through the servicefairs,” Shaddo said. “ At least, no other way to
get into the Shadow Realm and stay dive long enough to state your business.”

“Yes, thereis,” Theran said, grateful that he and Taon had considered this possibility. “ Someone goesto
the Black Mountain.”

Ninety-eight men stared at him.

“And doeswhat?’ Archerr asked quietly.

Theran glanced at Talon, who nodded. “ There' saWarlord Prince who owes my family afavor.” That
wasn't exactly theway Taon had phrased it. More like, For Jared' s sake and memory, he might be
willing to do the family a favor. “If | canfindhim .. .”

“Y ou think this Prince can get us a Queen from Kaeleer 7’ Shaddo asked. “Who has that kind of
influence and power?’

Theran took a deep breath. “ Daemon Sadi.”

Ninety-eight Warlord Princes shivered.

“The Sadist owesyour family afavor?” Archerr asked.

Theran nodded.

A dozen voices muttered,“Hdll’ sfire, Mother Night, and may the Darkness be merciful.”

“Tdonand | talked it over and figured asking at the Keep isthe smplest way of finding out if anyone
knows where Sadi is”

“He could be dead,” Spere said, sounding alittle hopeful. “His brother disappeared years ago, didn’t he?
Maybe Sadi got caught in that storm like the rest of the Blood.”

“Maybe,” Tdon sad. “And maybe he' sno longer among the living. But even if he' sdemon-deed, he il
might be ableto help. And if he'samong the demon-dead who went to the Dark Realm, going to the
Keepisdill our best chance of finding him.”

“What happensif we do get a Queen from Kaeleer?’ Shaddo asked.

“Then at least twelve males have to be willing to serve her and form her First Circle” Theran said. “We'll
have to form a court. Some of uswill haveto serve.” The next words stuck in histhroat, but on thistoo,
he and Taon had agreed. “And Grayhaven will be offered as her place of residence.”

“You say we'll haveto form acourt,” Ranon said, till sounding cold. “Will Shalador be asked to serve?
Will Shaador be allowed to serve? Or will the blood that aso flows through your veins, Prince Theran,
be held to the reserves, ignored unless we' re needed for fodder?”

Before anyone could draw aline and start afight that would end with someone dying, Talon raised his
hand, commanding their attention.

“That will be up to the Queen, Ranon,” he said quietly. “We re dl going to hone the blade and offer her
our throats.”

“Hoping wewon't end up with someone who will crush what isleft of us?” Ranon asked.

“Hoping exactly that,” Taon replied.

A long silence. Ranon took a step back, then hesitated. “If a Kagleer Queen comesto DenaNehele,
some of the Shalador peoplewill offer themsalvesfor her pleasure.”

Taon looked thoughtful asthey dl watched Ranon walk back to the gate. Nothing was said until the
Shalador Warlord Prince caught one of the Winds and vanished.

“If you can get a Queen from Kadleer . . .” Archerr didn’t finish the sentence.

“I'll send amessage,” Theran said.

The Warlord Princesretreated to the gate. No breaking into groups, no talking among themselves. Some
looked back a him and Taon.

“Lookslikeyou're going to the Keep,” Tdon said.

Theran nodded as he watched the |ast man vanish. “Which do you think worries them more? That |



won't be able to find Sadi—or that | will?’

CHAPTER 2

KAELEER

Cassidy sat back on her hedlsand brushed her chin with thetail of her long red braid.

“So,” she said as she considered the ground in front of her. “Doesthe rock stay or doesthe rock go?’
Since the question had been offered to the air and the patch of garden in front of her, she didn’t expect
an answer. Besides, it wasn't redlly her decision. She' d volunteered to clear the weeds out of thisbed as
away to have something to do—and away to work with alittle piece of land. But thiswas her mother’s
garden, and whether the rock was an unwanted obstacle or a desired, important part of thewhole
depended on how one looked at it.

Which wastrue of so many things.

“It'sdone and can’'t be undone,” she muttered. “ So enjoy your visit here, do what you can, and let the
rest go.”

Let the rest go. How long would it take before her heart let go of the humiliation?

“Wall, a least | found out before | put in dl the spring work on those g-gardens.” Her voice wobbled
and tears blurred her vison.

Swallowing the hurt that wanted to spill out every moment she didn’t keep her feelings chained, she
reviewed the containers of seeds she had collected last year from the Queen’s garden in Bhak. That
garden wasn't hers anymore, so her mother would benefit by having afew new plantsthisyear.

“Y our mother said I’ d find you here.”

The voice, dways rough because the voca cords had been damaged in aboyhood accident, made her
smile as shelooked over her shoulder at the burly man walking toward her.

Burly in body, Burle by name. A smple man. A handyman. Twice each month hewould stay at alanden
village for three days and take jobs to fix whatever needed fixing. Most Blood thought it was beneath a
Warlord sdignity to work for landens—even if the Warlord wore a Jewd aslight as Tiger Eye. He'd
always said,”Work iswork, and the marks they pay me with are as good as any that come from some
snot-nosed aristo family.”

That attitude didn’t get him work in houses owned by Blood aristos herein Weavers Field, their home
village, or in other nearby Blood villages, but the rest of the Blood didn’t care what Burle said about
aristos, and the landens liked having that little bit extra that came from aman who could use some Craft
aong with ahammer and didn't talk down to them. The fact that Lord Burle dways gave them that little
bit extra—and more—meant he had as much work as he wanted.

Her heart warmed to see him—and amoment later began hammering with darm. “Why are you home?
|s something wrong?’

Burle made a show of looking at the sky before focusing on his daughter. “Waell, Kitten, it' s midday.
Food' son thetable. You're still out here. Y our mother has that look. Y ou know that 0ok ?’

Oh, yes. She knew that |ook.

“So,” Burle continued, “I was sent out to fetch you.”

Not likely. Sent out, maybe. But not to fetch her. Sheloved her mother, Devra, but there were some
things she could say only to her father. She just wasn't ready to say them.

“All right, Father. What are you up to?’ She put enough emphasis on theword “Father” to tell him she
knew he was up to something. When the only response she got was hisfrowning at her under those
bushy eyebrows her mother subtly kept subdued with grooming Craft, shetried not to sigh as she
sad,”Poppi.”

He nodded, satisfied that he' d made his point. “Y our mother said you came out hereright after breskfast.
Seemed like along time to be digging up weeds, so | thought I’ d give you ahand. But it lookslike

you' ve got that bed in good order.” He frowned at the gloveslying on the ground beside her.



Cassidy held up her hands. “1 wore the heavy gloves. | used atight shield to protect the pams. And |
used alittle Craft to turn over the bits of the garden that were obstinate.” And if it redly was midday,

she’ d spent far more time staring at nothing and trying not to think than she’ d spent on actua [abor.
Burle crouched beside her, took her handsin his, and studied her pams. “Nothing wrong with afew
calluses, but ahand that’ storn up can't serve.” He gave her hands a gentle squeeze and let go. “ Still, you
didn’'t need to do dl of thisyoursef.”

“My father taught me that there was nothing wrong with hard work or swest.”

Laughing, he stood up, bringing her with him. “I used to wonder if your brother, Clayton, heard half of
what | said. And | used to worry that you heard too much.” He rested ahand on her shoulder. “You'rea
good woman, Kitten. And you' re agood Queen.”

“Good Queen?’ Control broke, and the pain she' d been living with since she’ d shown up at her parents
house the week before flooded out of her. “Poppi, my entire court resigned. All themalesin my First
Circle—all twelve of them, including the Steward and Master of the Guard—informed me that they
wanted to serve another Queen—a Queen who had served her apprenticeship in my court. She wastheir
choice. For everything. For everything, Poppi.”

She sobbed out al the hurt, the shock of betraya. Only bad Queens were abandoned. Only abusive
Queens had their First Circle wak away, breaking the court. Only . . .

She couldn’t think about the man who had been her Consort. That hurt went too deep.

She wasn't pretty. Had never been pretty. Shewastall, big-boned, and gawky. She had red hair and
freckles, and along, plain face. She didn’'t come from awedthy family or an aristo family. Except for a
distant cousin, Aaron, who was the Warlord Prince of Tgranaand was married to the Queen of
Nharkhava, there was no sociad status connected with knowing her or being in her bed. And since she
wore aRose Jewe, she didn’t have the kind of power that would intrigue anyone. There was no reason
for anyoneto look twice at her.

Except that she was a Queen, an oddity in afamily that had rarely produced anyone who wore adark
Jawel, let done someone who wasin the most powerful caste—the ruling caste.

Now she was a Queen without a court. Shefelt asif something had been ripped out of her, and she
didn’t know how to stanch the emotiona wound. Lady Kermillahad the First Circle who had served her,
the Blood and landen villages she had ruled, the house she had lived in, and the gardens she had tended.
She hadn’t wanted to be important, hadn’t wanted to become a Province Queen and rule over Didtrict
Queens. And she certainly had no ambitions to become the Queen of the whole Territory of Dharo.

She' d been happy ruling Bhak and Wool skin. She had wanted to make her piece of Dharo agood place
to livefor Blood and landens dike.

But the maleswho had served her had seen her court as astepping-stone to serving in more influential
courts ruled by stronger Queens. When they realized she wasn't going to be a stepping-stone to anything,
they grimly fulfilled their contracts—and walked away from her and straight into acontract with Kermilla,
apretty, vivacious Queen who was ready to establish her firgt court. Kermillawore Summer-sky, which
wasn't adark enough Jewd to be abig lure, but she had some socia connections, could dazzle stronger
maleswithout offending . . . and was twenty-one years old.

“There now, Kitten,” Burle said as he patted her back. “Don't take on so. It's no shame on you that you
ended up with aFirst Circle who hasto drop their pantsin order to use their brains.”

The image that popped into Cassidy’ s head stopped the flow of tears. Made her hiccup. Ended with a
watery giggle

“That s better.” Burle called in anegtly folded handkerchief. “Maop up or you' | end up on the sofawith
bags of sdad over your eyes.”

“It'sadice of cucumber, Poppi. Y ou put adice of cucumber over your eyes.” Cassidy mopped her face
and blew her nose. “Mother swears by that remedy.”

“Huh,” Burle said. “Nothing wrong with the way your mother looks. First thing in the morning, last thing
at night, and every hour in between, she looksjust fine”

He meant it. And because he meant it, and because she’ d inherited the red hair and freckles from Devra,
she' d thought the man who had been her Consort had also meant it when he said he thought shewas



lovely.

When he' d | eft, the bastard had told her what he redlly thought.

“Wdll,” Cassidy said, vanishing the handkerchief, “we d best get to the table before Mother comes out
here, don't you think?’

“That we should.” Slinging an arm around her shoulders, Burle aimed them for the house. “I'll say one
morething. | remember meeting Lady Kermillawhen she was serving her gpprenticeship in your court,
and I'll tdl you this, Kitten. If those fools chose her over you, then they deserve what they’ re going to
get”

“Maybe.” Probably. When she' d sent Kermilla s evauation to the Province Queen, she'd tried to be
kind, but there had been no denying that she' d had concerns about Kermilla' s attitude toward anyone
who wasn'’t strong enough to fight back.

“Their loss, my gain,” Burlesaid. “1I’ ve got the two finest women in the whole Territory living in my
house”

“For alittlewhile” Cassidy said.

“What' sthat mean?’

“I'mjust visiting, Poppi. Next week, I'll start looking for aplace of my own.” A very smple place, snce
there hadn’t been much |eft of the tithes she received from Bhak and Woolskin, not after paying the court
expenses and sending the Province Queen her share. That had been her income while she ruled, and the
fact that there was any left was dueto her careful upbringing and her mother’ sfirm belief that agood life
didn’'t haveto be an expensivelife.

And snceit was her income and what she’ d saved from the titheswas al she had, she would continue to
tear up Kermilla' sletters, which al asked the same thing: how much was the former Queen of Bhak
going to “gift” the new Queen?

“What do you mean, you' re getting your own place?’ Burle said. “What for?’

“I’'m thirty-one years old, Poppi. A grown woman doesn't live with her parents.”

He stopped so fast he pulled her off-balance. “Why not? What can you do in your own place that you
can't do—?" Hisface flushed as he came to an obvious—and incorrect—conclusion about what a
woman wouldn’t want to do in her parents’ house.

“Wdl now,” he muttered, lengthening his stride and pulling her with him. “We' Il just see what your mother
hasto say about that. We'll just see.”

She dready knew what Devrawould say, but thiswasn't thetimeto tell her father he was outnumbered.
“Yes, Poppi,” shesad fondly. “Well just see.”

CHAPTER 3

Ebon ASKAVI

“Why am| doing this?’

Saetan Daemon SaDiablo, the former Warlord Prince of Dhemlan, glanced at Daemon Sadi, the current
Warlord Prince of Dhemlan, and swallowed the urge to laugh. That tone of voice was more suited to a
surly adolescent than a strong adult maein his prime, and being Hayllian, one of the long-lived races,
Daemon had | eft adolescence behind several centuries ago.

But hel d noticed that there were times when Daemon and his brother, Lucivar Y adana, set
adulthood—and a good portion of their brains—aside and were just . . . boys. They seemed to test the
emotiona waters of adolescence when they were done with him. Maybe it was because he’ d been
denied the privilege of raising them and the three of them hadn’t gone through the pissing conteststhey
would have dl endured if they’ d lived with him. Maybe it was because they’ d had to grow up too hard
and too fast in order to survive the vicious davery that had been used to control them. At least, that had
attempted to control them. The davery, the pain, the fear, and the cruelty had turned two young men, two
Warlord Princes who were natural predators, into lethaly honed wegpons.



They wereintelligent and vicious. Loya and loving. Powerful and independent. Fiercely protective of
those they loved to a sometimes annoying degree.

They were his sons, and he loved them both. But the one standing at the other end of the table, looking at
him through long black eyelashes, was hismirror, histrue heir. And since he was, among other things, the
High Lord of Hdll, the fact that Daemon was amirror was something he never forgot.

“Why am | doing this?” Daemon asked again.

“Because when you arrived at the Keep in Kagleer and discovered | was here at the Keep in Terrellle,
you came through the Gate to this Realm in order to ask me something about the family estates. And
when you saw me sorting reams of old papers, you asked if there was anything you could do to help.”
“That was a polite offer, not asincere one,” Daemon grumbled.

“I know,” Saetan replied dryly. “But | choseto take the words at face value.”

Daemon snarled softly and went back to sorting papers.

Saetan hid a smile and concentrated on clearing out the stacks of papers at hisend of the table.

“What are you planning to do with this?” Daemon asked several minutes later. “Bring it back to the Keep
inKader?’

“Why in the name of Hell would | do that?’

“Marian says shredded parchment makes agood mulch for flower beds.”

Marian was Lucivar’ swife, alovely woman and a talented hearth witch whose gentler nature balanced
her husband’ svolatile one. But there were times, Saetan felt, when hearth-Craft practicality needed to be
put aside for amore direct and smple solution.

“I’'m planning to haul this out to one of the stone courtyards, put ashield around it to keep it contained,
blagt it with witchfire, and transform several wagonloads of usaless paper into abarrdl of ash.”

“If you asked Marian to help, you' d get thisdone alot faster. | bet she knows severa ‘tidy-up’ spells,”
Daemon said. Then he paused. Considered. “Well, maybe you wouldn't get it done faster, but Marian
would be thorough.”

Damn the boy for knowing just where to gpply the needlein order to prick and annoy.

Hewasan't trying to clean the place; he was trying to eliminate reams of history so old it was no longer of
any useto anyone—including thelong-lived races.

Wéll, two could play the needle game. “If | wanted thingsto get interesting, | could ask Jeendleto help.”
Daemon looked at the parchment in hishand, tipped it alittle closer to the ball of witchlight hovering over
the table so he could read the faded script . . . and paled.

Saetan had no ideawhat was written on that parchment, but clearly the thought of Jeenelle Angelline, the
former Queen of Ebon Askavi and now Daemon’s darling wife, having that information was sufficient to
scare a Black-Jeweled Warlord Prince.

Daemon put the paper on the discard pile and quietly cleared histhroat. “I think the two of us can take
care of thiswithout mentioning it to the Ladies”

“A wisedecison.” And the same conclusion he'd come to when he' d decided to clear out some of this
Stuff.

They worked for another hour. Then Saetan said, “ That' s all that can be done today.”

Daemon looked around. They’ d thrown the discarded papersinto alarge crate, but the table and
surrounding floor were still strewn with stacks that hadn’t been touched.

“It smidday, Prince,” Saetan said.

Daemon nodded. “1 hadn't redlized it had gotten so late.”

The hours between sunset and sunrise were the part of the day that belonged to the demon-dead—and
Guardians, the ones like Saetan who were the living dead, who straddled aline that extended their
lifetimes beyond counting. During the years when Jaendlle had lived with him as his adopted daughter, his
habits had changed and hiswaking hours had extended through the morning so that he would be available
to the living. But even here at the Keep, the Sanctuary of Witch, he needed to rest when the sun was at
itsstrongest.

“Let’sgo back to the Keepin Kaeleer,” Saetan said. “We |l wash up, have something to eat before |
retire, and you can ask me about whatever you' d originaly come hereto ask.”



Thelibrary door opened before they reached it. A Warlord who served the Keep in Terrellle nodded to
them and said, “High Lord, aWarlord Prince has arrived.”

“Hisname?’ Saetan asked.

“Hewouldn’t offer it,” the Warlord replied. “ And he wouldn't say which Territory he sfrom. He says
he' slooking for someone, and heingsts on talking to * someonein authority.” ”

“Doeshe?’ Saetan said softly. “How foolish of him. Put our guest in one of the receiving rooms. I’ ll be
with him shortly.”

“Yes, HighLord.”

The Warlord' slook of gleeful anticipation told Saetan how deeply the idiot had offended those who
served the Keep by not following the basic courtesies. Foolswho tried to withhold their nameswhen
asking to speak with someone here were usudly given as much asthey’ d offered—uwhich was nothing.
When the Warlord | eft, Saetan turned and touched Daemon’sarm. “Why don’t you go back to Kaeleer
and ask for amedl. I'll talk to this unknown Prince and join you when I’'m done. | doubt thiswill take
more than afew minutes.”

Thear around them chilled—awarning that a violent temper was turning cold, cold, cold.

“If you're going to talk to anyone from Terreille, you should have someone watching your back,”
Daemon said too softly.

Hewasn't sureif he should fedl flattered or insulted by his son’s desire to protect, but he decided it was
best to keep his own temper out of this conversation—especialy now that Daemon’ s temper had turned
lethal. “ Have you forgotten that I’ m a Black-Jeweled Warlord Prince and do know how to defend
mysdf?’

One sweep of those golden eyes that were now glazed and deepy. One pointed look at his left
hand—which was missing the little finger.

“I haven't forgotten anything,” Daemon crooned.

A shiver went down Saetan’ s spine.

The boyish posturing was gone. Even their relationship asfather and son was gone. The man before him
was aWarlord Prince of equa rank, who was standing one step away from the killing edge. A Warlord
Prince the Blood in Terreille had called the Sadist. A man who was capable of doing anything if
provoked the wrong way.

And that, more than anything & se, was reason enough to get Daemon out of Terrellle.

“Would you havetold Lucivar he had to have someone guarding his back?’ Saetan asked.

“I wouldn't have needed to,” Daemon replied. “ He would have known I’ d stand with him.”

Thisisn't a fight, Saetan thought.But he caught,too late,the undercurrent that had been hiding benegath
the boyish posturing.

For Daemon, smply being back in Terrellle meant being prepared to fight. To kill.

“Prince, I’'m asking you to return to Kagleer. Thisisthe Keep. It'sasanctuary. To treast someone as an
enemy smply because they’ ve come here requesting information would be aviolaion of everything this
place stands for. Daemon, it isn't done.” At least, not by another guest. What guarded the mountain
caled Ebon Askavi passed its own judgment on anyone entering the Keep. And people who entered did
not always leave.

“I’'msorry | didn’t realize how difficult it isfor you to be in this Realm, even here a the Keep,” Saetan
sad. “If | had, we would have left hours ago.”

That keen mind assessed hiswords while those golden eyes assessed him.

“You'll shidd?’ Daemon finaly asked.

“I will shidd.” Despite his effortsto hold on to his own temper, the words came out in agrowl.
Daemon’slipstwitched in areluctant smile. “Y ou would have made the same demand of meif | wasthe
onedaying.

“Of course | would, but that’ s different. I'm your father.”

Daemon’ s smile—and the air around them—warmed. “Fine. I’ [l go back to Kagleer and see about
getting usamed.”

Saetan waited, tense, until he no longer felt the presence of the other Black Jewel—confirmation that



Daemon had gone through the Gate and returned to K aeleer. Then he sagged against the doorway until
he heard the sound of Craft-enhanced footsteps announcing the Warlord' s return.

“Iseverything dl right, High Lord?’ the Warlord asked. “1 felt . . . Weall fdt . . . Prince Sadi went cold
foraminute”

“Yes, hedid. Being in Terrellle makesthe Princefed alittle defensve.”

The Warlord stared a him. “If that’ s how Prince Sadi reactswhen he' sfedling a little defensive, |
wouldn't want to be around him when he' sfeding really defensive”

“No,” Saetan said quietly, “you wouldn't want to be around him.”

Theran opened the glass doors that led out to atiered garden, then closed them again until there was only
afinger-width opening. Despite the spring season, it was cold up in the mountains. He would have
preferred Stting in acomfortable chair by thefire, except . . .

This place chilled him alot more than the cold air. The Black Mountain. Ebon Askavi. Repository of the
Blood' s history—and thelair of Witch, the living myth, dreams made flesh. Who was, he suspected,
nothing more than a dream and myth. There had been rumors that there was, in fact, a Black-Jeweled
Queen who ruled Ebon Askavi, but after the witch storm or war or whatever it was that had swept
through Terreille and devastated the Blood, the rumors stopped.

The place didn’t need a Queen. It was creepy enough without one, and he couldn’t imagine anyone. . .
normal . . . ruling this place. There were things flitting in the shadows, watching him. Hewas sure of it,
even if he couldn’t detect a psychic scent or any kind of presence.

Which didn’t change the conviction that the things he couldn’t fedl or see could—and would—ill him
before heredlized anything was there.

When the door opened, he breathed asigh of rdlief but stayed by the window. If something went wrong,
he had a better chance of getting out and catching one of the Windsif he could reach open ground.

The man who entered the room was Hayllian or Dhemlan—the black hair, brown skin, and gold eyes
were common to both long-lived races, and he' d never been able to distinguish between the two. An
older man, whose black hair was heavily slvered at the temples, and whose face was beginning to show
linesthat indicated the weight of centuries. A Red Jewd hung from agold chain. A Red Jewe flashed in
the ring worn on ahand with dender fingers—and long, black-tinted nails.

“Who areyou?’ Theran demanded. The Territory of Hayll had been at the root of dl the suffering his
people had endured, and he didn’t want to deal with anyone who came from that race. With one
exception.

The man cameto an abrupt hdlt.

A sharp-edged chill suddenly filled the room, adifferent kind of cold from the one coming from the open
glassdoor.

“I am aWarlord Prince who outranks you,” the man said too softly. “Now, puppy, you can brush off
your manners and try again—or you can go back to wherever you came from.”

He' d fixed on the man’ srace instead of paying attention to the Jewelsthat did outrank his own and the
psychic scent that |eft no doubt the other man was aWarlord Prince.

“My agpologies, Sr,” Theran said, trying to sound sincere. The sun would shinein Hell before he sncerdly
gpologized to aHayllian—for any reason. “| find this place abit overwhelming.”

“Many do. Let'sseeif we can't settle your business quickly so that you can be on your way.”

“I'm not sureyou can helpme.” | don’t want you to be the one helping me.

“I’'m the assigtant historian/librarian here at the Keep. If | can’t help you, no one can.”

If I won’t help you, no one will. That wasthe underlying message.

Pissy old cock, Theran thought.

He hadn’t meant to send that thought along a psychic thread, and was amost certain he hadn’t. But
judging by the way those gold eyes were starting to glaze, something in his expresson must have
conveyed the sentiment clearly enough.

“Let’ sgtart with your name,” the man said.

Because the man was Hayllian, Theran choked on the thought of giving the old bastard his family name.



“Let meput it thisway,” theman said. “ Y ou can offer the basic courtesy of your name and where you
arefrom—or you can goto Hell.”

Theran shivered, because there was something about the soft thunder in that deep voice that warned him
hischoiceswere very literd.

“Theran. From DenaNehele”

“Since the mountain didn't fall down around us and your head didn’t explode, I'm delighted that the
consequences of reveding so much information were nat, in fact, dire.”

Hewasn't used to being dapped down. Not by astranger. A response scalded his throat, but he choked
it back. He didn't like the Hayllian on principle—and the Hayllian didn’t seem to like him. But the man
was the only way of getting the information he sought.

“There has been reason for secrecy,” Theran muttered.

“Then your lack of manners can be understood—if not forgiven.”

Cold voice, cold eyes, cold temper. If he'd ruined this chance...

“I understand you' re looking for someone,” the man said. “Who?’

Maybe there was till achance.

“Daemon Sadli,” Theran said.

The chill intheair gained a sharp edge. The man asked too softly, “Why?’

None of your business. Theran bit histongue to keep from saying the words. “He owes my family a
favor.”

Hewasn't sure that was an accurate assessment of the message that had been handed down to the males
in hisfamily, but it was sufficient explanation for thislibrarian.

“| see”

A long silence while those gold eyes stared at him.

“I'll have some refreshments brought in for you,” the man said.

“I don’t need anything.” Hell’ sfirel Remember some of the manners you were taught! “Thank you.
Something hot to drink would be most welcome.”

“I'll haveit brought in. And I’ [l seewhat | can find out about Prince Sadi.”

The Hayllian walked out of the room—and Theran breathed asigh of rdlief.

The control required to close the door and walk away, leaving thet little whelp’s mind intact, made
Saetan’ s hand tremble.

| guess Daemon’ s not the only one who feels over protective at times, hethought ruefully.

Fedling the other presence in the corridor, he made sure the door was firmly shut and stepped away from
it as Geoffrey, the Keep' s historian/librarian, dropped the sight shield that had kept him hidden.

“You heard?’ Saetan asked.

“Since you left the door open, it was hard not to,” Geoffrey replied.

“Seeto the refreshments, will you?I'll dedl with therest.”

Geoffrey raised awhite-skinned hand. * Just one question. Who is that jumping jackass?’

Saetan rocked back on hishedls. “ Jumping jackass? What have you been reading?’

The other Guardian wouldn’'t meet hiseyes.

Saetan had seen over fifty thousand years. Geoffrey had been serving the Keep for much longer. The
thought of discovering after dl those years that Geoffrey’ s choice of recregtiona reading leaned toward .
.. Well, hewasn't surewhat category of fiction would use such aphrase, and he was amost afraid to
ask anyonein order to find out. But the whole thing tickled him enough to push aside temper.

Which, from the look in Geoffrey’ s black eyes, might have been the point.

“I'll look after our guest,” Geoffrey said. “Y ou look after your son.”

The thought of Daemon owing anyone inTerrellle was enough to prick histemper again, but out of
courtesy to Geoffrey, he kept that temper leashed until he opened the Gate between the Realms and
walked into the Keep that existed in Kaeleer.

Daemon studied the food on the table.



He could breathe again. He hadn’t set foot in the thrice-cursed Realm of Terreille for two years—since
he’ d goneto Hayll to play out some savage gamesin order to give Jaendlle the time she' d needed to
gather her strength and unleash dl her dark power, cleansing the Realms of the Blood tainted by
Dorothea and Hekatah SaDiablo.

Even here at the Keep, which was a protected sanctuary, he had felt the difference between Terrellle and
Kaeleer, had felt centuries of memories cling to him like cobwebby strands of pain and fear. When he'd
livedin Tereille, he d embraced the pain, and he’ d met the fear by playing games that matched—or
surpassed—the crudty and viciousness that Dorothea had excelled in.

He' d survived seventeen centuries of davery and cruelty—»but not without a price. His body was
unmarked; the scars he bore he carried in his mind and heart.

When hefound Saetan in the library, he should have admitted his discomfort instead of trying to push it
adde. He should have redlized he could no more bein Terreille with hisfather than he could with his
brother, Lucivar. Too many memories—and the last memories of them being in Hayll together il
crawled through his dreams on occasion.

Hisfather in that Hayllian camp, being tortured. His brother in that camp, being tortured. And he, in order
to keep them alive and get them out, had been the cruelest torturer.

Daemon scrubbed his face with his hands and focused on the table. While he waited for Saetan to come
back to this Reddlm, he needed to fix his mind on something e se.

“So what do we have?” Thick dices of rare roast beef. A vegetable casserole. Crusty bread and
whipped butter. And . . .

He lifted the cover off thelast dish, raising an eyebrow at the puff of cold air that was rel eased.

Two bowlsfilled with. . .

Daemon picked one up, gave it athoughtful study, then picked up aspoon. Since it wasn't anything he'd
seen before, tasting it was the only way to figure out what it was.

Hetook a spoonful, then closed his eyes as the flavors melted on histongue.

A swesetened cheese whipped into lightness. Little chunks of chocolate. Veins of raspberry sauce.

He opened his eyes and licked hislips. Then he studied the table once more. There were two bowls of
the stuff, so one of them must be for him. What difference did it makeif he ate it beforetherest of the
medl or after?

Peased with the rationdization—in case one was needed—he dug in.

Whom was he going to have to bribe to get the recipe? And if he did get it, would he keep it to make
himsdlf, or would he offer to share it with Mrs. Bedle, the large, rather terrifying witch who was his cook
at SaDiablo Hal? Sharing arecipe likethismight be afair tradefor her tolerating his putting inasmall,
additiona kitchen for his persond use. So far the only reasons Mrs. Bedle hadn’t declared outright war
on this affront to her domestic territory were (1) he owned the Hall; (2) his Black Jewels outranked her
Y dlow Jewels by a consderable degree; and (3) technicdly, she worked for him.

None of which meant adamn thing to Mrs. Beale unlessit was convenient for her to remember them.
Andinaway, having Mrs. Bedle challenge his authority and power was convenient for him too. Now
that he was ruling the Territory of Dhemlan, he understood why Saetan had been so passive within his
own home and alowed himsdlf to be dominated at times by the people who worked for him.

The people in Dhemlan—or more accurately the Queens and their courts, who were the ones who had to
answer to him directly—feared him. They had reason to fear him. The Black Jawelswere areservoir for
the power that lived within him, awarning of the depth and potency of strength that could be turned
againg anyone he considered an enemy. But at home.. . .

He d been in places where everyone lived in constant, debilitating fear. He didn’'t want to livein aplace
like that. He didn’t want to be the cause of that. Not in his home. Not with the people who worked for
him.

And especidly not with Jaendlle, the woman who was hislife.

S0 he appreciated the game he played with Mrs. Beale, although, admittedly, she was adamn scary
woman and hisfear of her was not dtogether feigned.

Rather like hisfather, cometo think of it.



Lucivar was right. There was something cleansing—not to mention fun—about being able to throw
yoursdlf againgt a strong persondity just to see what would happen, and to know you would come to no
harm by doing it. It was arelief to be ason, to really be a son of afather who drew afirm line about
some things and wouldn’t bend but who aso had afine understanding of when to be indulgent—or look
the other way altogether.

A father who truly understood him.

Hewas just scraping the last of the treat out of the second bowl when that father thundered into the
room.

Mother Night, Daemon thought, hastily vanishing both bowls.

“If you truly owe afavor to that little prick’ sfamily, then we will pay the debt and berid of him,” Saetan
snarled. “Or | can send him to the bowels of Hell here and now.”

“What? Who?’

“Theill-mannered Warlord Prince who came to the Keep looking for someone? He' s looking for you.
He saysyou owe hisfamily afavor.”

Ice shivered in hisveins, aprelude to his unsheathing the lethal blade of histemper. “Who?’ he asked too
oftly.

“Theran. From DenaNehele”

DenaNehele. A place hewouldn’t forget.

Daemon tightened the leash on histemper. “What does helook like?’

A light brush againgt thefirst of hisinner barriers. When he opened that first level of hismind to hisfather,
he saw the man. The same green eyes. The same sun-kissed skin. The same dark hair.

“Jared,” Dagmon whispered.

Saetan shook his head. “He said his name was Theran.”

“Theman | knew. Jared. Thisone hasthelook of him.”

He could fed Saetan reevauating, making an effort to rein in his own formidable temper. “Do you owe
them afavor?’

“Not exactly.”

Jared had left awritten account of hisjourney with Liawhile being pursued by Dorotheal s Master of the
Guard. Within that account, which Jared had |eft at the Keep for Daemon, Jaenelle had found the answer
to cleansing the taint from the Blood without destroying all of the Blood.

So, inaway, he did owe Jared. Whether he owed anything to Jared’ sbloodline. . .

“I liked Jared,” Daemon said. “He was agood man. So for hissake, | would be willing to talk to this
Prince Theran and find out what he wants.” He paused and considered. “But not here. I'd like Jaendlle to
meet him.”

“Why?

“Because | would trust her ingtincts about him better than I’ d trust mine.”

Saetan consdered that and nodded. “Then we'll arrange to have him brought to the Hall. How soon do
you want me to discover your whereabouts?’

Daemon huffed out alaugh. “ Since you' re my father, you’ d know whereto find me.”

“Oh, hedoesn't know I'm your father. Asfar as Prince Theran is concerned, I'm just the assistant
historian/librarian. Just a*pissy old cock.” ” Saetan’ s smile turned feral and sharp. “ The boy doesn't
shield histhoughts aswell ashe should.”

Oh, shit. “Arrangeto have him arrive a the Hall late this afternoon.”

“Done.” Asif trying to shake off the mood—and the temper—Saetan looked at the table and raised an
eyebrow. “| see you enjoyed the sweet-cheese confection.”

Damn. He must not have vanished the bowls fast enough.

“Even s0,” Saetan continued, “you should eat some of the beef and vegetables.”

An undercurrent of amusement. A fatherly kind of amusement.

Feding like aboy wasn't as much fun when he didn’'t choose to fed likeaboy. And feding like an erring
son was downright uncomfortable. “1 just meant to tasteit.”

“Hmm.” Saetan pulled out achair and sat down. He took a spoonful of vegetable casserole and adice of



roast beef, and warmed his customary goblet of yarbarah, the blood wine that was dl the sustenance the
demon-dead—and Guardians—needed.

Not seeing any options, Daemon sat across from hisfather and filled his own plate.

“There sbeen very little of interest in those piles of papers,” Sagtan said. “ Even with the preservation
spellsthat were put on them, most areillegible or the parchment crumbles when it’ stouched. But | did
find afew things—Ilike the recipe for that sweet-cheese confection. Well, the basic ideafor it at any rate.
| had to fiddlewith it abit and embellished it after that.”

Daemon chewed amouthful of beef and swallowed carefully. “Y ou made that?’

“Yes. Likeyou, | enjoy puttering in the kitchen on occasion.”

“And you're the only one who hasthe recipe?’

“Ves”

They stared at each other.

Findly Daemon asked,*What are the chances of you sharing that recipe?’

Hisfather, the too-knowing bastard, just smiled.

CHAPTER 4

Ebon ASKAVI

Aroom within the Keegp held one of the thirteen Gates that connected the three Redms of Terrellle,
Kaeleer, and Hell. On the Dark Altar stood afour-branched candelabra. When the black candles were
lit and the spell was invoked, astonewall turned to mist and became a Gate between the Realms.
Following the assistant historiarylibrarian, Theran stepped out of that mist into aroom that looked dmost
the same asthe one he' d just left, but it felt different. It felt darker.

He had reached Kadleer, the Shadow Realm. He wasredly here.

And home had never felt so far away.

KAELEER

Stepping out of the Coach that had brought him from the Keep to this place, Theran stared at the massive
structure of dark gray stone that rose up in front of him. It sprawled over the land, and its towers speared
the ky. Itssizeintimidated, and the fed of age and dark power that surrounded it was sufficient warning
to any vigitor that asmart man walked softly around anything that lived behind thosewalls.

“Isthat an enclosed community?” he asked. He could understand the fedling of that much power if
severa hundred Blood had lived in a place for many generations. There had been afew places“ruled” by
covensin the Shalador reservesthat had asimilar feel. Or so he' d been told. Most of those places—and
the strong witches who had lived in them—hadn’t survived the purges that had been ordered afew years
ago by Dorothed s pet Queens.

“Likeavillage, you mean?’ the Coach driver said. Then he made a sound that might have been an effort
not to laugh. “No. Thevillageisthat way.” He pointed in the opposite direction. “Thishereisaprivate
drive until you reach the bridge. After that, it becomes a public road to Halaway.”

“Private. . .” Hewaslooking at a residence? That feding of dark power came from one family?

“That's SaDiablo Hall,” the driver said. “Family seet of the SaDiablo family and home of the Warlord
Prince of Dhemlan. | wastold to bring you here.”

SaDiablo. SaDiablo. Hell’ sfire, Mother Night, and may the Darkness be merciful.

But Dorothea SaDiablo was dead, wasn’t she? Completely destroyed, body, mind, and Jewels. Wasn't
she?

“Daemon Sadi lives here?’ Theran asked.

“Hedoes”

Was Sadi 4till controlled by the SaDiablo family? Was he ill adave? Was this branch of the SaDiablo



family any better than the ones who had tried to destroy Terreille?

Have | just handed myself to the enemy? Damn that Hayllian bastard for sending me here.

“I'll take the Coach around to the stables, then wait around a bit to seeif I'm needed,” the driver said.

“Y ou should go on up to the Hall and state your business. Won't attract any atten—"

A solitary howl rose from the trees off to the right. Then another howl! rose up from theleft. Thethird
came from behind him.

Theran turned in acircle, his heart hammering againgt his chest. Nothing he could see, but something was
out there. He was picking up psychic scents, afeding of power moving toward him from severa
directions. But those scents were just enough off-kilter that he couldn’t identify what was out there.
“Well,” the driver said, scratching his head. “Now that you' ve got their attention, you' ve got everyone's
attention. So you might aswell go onup.”

“What arethey?’ Theran asked. “Guard dogs?’

“Wolves. The pack livesin the north woods that are part of this estate. They' re protected by the
Hall—and they protect the Hall.”

Hell’sfire. “Could be worse,” Theran said.

“Could be,” the driver agreed. He paused and gave Theran aconsdering look. “Don’t know if any are
here right now, but you don’t want to be upsetting the cats. They’ re big, and they’ re mean.”
Theranforced agmile. “It' snot like they would et me.”

Thedriver just looked at him.

“Mother Night.” Could it be any worse? He didn’t ask because he didn’t want the driver to tell him
about whatever was worse than man-eating cats someone kept as pets.

The driver touched two fingersto histemple as a salute and went back into the Coach.

Theran quickly stepped off the landing web and hurried to the front door, which opened before he could
knock, and showed him what could be worse than man-eating cats—alarge, stern-faced man who was
wearing a butler’ s uniform and was aso a Red-Jeweled Warlord.

Outranked by a servant, Theran thought as he obeyed the sllent invitation to step insde.

“Good afternoon,” the butler said. “How may | be of service?’

“I’'m looking for Daemon Sadi. | wastold | could find him here.” Of course, the Hayllian prick at the
Keep hadn’'t mentioned he' d be looking for Sadi inside a SaDiablo fortress.

Asthe butler turned one hand, he suddenly held asmall silver tray. The use of Craft was so smooth,
Theran gared at the tray for amoment, fegling envious of the subtle training the butler must have
received. Oh, Talon had given him the best training available, but their rough-and-ready life didn’t require
subtlety in anything except fighting.

“Your card?’ thebutler said.

Hell’sfire. Did people still use such fussy things? Would the court he hoped to cregte have to use them?
“| don't have acard,” Theran said, feding like an awkward child who' d been caught out pretending to be
an adult.

The butler’ s hand turned. Thetray vanished. “Y our name?’

Theran hesitated. Hisfamily had survived by hiding. But would anyone herein Kadleer understand the
ggnificance of the name?

“Theran Grayhaven,” he said reluctantly.

“Territory?’ the butler prodded after amoment’ ssilence.

“DenaNehde”

The butler tipped his head in atiny bow of acknowledgment. “I will inquireif the Warlord Prince of
Dhemlanisavailableto receiveyou.”

“I don't needtotalk to. ..” Hewastalking to the butler’ s back, so there was no point continuing.
Besides, the man didn’'t go far—just to the back of the great hall.

After aquick knock on the door, the butler stepped into an adjoining room and stepped back out afew
moments |l ater.

Nothing subtle about the snub if the butler now informed him that the Prince wasn't available.
“Thisway,” the butler said.



Theran followed the man back to the half-open door. The butler stepped in and announced, “Prince
Theran Grayhaven of the Territory of DenaNehde.”

“Thank you, Bedle,” adeep, cultured voice replied. “ Show himin.”

Beale stepped aside, allowing Theran to enter, then retreated, closing the door behind him.

The room was shaped like areversed L. Thelong sdewas an informa sitting room, complete with
tables, chairs, bookcases, and aleather sofalarge enough for afull-grown man to deep on. The short
sde of the room had floor-to-ceiling bookcasesfilling the back wall, red velvet covering the sdewalls,
and alarge blackwood desk with two chairsin front of it for vistors.

From behind the desk rose the most beautiful man Theran had ever seen. Hayllian coloring—the thick
black hair, golden eyes, and light brown skin. But the man moved like something too graceful to be
completely human, and as he came around the desk, Theran felt the punch of sexud hest.

“Prince Grayhaven.”

The voice caressed him, awarm syrup over his skin, producing an unwelcome arousal.

“I"'m Daemon Sadi.”

Of course thiswas Sadi. Who else could it be?

He d heard stories. Who hadn't heard stories? But now he had aglimpse of why Sadi had been called
the Sadist. All Warlord Princes had that sexual heat to some degree, but he' d never met another Warlord
Prince who could hafway seduce anormaly uninterested man just by speaking, just by walking toward
that person.

Then the door opened, Sadi looked around, and Theran felt the ground crumbling right out from under
him.

He' d thought the sexual heat had been adeliberate ploy to throw him off-balance. It wasn’t. The punch
he' d experienced when he' d waked into the room was Sadi with his sexudity chained. Onelook at the
woman who walked into the room, and Sadii . . .

Theran froze. Warlord Princes were territorid at the best of times, and lethally so when it cameto a
lover. A woman could end arelationship with aWarlord Prince without fear, but the only kind of mae
who could survive an attempt at poaching was a stronger Warlord Prince.

Based on what he was picking up from Sadi’ s psychic scent, this woman was definitely the lover, and
snce hewasastranger, just being in the same room with her might be enough to provoke Sadi into akill.
Not pretty, Theran decided. Attractive in an uncommon way, but definitely not what he would call pretty.
The golden hair looked shaggy and was too short for him to find personally appeaing. And she looked
too thin to have the kind of curves aman would find interesting.

And dl those things that would have made Theran dismiss her asa potentia partner didn’t seem to matter
to Sadi at dl. The hunger in those gold eyes when he looked at her, the hunger that had sharpened his
psychic scent . . .

She stopped, narrowed her blue eyes, and rocked back on her heels.

“Nighthawk and | are going for aride,” she said. “Bede said you wanted to see me before | went out.”
“Wear ahat,” Daemon said.

Her mouth primmed. “1 don't like hats.”

Daemon moved toward her.

Theran adjusted his coat to hide hisreaction to the heat pouring off the other man.

The woman just narrowed her eyes alittle more and seemed immune to the fed of seduction blanketing
the room.

Daemon cupped her face in hishands. “Y ou need to wear ahat when you go out in the sun,” he purred.
“You don't wear ahat.”

“My nose does't turn bright pink and ped.”

Shefrowned at Daemon.

“And since | adorethat nose,” Daemon said, kissing the tip of the adored nose, *and the rest of your
face, and therest of you . . .”

Daemon’ s hands caressed her lightly but thoroughly asthey traveled dong her shoulders and down her
back, hisarmswrapping her tight against him as his mouth covered hersin akissthat . . .



Theran felt hislegs go weak. He should avert his eyes, give Sadi and the woman some token of privacy.
But he couldn’t look away.

He wanted that kind of hest and hunger. Hoped he' d find it with the new Queen who would rule Dena
Nehde.

And hoped he could get out of thisroom very, very soon.

How in the name of Hell did anyone ese manageto live here?

Sadi findly ended the kiss and loosened his hold. Hislover braced her hands againgt his chest asif to
push away but didn’t move.

“Mother Night,” she muttered. On her second try, she managed to push away from Sadi and stand on
her own. Then she studied the warm golden eyesthat were watching her. “Fine. I'll wear the damn hat.”
“Thank you,” Daemon purred.

“Pleased with yoursdf, aren’t you?’

A flashing grin was her answer.

As she headed for the door, Daemon caught her and turned her around.

“There ssomeone | want you to meet,” Daemon said.

Theran felt those blue eyeslock on to hisface, and would have sworn they changed to adarker blue, a
sapphire blue that became a doorway to something dangerous, something feral. Something he couldn’t
name but knew he didn’t want to see.

“Thisisthe Warlord Prince Theran Grayhaven, from DenaNehele,” Daemon said. “He hasn't said, but |
believe he can trace his bloodline back to Jared, aWarlord | knew afew centuries ago.”

“Jared,” she said in avoice that made Theran shiver. “And Lia?’

Afraid to answer—and more afraid not to—Theran nodded.

He couldn’t look away from those sapphire eyes.

Then her eyeswere smply blue again. “Welcome to the Hall, Prince Grayhaven.”

Maybe it was because he was getting used to the fed of being in aroom with Sadi that he wasfindly
getting some sense of the woman.

A Queen. Hefdt certain she was a Queen. That caste had adistinctive psychic scent. But he couldn’t
figure out if sheworealighter Jewel or adark one. She seemed to circle around his own Green, feding
lighter one moment and darker the next.

Your wits must still be addled, he thought. The Blood had a Birthright Jewel and a Jewel of rank, and
each had a clear, separate fed. Since surviving could sometimes depend on knowing if the person you
werefacing wore adarker Jewel than your own, conflicting information like he was picking up from the
woman could prove deadly.

“Prince Grayhaven,” Daemon said,“thisismy wife, the Lady Jaendle Angdline.”

“Itisapleasure, Lady.”

A horse bugled, asound full of annoyance, followed amoment later by hooves thundering down on a
hard surface.

Jeenelle hitched athumb over her shoulder. “My rideis getting impatient.”

Theran wondered why anyone would bring ahorse into the great hall—and wondered why the animal
had sounded so loud—but he didn’t get a chance to ask.

“Haveasest,” Daemon said. “I'll be back in aminute.”

Grateful to be alone Theran scrubbed his hands over hisface. After the past few minutes, he needed a
long walk or a cold shower—or both.

As Daemon escorted Jeendlle into the great hall, he lightly touched the stalion’smind. *| need to talk to
the Lady before you goriding.*

The gtdlion, wearing a hackamore and barely enough leather to be caled asaddle, tossed his head,
revealing the Gray Jewe that was usudly hidden under hisforelock.

Nighthawk was kindred—the name given to the Blood who were not human. A different body and a
different race, but aWarlord Prince was till aWarlord Prince, and those who had chosen Jaenelle as
their Queen had learned to work together and share their Lady. In most ways.



*Theran Grayhaven,* Daemon said on a psychic thread aimed exclusively at Jaenelle. *What do you
think of him?*

*Why doesit matter?*

*He' s come hereto ask afavor. | can hear him out or show him the door.*

When shelooked at him, he saw who she was benegath the surface: Witch. The living myth. Dreams made
flesh. The Queen, even though she no longer ruled.

*| spun atangled web this afternoon,* she said. * That’ swhy | want to go riding—to let my mind rest
while | focus on something physical.* She paused. *He's part of it, Daemon. Sois his connection to
Jared and Lia. Hopefully agood gdlop will clear my head and help me understand the vision.*

*Then I’ll hear him out and arrange to have him stay with usfor the night.*

Jeendlle nodded.

*S0,* Daemon said. *Y ou' re riding Nighthawk this afternoon. Are you riding me tonight?*

“ Daemon!”

The combination of shock and laughter in her voicetold Bedle, the footman Holt, and even the horse
what they’ d been talking about. The color blazing in her cheeks when sheredized she’ d said hisname
out loud in that tone of voice confirmed whatever assumptions the other males had.

“I wasjust asking,” Daemon said, trying to sound meek instead of amused—or aroused.

He glanced a Bedle, whose mouth had curved in atiny smile despite the otherwise stern expression.
Mother Night, hewas going to haveto tell the butler not to arrange for an intimate dinner. Under the
intimidating exterior, Beale was aromantic and wouldn’t hesitate to exile Theran to aguest room and a
dinner provided on atray so that Lady Angelline could have a private dinner with her lover, who was

a so her adoring husband. And since he liked the idea of a private dinner much better than entertaining a
man who had angered hisfather, he had to nip that idea before it took root. At least for tonight.

And apparently his thoughts had been alittle too apparent, because Jaenelle was staring at him.
Fortunately, she was il focused on hisface.

Assheturned away, she pointed a Beale. “Our guest will bejoining usfor dinner. | will expect him at the
table”

Bealeflicked alook at Daemon, who shrugged. “Very well, Lady.”

She strode past Nighthawk and right out the door.

“Prince Nighthawk,” Holt called softly.

Using Craft, the footman sailed a hat acrossthe great hall. Nighthawk caught the brim of the hat with his
teeth, bobbed his heed, then turned and walked out the front door, which closed behind him.

Daemon stared at the door. Mother Night, Jaenelle was going to be so pissed when Nighthawk planted
hisfeet and refused to move until she put on the hat.

“S0,” hesaid. “Which one of you told the horse about the hat?’

When neither Bedle nor Holt answered him, he nodded. “ Three out of three of us, then.”

The Blood survived within a complex dance of power. There was caste, socid rank, and Jewel rank, and
an ever-changing pattern of who was dominant. Didn’t matter which measuring stick was used, he was
the dominant male here at the Hall. In the whole damn Redlm, for that matter. But there weretimes, like
this, when it tickled him to know that al the maleswho lived at the Hall were equd in one way: they dl
served, and they were very good at ng one another’ s kills and letting the one most likely to
succeed take the lead.

Of course, Jeendlle didn’t dways appreciate the fact that they worked together so well. Which aso
tickled him.

Until he remembered what waited for him in the study.

Daemon tipped his head toward the study door. “ A pot of coffee and whatever Mrs. Beale might have
“And then you'll be unavailable? Bedle asked.

Daemon considered Theran’s claim that he owed the Grayhaven family afavor, and he considered
Jaenell€' s certainty that Theran was connected to the vision she had seen.

Jaenelle had been trained by the Arachnians, the golden spiders who were the weavers of dreams, to



spin the tangled webs of dreams and visons. Even now, with her power diminished from what it had
been, she was the most accomplished—and deadly—Black Widow in Kagleer.

So he would listen to Theran’s claim, and no matter what he heard, the other Warlord Prince would join
him and his Lady for dinner.

Whether Theran Grayhaven would see another sunrise was a different consideration.

Helooked at Bedle and knew the butler understood the nature of the man who owned the Hall.

“Yes” Daemon said softly. “I’ll be unavailable.”

Something had changed, Theran thought as he watched Daemon walk back into the sudy and settle
behind the blackwood desk. The sexudity was chained again, thank the Darkness, but the mood was
both lighter and more grim than when Theran had first entered the room.

Sadi leaned back in his chair, steepled his dender fingers, and rested the black-tinted forefinger nails
agang hischin.

“I understand you think 1 owe you afavor,” Daemon said.

Hell' sfire.

“You are Jared' s descendant, aren’t you?’

“Yes” Theran replied. “Thelast of the bloodline that goes back to Jared and Lia, who wasthe last
Gray-Jeweled Queen we had in DenaNehele”

“Because of that bloodline, I'mwilling to hear you out.”

The words were courteoudy spoken, but there was agrowing chill in the deep voice.

How to explain when it mattered so much, when so much was at stake?

He shrugged out of his coat and vanished it to give himsdlf alittle more time. He d thought of littleelse
during the journey between the Keep and here—what to say, how to explain. Now . . .

“We need a Queen.”

Daemon raised one eyebrow. “| beg your pardon?’

Theran leaned forward, gripping the arms of the chair hard enough to make his hands ache. “Y ou don’t
know what it's been like for my people. Two generations after Lia—just two!'—the bloodlinefailed. The
last Grayhaven Queen wore a Yellow Jewd. She wouldn't have been the Territory Queen at dll if she
hadn’t been a Grayhaven. After that . . .” He swallowed hard.

“After that,” Daemon said, “the Queenswho were willing to sall themsdvesto Hayll inorder toriseto a
power they wouldn’t have gained otherwise were the ones who ruled. Those who opposed Dorothea' s
bid to control the whole of Terrellle were either broken so they had little or no power, or were killed
outright so the males would have no one to serve except Dorothed s pets.”

Theran stared at Daemon. “How did you know?’

“I was apleasure davefor alot of centuries, controlled by Dorothea and the Ladies she sold meto. |
watched some Territoriesfdl, village by village, court by court, until there was nothing left that was
decent, no one left who was honorable.” Daemon smiled bitterly. “ Oh, | daughtered the bitch’s pets.
Buried more of them than anyone will ever know. Hell’ sfire, there were timeswhen Lucivar and |
destroyed entire courts. But Dorotheawas like a vile weed with a deep taproot. No matter how much
you cut away, her poisonous influence would grow back. It aways grew back—until the taint of her and
the bitch who backed her was cleansed from the Blood for good.”

Theran licked hislips. “The storm of power two years ago. Y ou know about that?’

Something queer flickered in Daemon’seyes. “Yes,” hesaid. “I know about that. | know what it
did—and | know what it cost.”

You know what it cost you, Theran thought, feding hopeful that Daemon might be more sympathetic
than he seemed. “Welogt hdf the Blood in Dena Nehde to that sorm. Welost half of the survivorswhile
quelling the landen uprisings that followed that storm. There are one hundred Warlord Princes | ft in the
whole of DenaNehele. One hundred. My Green Jewe isthe darkest we have.” Not quite, but he didn’t
want to mention Talon.

“Theran...”

“We don't have any Queens.” Theran rammed hisfingersthrough his hair, then ended up fisting them and



pulling until hisscap stung.

“Theran.”

Helet go of hishair and gripped the chair' sarms again. “ All right, we do have some Queens. But they're
old women. Or they'relittle girlswho are too young to deal with grown men, especialy men asvolatile as
Warlord Princes. And there are a handful of adolescent Queens, but they’ re dready starting to act like
the Queenswe refindly free of, and there' s been some muttering that the Warlord Princes would rather
kill them than let a bitch become old enough to rule. If those girls act like the previous Queens and we
accept them, we' ve won nothing. All the blood that was shed and the people who were lost would have
been for nothing.”

When Daemon didn’t respond, Theran plunged on with the shining coin of hope that Taon had given him.
“When Jared was an old man, dying from thewounds of hislast fight, hetold atrusted friend thisone
thing. He said, * If the need is great and nothing the family can do onitsown will help DenaNehele
aurvive, find Daemon Sadi. Ask him for help. But only once.” ” Theran closed his eyesfor amoment.
“Those were the last words Jared spoke. Well, we did al we could. We fought and we bled and we
watched our people drown in thefilth of Hayll. And now I'm thelast oneleft. The last one. So I’m here,
asking for help.”

A long silence, interrupted by aknock on the door. All the items on the desk vanished, replaced by a
woven mat as Bedle brought in alarge tray and set it in the center of the desk.

“Thank you, Bedle,” Daemon said.

After Bedeleft the room, Daemon poured coffee for both of them, then leaned back in hischair, ignoring
the thin sandwiches and nutcakes that were also on the tray.

“Y ou say you need a Queen,” Daemon said. “What, exactly, are you looking for?’

Theran took asip of coffee to wet his suddenly dry throat, then took a deep breath—and told him.

Dinner was over; the strained effort to be a courteous and entertaining host was finished—at least for
tonight.

Daemon stood in front of the dresser in the Consort’ s suite and stared into the mirror.

“Y ou’ ve had worse days, old son,” hetold hisreflection. *Y ou know you' ve had worse days.”

But being pummeled by Theran’ swords had made him fed soiled and weary, and listening to that
particular blend of hope and despair had stirred up memories until they swelled and burst in hismind like
pus coming out of awound gone septic.

He'd heard it before. Heard it for centuries. He' d watched young men grow old and break under that
blend of hope and despair.

It didn’t help that Theran looked so much like Jared, asif dl the generations in between had been erased.
But Theran was't Jared, and there was some interna difference that Daemon recognized but couldn’t
name—and that difference was the reason he had considered Jared a friend and would never consider
Theran as more than an acquaintance. Nothing indicated he was't agood man committed to helping his
people, but . . .

A knock on the door that connected his bedroom with Jeendl€e's. “Come,” he said, turning away from
themirror.

She camein, wearing asilky sapphire robe.

His stomach clenched. He d been the one who had hinted this afternoon—shit, more than hinted—that
he was interested in sex tonight. But that was before he’ d talked to Theran, before the barbs of memories
had hooked into his mind and heart. Now he hoped she was too tired to want more than a cuddle.

“You didn’t want to talk about it before dinner,” Jaenelle said, “but | need to know what sort of favor
Theran wants.” She stretched out on the bed, propped her head in one hand, and studied him. “Daemon,
doyoufed dl right?’

“I'mfine.” Hewas't fine, he was nowhere close to fine, and he needed to tell her that instead of trying
to hideit.

Tak. Shewanted to talk. That, at least, he could do.

He removed hiswallet from the inside pocket of his black jacket and dropped it on the dresser before he



shrugged out of the jacket and hung it on the clothes stand so that his valet could decideif it needed to be
cleaned, pressed, or smply aired. He' d done without a persona valet for alot of years, and there were
times when he missed the independence of having hiswardrobe be his. On the other hand, Jazen
managed to keep hisfavorite shirts hidden, leaving others out as bait when Jaenelle went foraging in his
closat. For that reason aone he waswilling to follow his valet’ s rules about where to leave the clothing
that had been worn.

“Theran wants my help to convince a Queen from Kagleer to go to Terreille and rule DenaNehele,”
Daemon said, returning to the dresser. He positioned himsdlf in the mirror so that he could see Jeenelle's
face, but his own reflection hid the rest of her.

She' d sat on the bed dozens of times, talking to him while he got undressed, before they both retired to
her bedroom. Their bedroom, since he used this room only when she wasn't home. But tonight it
bothered him, scratched on his skin. Scratch, scratch, scratch. Scraping at those pus-filled wounds.
“Say that again,” Jeendlle said.

“Dena Nehel e needs a Queen who knows what it means to be a Queen, who knows Protocol and
remembersthe Blood' s code of honor. Who knows how to live by the Old Ways.”

“And if he doesn't find aQueen like that?’

Daemon sghed. “If hedoesn't, | think what' seft of two races—Dena Nehele and Shdador—uwill
wither and die”

He dipped hishandsin histrouser pockets, then called in some coinsto provide an excuse for why he
was gtill standing at the dresser, emptying his pockets, and delaying the moment when he had to tell her
he was too churned up to be of useto her.

“What did you tdl him?’ Jeenelle asked.

“I told him I"d think about it.”

“Will you?’

“No.” When Jared had answered his summonsthat last time, Daemon had known Dena Nehele would
fal under Dorothed s relentless campaign to rule dl of Terreille. Had he done the Shalador Warlord any
favor by encouraging Jared to hold on to love for aslong as possible?“ The malesin Kagleer won't
tolerate one of their Queens going to Terreille”

A hegtation. “1 know a Queen who might bewilling,” Jaendle said. “ She knows Protocol, although she
prefersto ignore it as much astherest of us”

Daemon snorted softly as he fiddled with the coins, stacking and restacking them. The Territory Queens
in Kaeleer belonged to Jaendl €' s coven. They had been her First Circle and they were il her closest
friends. Thanksto Saetan, every one of them knew al the nuances of Protocol and the give-and-take of
power between males and femaes. Thanksto their own perversity, the Ladiesignored the formality of
Protocol every chance they could. And it was that blend that made them so formidable—and made them
such good Queens.

“She’ sadistant cousin of Aaron’s,” Jeendle said. “ She' safew years older than me. She'snot aclose
friend, but | like her. As part of her own apprenticeship, shelived a the Hall with the rest of usfor four
monthsto get ‘ court polish.” ”

Since Jeenell€' s court had been the most informal gathering of power he' d ever seen, the humor of
sending anyone there for training eased the tightnessin his somach alittle. “ Did she acquire any polish?’
“She got lessonsin Protocol from Papa,” Jaend le replied. “Those will polish anybody.”

It was easier to talk to her reflection, so he kept his back to the room while he continued to fiddle with
the items on the dresser. “What will her court say about relocating to Terrellle?’

Jeendle hegitated. “ She doesn't have acourt at the moment. That’swhy | think she would be willing to
dothis”

Helooked at her exaticaly beautiful face, which only hinted at the wonderful and terrifying Sdlf that lived
beneath the human skin. She was capable of cruelty, but the cruelty was dways entwined with justice.
What had she seen in her tangled web?

And why was the arm that had been covered by sapphire silk now bare?

“What happened to her court?” His stomach tightened again as the edge of histemper sharpened.



“Instead of renewing their contracts, her entire First Circle resigned, and that broke the court.”

“Why?" he asked too softly. There were very few reasonswhy all the maleswould wak away from a
Queen, and none of those reasons would help Theran or DenaNehele.

“Youwon't likethe answer.”

Headready didn't likeany of this. “Tel me.”

Jeendlle sghed. “ She wears a Rose Jewe, which makes her aminor Queenin aTerritory like Dharo; she
doesn’'t come from an aristo family; and”—she winced—*she snot pretty.”

Fury rosein him, amoltenice. “That'sit? That' s all?”

“She can't offer flash and glitter. It'snot in her. But she'sagood, solid Queen, and she' s got the tenacity
todiginand work.”

Daemon blew out a breath and rolled his shouldersto try to shake off some of the tension. Tried to shake
off that terrible blend of hope and despair that was making it so hard to think clearly. But he’' d done what
he could, hadn’t he? Even now he was doing what he could. “Well, Jared will have to give up some of
what hewantsin order to get the rest, but—"

“Jared?’ Jeendlle asked.

Her voice sounded oddly sharp, and that pricked histemper, honed it to aletha edge. But he was so
tired tonight. So desperately tired. Still had to play the game, though. Dorothea couldn’t prove he'd

hel ped the Shalador Warlord, but lately the women she' d chosen to use him as a pleasure dave were an
added barb of cruelty.

“Why are we taking about Jared?’

He turned toward the bed. “Because—"

He dammed back againgt the dresser hard enough to make everything rattle. His heart hammered against
his chest, and his body was suddenly—and pai nfully—aroused.

Therewas afilthy bitch sorawled on his bed.

Shelay on her side, her head propped up on one hand, one leg forward and bent at the knee to help her
balance. Nothing blatantly provocative about the position, which meant only that she was smarter than
the bitches who had tried before her. She was wearing sheer white stockings that came up to midthigh.
No need for agarter belt when Craft could hold the stockingsin place. Above that, she was wearing a
smple white shift that ended just above the stockings and was sheer enough that it didn’t hide the body
beneath.

It dso didn’t hide the fact that she wasn’t wearing anything else.

His cock strained againgt histrousers, wanting to be sheathed insde her and flood her with come.

Bitch. Filthy bitch.

“Daemon?’

She' d succeeded. Where dl the others had failed, this one had succeeded. She made him want, made
him need. And when thelittle bitch informed Dorotheathat he could be aroused, the davery he now
endured would be nothing compared with what would be done to him to breed him with Dorothea' s
select bitches.

“Daemon?What' swrong?’

And the one untouched thing he had |ft to offer, the one clean thing he had given to no one ese, would
be taken from him. Like everything € se had been taken from him.

Because of thelittle bitch now stinking up his bed.

She sat up. Shifted closer to the edge of the bed. His bed. “1 think | should leave.”

Leave? No, no, no. Not until he' d purged himsdlf of some of thisanger, some of this hatred, some of this
need.

Heraisaed hisright hand. The Black Jewd in hisring flashed. And he saw her tense as Black locks and
shields surrounded the room, trapping her ingde. With him.

Thiswas hisroom, the one bit of peace and privacy he could claim. That was his bed, a place he shared
with no one. And her body was histo do with as he pleased.

He took astep toward the bed, ddighted by the way she shivered. Not with anticipation. The little bitch
had finaly figured out what she found in hisbed was't going to be pleasure.



He took another step.

Shetried to balt, tried to launch hersalf off the bed.

Snarling vicioudly, he caught her, threw her back down on the bed, and came down on top of her, forcing
her legs apart, pushing againg her, taking dark pleasure in the knowledge that the moment he vanished
his clothes, his cock would ram into her.

“Daemon.”

Go ahead, hethought. Plead now that you can’t control what’'s coming. Could never control
what’s coming.

His hands tightened on her wrigts. Tightened and tightened until just alittle more pressure would bresk
bone. Her pulse hammered under hisfingers. Her heart thundered againgt his chest.

He smdlled her fear. Reveled in the scent of it.

She turned her head, asif daring to deny him her mouth.

He clamped histeeth on the spot where her neck and right shoulder connected....

And breathed in a scent that soothed and excited him. He licked that spot and tasted a flavor more heady
than the best wine. And knew whose body trembled beneath his.

“Jeendlle,” he whispered, nuzzling that spot, breathing in those scents that could belong to no other
woman. “ Jeendle”

Hishandsreaxed, fill cuffing her wrists but gently now. So gently.

“Jeendle” He was safe. He was safe. Shewouldn’'t hurt him for wanting her. Shewouldn’t punish him
for needing her.

He could give her this because she was the one he had waited for.

Asheraised hishead to ook at her beloved face, he realized something wasn't right about the room.
It didn’t sméll like her. Likethem. It smelled only like him.

“Kissme,” he whispered before sinking into akissthat was vicioudy gentle,

He needed her, couldn’t survive without her. And he needed the scent of her arousd, the flood of her
pleasure, tofill hisbed.

Hisroom. Hisbed. And. ..

Helooked a the woman who meant more to him than anything else, and thought, Mine.

CHAPTERS

KAELEER

Theran looked at the man who walked into the breskfast room and thought, Predator.

Whatever mood was riding Daemon Sadi could have letha repercussionsfor the rest of the maesin this
place. And judging by theway Bede hdd himsdf, asif atwitch at the wrong time could end with
someone being gutted—or worse—the butler recognized the danger too. The difference between them
was that Beale seemed to be offering something Sadi wanted, whereashe. . .

He dared givethat cold, beautiful face aquick study before fixing hiseyeson hisplate.

In DenaNehele, men had two ways to describe a man who had spent avigorous night in bed: ridden
hard or well used. A man who had been well used came to the breakfast table with a sated, lazy
satisfaction. A man who had been ridden hard might have gotten some relief from the sex, but he was till
edgy and looking for an excuse for adifferent kind of relief. And when aWarlord Prince went looking
for that kind of rdlief, blood was spilled—and too many friends and families ended up grieving for the
dead.

Sadi pulled out achair and sat down across from him. Within moments Beale poured a cup of coffee for
the Prince and, without asking, fixed a plate of food for the man.

“It will beready in afew minutes,” Bede said quietly.

Nodding, Sadi reached for the cup of black coffee.

Undercurrents. Any man who lived in Terreille learned to recognize them. Even someone who had spent



hislifein the rogue camps.

There was concern—and understanding—in Beal€ s voice. The same concern Theran had heard in older
men’ s voices when they’ d tried to offer support to ayounger man who' d been twisted up by bedroom
games. And there was amoment before Bedle | ft the room when Theran thought the butler would
actudly lay acomforting hand on Sedi’ s shoulder.

He recognized al the signs and knew what they meant, but who in the name of Hell would be brave
enough—or foolish enough—to twist up a Black-Jeweled Warlord Prince?

Sadi’ swife.

That first exchange he' d witnessed between Lady Angelline and Sadi had |eft no doubt that Daemon’s
attention became focused exclusively on her whenever she entered aroom. He' d figured it was because
they were dill intheir first year of marriage—atime when aman’ sthoughtsdidn’t stray too far from the
bed.

Now he wondered. Who was Jaenelle Angelline? He' d heard of Sadi—who hadn’t heard stories about
the Sadist>—but the Prince' s wife, the adopted daughter of the former Warlord Prince of Dhemlan, was
aQueen who didn’t have acourt and didn’t rule anywhere that he could tell, not even thellittle village just
down the road from the Hall. She wore a Jewd so peculiar he' d never seenitslike before. And
everything about her outside of her life here at SaDiablo Hall was off-limitsin terms of questions or
conversation. Sadi had made that very clear when the three of them had dinner last night.

The other thing that was becoming clear was that no matter how they appeared for the servants and
guests, no matter how Sadi was presented as the dominant power in Dhemlan, when the bedroom door
closed a night, she had aWarlord Prince by the balls and wasn't afraid to squeeze.

Which brought him to the unpaatable conclusion that he was going to have to negotiate with Lady
Angelineingtead of Prince Sadi.

Then he looked up and redlized those deepy gold eyes were focused on him, had been focused on him
al the time his thoughts had wandered—and he had the terrifying feding that Sadi was andyzing him right
down to the last drop of blood and the smallest diver of bone.

A sudden chill hung over the table, dong with an ungpoken warning: Keep your hands, and your
thoughts, away from my wife.

“Prince?’

Thank the Darkness, Theran thought as Daemon turned his head to look at the butler standing in the
doorway.

Beale nodded once.

Daemon pushed his chair back, hesitated a moment, then called in a sheet of paper and dropped it on the
table.

“Those are the termsfor having a Kagleer Queen go to DenaNehele,” Daemon said. “Y ou can look
them over and give meyour decision later.”

Theran waited until Daemon was out of the room before | etting out a shuddering sSigh of relief.

Maybeif hetold the butler he was going to take awalk around the estate, he could catch the Winds and
reach the Keep before anyone realized he was gone. Maybe he could persuade that Hayllian librarian to
help him go through the Gate and get back to Terrellle.

Maybe you can throw away the one chance you’'ll have of finding someone who might be able to
help your people. If you run away now, you run away from everyone. Jared and Blaed wouldn’t
have run. They would have been scared—Hell’ sfire, they weren't stupid—but they wouldn’t have
run.

And nether would he.

Resigned to that much, Theran picked up the sheet of paper to look at the terms.

Carrying the loaded breakfast tray, Daemon paused outside the bedroom door.

Control it, damn you. Lock it away. Keep it leashed.

Hewas Daemon Sadi, Warlord Prince of Dhemlan, husband of Jeendle Angdline. Thismorning, that
wasdl hewas. All hewould alow himsdf to be.



Choked by that leash of saf-control, he passed through the bedroom door and the shields still
surrounding the room. When he' d crept out of the room at the first hint of dawn, he could have changed
the locks and shields to Red, which would have kept Jazen out but alowed Jaenelleto leave. He hadn’t.
So shewas till in hisbed, tucked under the covers, just ashe' d left her.

Not quite, he realized as he rounded the bed and saw her. She' d gotten up long enough to pull the shift
on—and, most likely, to redlize that he’ d locked her in the Consort’ s suite.

Her eyes opened. He wasn't sure who stared at him—Jaenelle, hiswife. . . or Witch.

“I'm il deciding if | should be very pleased with you or very pissed off at you,” she said.

Cautioudy hopeful, because he hadn’t thought there would be any chance of her being pleased, he raised
thetray to catch her attention. 1 brought you some breakfast.”

“Did you bring coffee?”

“Yes.” Of course he' d brought coffee. He wouldn’t have dared come back into the room if he hadn’t.
Hewaited until she was sitting up and comfortably settled before he placed the tray across her 1ap.

A pointed look from her had him stting gingerly on the edge of the bed. He didn’t spesk while she
ingpected the contents of the tray.

“V egetable omelet and”—her eyebrows rose as she cut into the other one—" seafood omelet.”

“Took alittle persuading to convince Mrs. Bede to give up some of the shrimp and cold lobster she's
using for themidday med,” he said.

Shetook abite of the seafood—and didn’'t look at him. “Did you eat?”’

“Wasn't hungry.” He was so scared of what would happen now, even the thought of food made him
quessy.

“I"d like an explanation,” Jeendlle said quietly.

“Sweetheart, I'm sor—"

“An explanation, Daemon, not an gpology.”

He swallowed the words and closed his eyes. An gpology would have been easier.

“Something snapped in you last night, inaway |’ ve never seen before. | think | provoked it—or wasthe
final shove. I'd like to know why.”

“You didn’'t provoke anything,” he snarled as he met those sapphire eyes. “It wasn't . . .” Hewouldn't let
her take the blame for this, not even acrumb of blame. But how to explain? Where to begin?

She sipped her coffee and waited.

“The Consort’ sroom isakind of sanctuary,” he began, choosing each word with care. “ A placefor a
man to let down hisguard. A place where he doesn’t have to perform.”

She bit into a piece of toast and chewed dowly. “Do you fed like you have to perform, Daemon?’

He shook hishead. “No. Never. Not with you. But . . . for most of my life I’ d had to perform, had to be
on my guard except for the few precious hours each day that | had to mysdlf. So even though things are
different now—so very different now—I like having this private space. I’ ll come up here sometimesin the
afternoons, stretch out on the bed for an hour, and let my mind wander.” And know he was safe when he
didit.

She cut off apiece of the seafood omelet and held up the fork.

His stomach cramped, but he kept his eyes on hers as he leaned forward and accepted the offering.
“Nothing wrong with wanting aplace for yoursdlf,” Jaenelle said. “The cabin in Ebon Rihismy private
place and seldom shared even with the people | love. So | do understand.”

“All thoseyearsin Terrellle, | had to fight hard to have aprivate place,” he said softly.

When he didn’t say anything more, Jaenelle poked around the tray. “ Ah. Thereis another fork.” She
handed it to him. “Eat in between the pauses.”

Hewas't sureif being required to est was a subtle punishment or confirmation that she was more
shaken by last night than she wanted to admit. Otherwise, since she was aHedler, she would have
known he couldn’t est.

Hetook apiece of toadt, then abite of the vegetable omelet. And swallowed hard to keep it down.

“1 needed aprivate place,” he said. “In order to stay sane, | needed aplace. My room. My bed. Out of
boundsto everyone.”



She drank some coffee. Dabbed at her mouth with anapkin. “Y ou could have asked meto leave.”

“I didn’t want you to leave.” He kept his eyesfixed on the tray of food, no longer abletolook at her. “In
every court, there would aways be one who wouldn't respect the boundaries, one who had to be the
lesson to the others. Always one little bitch who thought | would bend in private in ways | wouldn’t bend
in public. And there she would be one night, dressed to arouse, rubbing her stink on my bed.”
Jeendleflinched.

“I hurt them, Jaendlle. Even when | let them live, | hurt them. They were violating whet little peacel
could make for myself, trying to create aneed, adesire, aphysica response that would have condemned
me to amore savage kind of davery once Dorotheafound out | was capable of being aroused. Andina
way those little bitches succeeded. They created aneed to hurt them, adesireto inflict pain. Asfor
physical response, they didn’t get the one they wanted, but they got one—and they lived with the
nightmaresfor therest of therr lives”

“Daemon,” Jeendle said gently.

He couldn’t stop now. “Then last night, talking to Theran, remembering Jared and the last time | saw
him—and the years that followed. Those weren't easy yearsfor me.”

“Those memorieswereriding you last night.”

“Yes. And then | was here, in my room, my private space, trying to settle my fedings, talking to you but
not paying attention to you. Listening to you, but not paying attention while | was getting undressed, still
steeped in that other timein my life. And then | turned around. . . .”

“And saw amemory.”

“A thousand memories.” Daemon swallowed hard. “1 saw the body, but not the face. | saw the clothes,
but not the person who wore them. And my own worst nightmare from those years happened. | was so
completely aroused | couldn’t turn away from what | wanted. What | needed. 1t waslike being thrown
into the rut without any warning. And then you moved asif you were going to leave, and—" He clamped
his teeth together.

Jaenelle refilled the coffee cup, taking her time as she added cream and sugar. “ Y ou scared me last
night.”

He bowed his head. “I know.”

“Thiswas more than the rut, Daemon.” She hesitated. “Y ou know who | am when you' re caught in the
rut. Last night . . . | wasn't sure you knew who was under you—or cared.”

“I didn’t know,” he admitted. “Not until | touched you. Andthen . ..” Thesmdl of last night filled the
room, and every thought encouraged his body to remember what he' d done while she was under him.
Every thought encouraged the part of his nature he tried so hard to keep leashed to wake up again, play
again, dance with her again.

After along slence, Jeendle sad, “ Say it.”

“When | touched you, when | realized where we were and that | was aroused because it wasyou, | had
one thought: Thiswas my room, my bed, and you were. . . mine. And no one was going to stop mefrom
having you. Nothing was going to stcop me from satisfying every need.”

He reached for the coffee cup, then reconsidered and took another bite of omelet.

“Oncel knew it wasyou,” he said softly,“ al thethings | had hated for so many years werethe things|
now wanted. | wanted your scent on my sheets. | wanted to lay in this bed on other nights and remember
having you.”

When she didn’t comment, he poked at the food, egting to have something to do.

Findly she said with dry amusement,“Y ou were pretty sngle-minded last night. Mine, mine, mine. | guess
thisredly did jab at the possessive Sde of your nature, didn’t it?’

He huffed out alaugh. “I guessit did.”

She pinched abit of the shift between thumb and forefinger. “ Asfor this, I'm sorry it brought back bad
memories. I'll—”

“Wear it again? Please?”’

Shelooked wary.

He touched her hand briefly, thefirst contact he' d made since he' d walked back into the room. “Bad



timing. If Id seen you in those clothesin your bedroom or here on any other night . . . Wdll, | can't say
the outcome would have been different, but the reasons | reacted to the clothes would have been.”
Which made him wonder about something that hadn’t occurred to him last night. “Why were you wearing
that?’

She blushed. Shrugged. Fiddled with the coffee cup.

Hewaited, a patient predator.

“| was reading a story and when the woman wore something like this, theman . . .” Another shrug. More
fiddling.

Hetried to remember what she' d been reading lately, but couldn’t recdl atitle. “Maybe | should read
that book to get afew idess.”

“You don’t need any ideas.”

He was pretty sure that was a compliment.

Since hewasfeding easier and the food was there in front of him, he ate some more.

“Will you weer it again?’

“To spend the night in thisroom or the other bedroom?’ Jaenelle asked softly.

“Both,” he answered, just as softly.

A dow, mischievous amile. “Instead of negotiating about which bed to use, maybe we should just flip a
coin to see who getsto be on top.”

Last night he' d dominated, possessed, kept her under hisbody and under his control. Now he had a
sudden image of her riding him, her body ateasing shadow covered by the shift, her legs sheathed in
those sheer white stockings, his fingers moving up her legsto the damp skin above the stockings, moving
up to the wet heet that sheathed him.

That image stayed in hismind, but the tone changed, becoming adark, spicy thrill when sheredized she
wasn't the onein control, that hewas 4till . . .

Hejerked back, snarling, asfingers snapped in front of hisface.

Jaenelle stared at him. “I don’t know where your brain went just now, but, Mother Night, Daemon,
judging by theway your eyes glazed, we don’t have time for whatever you were thinking.”

They had dl the time they wanted. Who would dare interrupt them?

“I’'m going to Dharo today, remember?’

Leave? Shewas going to leave?

“Daemon. Y ou have aguest, remember?’

Theran. Stranger. Mae. Rival.

“Daemon.”

Her hand clamped over hiswrist. Physicaly, he could bresk the hold without effort. But her touch, her
will, was the only chain strong enough to keep him leashed.

He shifted on the bed, trying to find acomfortable position, trying not to snarl a her for denying him the
right to diminatearivd.

She blew out abreath and kept her hand clamped on hiswrist.

“Youwon't be ableto settleif | stay heretoday, and if you don’t settle, Prince Theran isgoing to end up
dead.”

She wasright, and they both knew it.

“And you need to get out of thisroom until it's been cleaned and aired.”

Shewas right about that too. But . . .

He wasn't Daemon anymore. Not completely. That other Sde of him was swimming close to the surface,
wanting to dance, wanting to play, wanting to give her alittle taste of fear while he aroused her body and
produced a banquet of climaxes ranging from wild screams to soft, hel pless moans.

He caught the back of her neck and pulled her forward gently, carefully, implacably. His mouth opened
and hovered a bresth away from hers.

“Kissme.” Not arequest. A purring command.

She trembled alittle as her mouth touched his. As her tongue touched his.

A soft kiss. A lingering kiss that soothed with the promise of fire at the end of the day.



He eased back and shoved hisbrain and libido—and the Sadist—away from al the thoughts of what his
body wanted to do with hers.

“Am| forgiven? he asked.

“For lagt night? Y es. For eating the last bite of the seafood omelet? 1’1l have to think about that.”
Helooked at the tray and redlized they’ d done afair job of cleaning the plates. “1 didn't drink any of the
coffee,” he muttered.

Jeendlle bared her tegth in aferd smile and lightly pinched his cheek. “That’ swhy you il have dl your

fingers”

Daemon stepped out of the Consort’ s suite and felt the dark presence in the rooms across the corridor.
He shivered as he stared at the door to hisfather’ s Sitting room.

Asmuch ashe d told Jeendllein an effort to explain last night, there was so much more he hadn’t said.
Couldn’t say. Not to her.

For onething, he wasn't stable, wasn't sure he could be trusted around her—and that scared him to the
bone.

He crossed the corridor, knocked on the door, and waited for hisfather’ s degp voiceto give him
permission to enter. Barely pausing to close the door, he hurried to the chair where Saetan wasreading a
book, and sank to his knees.

“Father.”

Saetan closed the book, then removed and vanished his haf-moon glasses. “What' swrong?’

Jaendll€ slack of anger and her willingness to understand had helped him maintain acrust of calm, athin
layer of contral, that had hidden a seething uglinessfor alittlewhile.

But here, now, he faced aman who wouldn’t hesitate to punish him if he needed to be punished, who
wouldn't hesitate to hurt him if that was needed to pay the debt. Who would understand the depth of
what he' d done wrong.

“Father,” he said, hisvoice bregking. “1 hurt Jeendle. | scared Jaenelle.” Those wordswould mean little
to most people, but Saetan would know what it would take to frighten Witch.

“Tdl me” Seetan sad.

Hetold Saetan everything. Everything. And when he was done, he pressed hisface againgt hisfather’s
legs. . . and wept.

Hell’ sfire, Mother Night, and may the Darkness be merciful, Saetan thought as he stroked

Daemon’ s hair, the movement of his hand weaving asoothing spell around his son.

It could have been worse. Could have been much worse. Thiswas a painful reminder that Daemon’s
mind and sanity had been shattered twice—and no matter how strong the man, no matter how well he
hedled, there were dways scars, aways permanent damage. But he could help hisboy deal with the fears
gemming from last night.

“Areyou ready to listen?’ Saetan asked quietly.

What worried him was the certainty that if he told Daemon to strip and lie on the floor to be whipped

until therewasn’'t any skin left on his back, Daemon wouldn't hesitate, wouldn't question—as|ong asthe
punishment came with the promise that Jaenelle would truly forgive him for last night.

Daemon nodded, hisface il pressed againgt Saetan’slegs.

“I’'m here because Jaenelle asked me to come—not because she needed me, but because you did.”

“She needs aHeder,” Daemon whispered.

And you need more than a Healer. And the witch who had the skill to mend what had been broken

was currently in the suite acrossthe hdl. “I’ll seetoit, and | will tell you what isneeded. I'll dso find
something to do with your guest.” And wouldn’t that be fun?

“Now,” he said, giving Daemon’ s hair atwesk, “you need somerest, so | want you to wash your face,
strip down, and get into my bed.”

Hefét thejolt, recognized the reason. A Warlord Prince was what he was, and |etting another malein his
bed for any reason was an unspoken testimony of love. His bed had been forbidden ground, but every



one of his boys had been alowed to have a nap there when they were fedling shaky or heartsore.
Sometimes he had joined them, had held them while they whispered their little hurts and secrets;
sometimes he sat in achair by the bed, reading. Either way, his boys knew they were safe there,
protected there. And sometimes knowing that was al they needed.

“Redlly?’” Daemon asked, with just enough doubt to rip at Saetan’s heart.

“Redlly. I'll even read you astory after | take care of acouple of things. Go on, now.”

Daemon got to his feet, unable to hide how shaky he was physically and emotionally. He swallowed
once, twice. Then he rushed to the bathroom and dammed the door shuit.

A moment later, aura shieldswent up around the bathroom to hide the sounds of Daemon being violently
sck.

Sighing, Saetan went across the hall and knocked on the door to Jaenell€’ s Sitting room.

Fresh from abath, she was bundled in arobe, her golden hair ill damp. He saw no fear in the sapphire
eyesthat assessed him, but he did see worry.

Using Craft, he floated afootstool over to her chair and sat down in front of her.

“How ishe?” Jaendlle asked.

“Hirg thingsfirst. Wasthisrape?” Am| going to have to execute my son?

He saw the shock in her eyes, quickly followed by anger. “No.”

“Areyou saying that to protect him because he’ syour husband?’

“No.” Her voicewasicy and knife-edged. “1’m saying that because it wasn't. He gave me achoice,
Saetan. He asked meto stay, but hetold me | could go. | choseto stay.”

Sick relief washed through Saetan. Daemon hadn’t remembered giving her achoice, and even though the
word had remained unspoken, the fear that he' d crossed an unforgivable line had been in every word
Daemon had sad.

“Y ou need to see aHesdler, witch-child.”

“| am aHeder.”

And aBlack Widow and a Queen. One of the three witchesin dl of Kagleer who had atriple gift.
“Then | need an accurate list of your injuries.” Jaenelle was his adopted daughter; Daemon was his son.
More than that, he had been her Steward. Thiswouldn’t be comfortable for either of them, but they were
going to have this conversation. “Before you try to shrug this off because you' d rather not be frank with
me, you should keep in mind that whatever brokein Daemon last night may stay broken unlessit' sfixed
inahurry, and if it stays broken, your husband may not be able to do more than imagine making loveto
you again.”

“Does heredly know what happened last night?”

Saetan frowned. “| had the impression he explained some of thisto you.”

“Yes, hedid.” Jaendlle studied him for amoment, then pushed back the deeves of her robe and held out
her wrigts.

Ugly bruises. Hisown wrists ached in sympathy.

“That' stheworst of it,” Jaenelle said, smoothing the deeves back down. “ There are afew other bruises
from love bites, but considering where they’ re located, I’ m not going to show you.”

On the basis of Daemon’ sfears, he' d been prepared for something far more serious, and he found
himsdf comforted by Jaenell€ stone of amused snippiness.

“I’'m abit sore, but that has to do with quantity, not histemper, and at any other time, he’ d be smugly
sympathetic about that,” Jaenelle continued. “ And between the exercise | got with Nighthawk and
Daemon, my thighs are sore enough that I’ m not interested in riding anything for a couple of days.”
Saetan gavein to the smiletugging hislips. “That’ sit?’

“Thet'sit.”

Hissmilefaded. Couldn’t bedl of it. “He scared you. That' sthe sticking point for him. He scared you.”
“Yes, hedid,” Jeendlereplied quietly. “He didn’t know who | was, Saetan. He didn’t know where he
was. He was caught in some twisting memory, and when | redlized that, | o redized thet if hereally
tried to hurt me, |1 was going to have to hurt him, because he would be ableto live with aphysica injury
much easier than he could live with the knowledge that he’ d done more than give me a couple of



unintentional bruises”

“Could you have hurt him?’ Saetan asked. “ Are you strong enough that you could have stopped him?”’
Shefolded her right hand into aloosefist. When she opened her hand . . .

Her fingers no longer had human nails. These were cat claws, the kind that could do serious damage with
even aglancing blow.

“| see” Saetan said softly. A physica wound, even apermanently crippling one, would have been less
destructive for Daemon. She had known that—and her choice of weapon would have shocked any man
back into the present.

“Wdl.” Jaendlle closed her right hand, then fluffed her hair with her normd fingers. “I’ m heading out to
Dharo. Aaron should be here by now.”

“Oh?" Hekept hisvoice carefully neutra, but he wondered if Jaenelle was being honest about her own
emotiond gtate. He understood her summoning him in the early-morning hours so that he would be here
when Daemon most needed him, but summoning Aaron could indicate a need to escape.

“Oh.” Those sapphire eyes|ooked through him—and understood everything he didn’t say. “ The purpose
of the visit has changed, but the arrangements were made severa days ago. I’m not hurt, Papa. | promise
you. I'm. .. shaky. | won't deny that. But I'm not hurt.”

He nodded.

Shelad her hand on his. “Will you stay over today? Be here for him?1 think you can do moreto help
him hedl right now than | can.”

“Yes I'll qay.”

Her fingers curled around his. “Daemon can't go back to Terreille. In memory of afriend, he'll try to do
what’ sright, but he can’'t go back to Terrellle.”

“He has no defense againgt the memories anymore, does he?’

“No. Hismind and his sanity areintact. He may fed broken right now, but that’ s a surface feeling, an
emotion. Last night didn’t actualy break him. | did descend into the abyss during one of thetimes hefell
adeep, and | made athorough assessment of hismind, so I’'m sure of that. But he’ sgoing to be fragile for
awhile. If it' sneeded, Lucivar can go to DenaNehele”

“If Lucivar goesto DenaNehele, he'll walk in ready to fight.”

Jeendlle huffed. “That' s not new. Lucivar walksinto every place ready to fight.”

Saetan laughed softly. Hard to deny the truth about his Eyrien son’stemper. “All right.” Raising her hand,
he kissed her knuckles, then let her go. “Y ou head out to Dharo. . . .”

“Andyou'll look after our guest?” Jaenelle asked knowingly.

“That | will. But first I'm going to read my boy astory. | had thought of reading him Unicorn to the
Rescue! or Sceltie Saves the Day—

Jeend|€ ssivery, velvet-coated laugh eased his heart and vanished his concern about this child.

“—but | don't think he' d gppreciate the humor of being read a story appropriate for his nephew,” he
finished. “ At least, not today.”

“No, | don’t think he would. Not today.”

When their laughter faded, Jaenelle called in asmall wooden frame Black Widows used to hold their
tangled webs. “ That room needs to be cleaned and aired before Daemon can go back in. | think Helene
will find thisuseful. Marian and | have been working on away to cleanse a bedroom after aWarlord
Prince goesthrough arut. Thevid isopened with abas ¢ housekeeping spell. Onceit’ striggered, the
web will asorb the psychic scentsin the room, while the ail in the vid absorbsthe physical odors. The
whole thing takes a couple of hours. When it’s done, the spider silk of the web will look thick and
greasy. Same with the oil. We haven't figured out how to cleanse the frame or via after it's been used, so
the whole thing should be put in ashield and burned with witchfire, then buried so the ash doesn't drift on
thewind.”

He had to marve that no one else had ever thought of this. Of course, there probably hadn’t been that
many friendships between Black Widows and hearth witches, and until Marian and Jaenelle Sarted
working together to create specific Spells, no one, to hisknowledge, had thought to combine those two
kinds of Craft.



“Yes” hesad. “I'm sure Helene will find thisuseful.” Setting it aside amoment, he asked about
something that had troubled him in Daemon’ s story. “Witch-child, you must have known Daemon was't
in the best frame of mind. Why did you wear something that . . . ?7* If sheweren't his daughter and his
Queen, he wouldn’t have any trouble in phrasing the question.

“Why did | wear aninvitation?’ she asked.

He nodded.

She fluffed her golden hair. Thelook she gave him was alittle amused and embarrassed. “It' sbeen said
that when aman isfedling abit broody about something, sometimes he wants sex as acomfort but
doesn't fed secure enough to ask for it.”

The thought of Jeendll€ s coven exchanging confidences about their husbands and/or lovers made him
want to run and hide, but he just sat there and nodded.

“| thought Daemon was feeling moody about Jared, about remembering a friend who was gone, but |
hadn’t redlized it was more than that until it wastoo late. Anyway, | was reading astory, and the clothes
the woman was wesaring had caught the man’sinterest, 0. . .” Jaendlle shrugged. “I knew if Daemon
wasn't interested, he wouldn't notice the clothes and would be obliviousto the invitation.”

“I beg your pardon?’ Saetan blinked, sure he’ d misheard. “Daemon wouldn’t notice what you were
wearing? Daemon?”

“Yes, Daemon.”

“Witch-child . . .” He shook his head. “Maybe he pretends not to see, but he does notice.”

“Before Surreal went back to Ebon Rih, we went shopping in Amdarh, and she picked out some things
that she swore would make Daemon’ stongue hit histoes and have hiseyesroll back in hishead.”
“What alovely picture,” Saetan muttered.

“So | wastrying the outfit on later that evening and wondering if | really had the nerveto wear it when
Daemon walked into the bedroom. | don’t remember what he' d been working on that day, but he
looked exhausted. Before | could say anything, he stared at me for amoment, then told me | wasn't
dressed warmly enough for the weeather since abad winter scorm had hit a couple of hours before. He
bundled me up in his winter robe, stuffed my feet in two pairs of socks—apair of hisover apair of
mine—made us both a hot drink, tucked usinto bed, and promptly fell adeep.”

Saetan pressed hislipstogether to hide his smile. Daemon’ srobe. Daemon’s socks. The clues had been
there, but neither Jaenelle nor Daemon had recognized the significance.

“That' s not the only timeit’ s happened,” Jeenelle said. “It'sacomfort.”

“How 07’

So much understanding in those sapphire eyes. “I don’t ever want himto fed like sex isaduty. Thefact
that he's sometimes blind to an invitation means he doesn’t fed obliged to perform.”

“Did you wear that outfit on another night?’

She hesitated along time. “Yes.”

“And did you get the response Surred said you would?’

“Not exactly.”

But judging by the sudden color flaming her cheeks, she had definitely gotten aresponse.

He stood up, kissed her forehead, picked up the frame with the web, and walked to the door. Then he
turned back. “ Are you sure there are no other injuries, witch-child?’

“I'msure”

That assurance helped, especialy when hewaked out of Jaendll€' s sitting room and found Bedle,
Helene, and Jazen standing in the doorway of the Consort’ s bedroom, alook of shock on their faces.
“Problem?’ he asked softly. When they turned toward him, heraised afinger to hislips. “Prince Sadi isin
my suite. It would be best not to disturb him.”

Helenelooked from him to the bedroom and back again. “Was anyone hurt?’ she asked in ahushed
voice.

They stepped aside for him, and when he stood in that doorway, he understood the question.

Nothing outwardly wrong with the room. Nothing broken or damaged. Even the bed didn’t ook unduly

messy.



But the psychic scentsin the room, combined with the muskiness of sex, made his own body tighten.
Rage and fear filled the room, dlong with ahatred so deep it caught in the back of the throat like abitter
mist. If he/ d walked into that room without aready knowing both people were safe and unharmed, he
would have been tearing the Hall gpart to find Daemon and Jaenelle, certain one or both would be
desperately hurt.

And there was something under al those other scents that he recognized, that he—and Daemon—would
haveto ded with.

But not yet. Not until his boy wasfeding steady again.

He turned his back on the room and gave Helene the frame that held the cleansing web, and explained
what it would do.

“Please give my thanksto the Ladies,” Helene said. “Thiswill help to clean theroom.” Shelooked at
Beale and Jazen. “ The fewer women in the room right now, the better.”

“I'll help with the cleaning,” Jazen said. “And I’ [l make sure the clothes don’'t need to be aired.”

“I'll send up Holt to assi<t,” Bedle said.

Helene turned to Saetan. “We |l have the room donein afew hours.”

“Good,” Saetan replied. “ Jazen, leave a complete change of clothesin my sitting room for the Prince.”
“Yes, gr.”

“Bede?|sthere something € se that needs my attention?’

“Prince Aaron isdown in the breakfast room, waiting for Lady Angdlline” Bede said. “The Prince's
guest ispacing intheforma recaiving room, muttering to himsdlf.”

“Inform Prince Theran that someone will be avallablein an hour if he wantsto discuss anything.”

“Very good, High Lord.”

Therewasalook in Bed€ seyesthat told him plainly enough that the butler wasn't going to inform
Theran about who would be available for that discusson.

What was it about the Dena Nehele Warlord Prince that raised the hackles of Kaeleer males?

Still wondering about that, he walked back into his bedroom and found Daemon tucked in hisbed. The
body belonged to afull-grown man, but the eyes that watched him, so full of despair, belonged to a boy.
He sat on the side of the bed. “She'sal right,” he said softly. “In better shape than you are, actualy.”
“Therewere bruises,” Daemon whispered. “On her wrigts. | saw them.”

Saetan nodded. “Y es, there are. And there are afew love bites, which | didn’t see. And her leg muscles
are sore, but you and Nighthawk are being given equa blamefor those”

“Oh.”

The amdlest twitch of lips; ahint of amusement in the golden eyes; the tight musclesin the shoulders
beginning to relax one bregth at atime.

He knew the signs, had watched this son struggle to repair himsalf once before when he' d believed
Jeenelle had been lost forever.

“Now,” he sad, “you and Nighthawk may be equaly to blame for the sore muscles, but you' re the only
onewith hands, so | suggest that you be the one who offersto give Jaenelle aback rub this evening.”

An unspoken question hung in the air. He waited.

Finally Daemon gave him thetiniest nod. The Steward of the Dark Court wouldn’'t tell the Consort to
take care of the Queen if there was any doubt about the Consort’ s welcome.

Having done as much as could be done for the moment, Saetan caled in abook, opened it to the table of
contents, and pointed to thetitles of two stories. “Which onewould you like to hear?”

“Both?’

The answer made his heart ache—and a so gave him hope that Jaenelle was right and Daemon was
emotionaly battered right now but not truly broken.

Daemon didn’t remember giving the same answer so many times asaboy that it had become aritua
between them. But he did. And because he remembered, he called in his half-moon glasses, took histime
ettling them on hisnose just so, and completed the ritual with the samewords he'd dwayssaid. “Yes, |
think we can read both thistime.”



CHAPTER6

KAELEER

Agitated and feding reckless, Theran rapped on the study door and walked in before he was invited.
“Hell’ sfire, Sadi. Are you serious about these conditions you' ve set?’

The man gitting behind the blackwood desk wasn't Daemon Sadi. It was the pissy old cock from the
Keep. The assstant historian /librarian—who no longer looked like asomewhat benign clerk whose Red
Jewels and caste could, mostly, beignored.

Now he saw the resemblance between Sadi and the Hayllian Warlord Prince, who set a piece of paper
on the desk and removed the half-moon glasses, whose gold eyes never left Theran'sface.

Fear shuddered through Theran when he noticed the Warlord Prince sright hand, with itslong,
black-tinted nails and the Black-Jeweled ring.

“Y ou managed to hone my temper before | walked into that Sitting room at the Keep, so we never did
finish theintroductions. I'm Saetan Daemon SaDiablo, the former Warlord Prince of Dhemlan—and il
the High Lord of Hell.”

Theran’slegs buckled. He hit the edge of the chair in front of the desk and grabbed the arms to push
himself back in the set.

“I—" What was he supposed to say to the High Lord? Apologize for not being more courteous when
he' d been at the Keep?

“I"’m assuming by the way you entered the room that you want to discuss the terms Prince Sadi set for
having aKaegleer Queen rule DenaNehdle”

“Isindigposed thismorning. Y ou may discussthiswith me.”

May the Darkness have mercy. All he wanted right now wasto get out of thisroom.

Jared wouldn’t have run. Blaed wouldn’t have run.

“Thetermsare. ..” Sadi had accepted the position of Warlord Prince of Dhemlan afew months after his
father resigned. Theran remembered hearing that last night at dinner. How was he supposed to voice his
objections to the terms without sounding like he was criticizing the son? Because thiswas one father he
did not want to offend.

“Unreasonable? Insulting? Barbed?” Saetan offered with ahint of asharp smile. “ Everything hasaprice,
Prince Grayhaven. The man who wrote up these terms has agood understanding of Terrellle. A better
understanding than you do, since yours, | suspect, is confined to your own Territory. Prince Sadi al'so has
afine understanding of how the malesin Kagleer, especialy the Warlord Princes, respond to any threat
to afemade, let done aQueen. Y ou may fed hobbled by these terms, but they were thought through
carefully and are designed to protect your people aswell as the Queen who comesto rule.”

Redlizing he' d dropped the paper when he' d grabbed for the chair, Theran retrieved it and Stared at the
ligt of conditions.

“A year? Sheonly ays a year 7’

“A year isenough time for both of you to know if your people can accept an outsider ruling over
them—and if your people redly want to go back to following the Old Ways of the Blood.”

“If wedidn’t want to go back to living the way we did when the Gray Lady ruled, we would have settled
for...” For one of the Queens we have—who would destroy what'’ s left of us as surely as one of
Dorothea’ s pet Queens would have done.

Theran dumped in the chair, his hands dangling between hisknees. “ Grayhavenismy family’s
home—and my inheritance. What' s |eft of it. She can havethe use of it. Asfor atithe. . . Hell’sfire.
We'rejust trying to get enough food planted and harvested so that everyone has enough to eat this
winter. The Queens who ruled bled the land and the people dry. | told Sadi that last night.”

“That doesn’t change what is needed for a Queen’ scourt,” Saetan said quietly. “ She deserves something



for her effort, and the court needs some way to pay for its expenses.”

“Couldn’t the tithe be paid in goods and services?” Theran asked.

“If the Queen and the First Circle are agreeable to that condition, yes, a high percentage of the tithe could
be done that way.”

Hopeful that there might be more flexibility to these termsthan he' d first thought, Theran looked &t the
sheet of paper again. “Inspections?’

“ And weekly reports from the Queen.”

“Why does she have to answer to anyone? And why should my people be treated like children who get
surpriseteststo seeif we' ve learned our manners?’

Saetan leaned back, steepled hisfingers, and rested hisforefingers againgt his chin. “ Because you don't
have any manners. That's one of the reasons you' re here. Y ou want something you don’t remember,
something your people don’t remember. The inspections aren't to test you; they’ re to appease the
Warlord Princes from the Queen’ shome. Since you belong to that caste, you shouldn’t be so dismissive
of the power and temper that could land on your doorstep with the intention to kill. Asfor the Queen’s
weekly reports, those, too, are to offer reassurance and are in place of having armed escorts living with
her in DenaNehele.” He paused. “I should say armed escorts from her home Territory. Providing
sufficient escortsfor her protection isyour responghbility. Gathering the men and women who will form
theFirst Circleisyour responshbility. And assuring the Queen’ s physica and emotiond wel-beingisaso
your respongbility.”

Theran felt the blood drain from hisface. He' d escgped dl that. By living with Tdon, by hiding inthe
mountains so the pet Queens couldn’t control the last male in the Grayhaven bloodline, he' d escaped that
kind of service.

“Assessyour kills, Prince,” Saetan said. “Y ou will be one of the mae triangle that servesthe Queen
most intimately.”

“Consort?’ Theran choked on theword. “Y ou expect meto service—"

Saetan laughed, and the undercurrent of violence in the sound made Theran shiver.

“Y ou' re being presumptuous, puppy. No Kagleer maeisgoing to tolerate an assumption that any maein
Terrellle has aright to the Queen’sbed.”

“Thenwhat ... 7?7

“Firgt Escort,” Saetan said. “ Same duties for the most part, up until you reach the bedroom door. As
Firgt Escort, you don't cross the threshold. Y ou don't serve in bed. However, if being Firgt Escortisn’t a
service you can perform, you can stand as Master of the Guard or Steward—jproviding the other males
inthe Firg Circlewill accept you in one of those positions.”

Rdief shuddered through him.

“But if aQueen does agree to go back with you and rule your people, you will be held responsible for
her care, Theran. Make no mistake about that. And if that care isfound wanting, you will answer to
Kadleer. Make no mistake about that either. The Warlord Princes here may sympathize with what you
want to do for your Territory. They may even bewilling to help. But if they think you' re misiresting or
endangering a Queen who comes from the Shadow Realm, they won't hesitate to destroy you and your
people. They will wipe you out of existence more thoroughly than Dorothea ever could. Do we
understand one another?’

He had to swallow to get his heart out of histhroat. “Y es, High Lord. We understand one another.”
“I'm delighted. Lady Angdlline has goneto talk to a Queen who may beinterested in hel ping your
people. She'll be back for dinner. Since you have thetime, | suggest—" Saetan frowned at the door.
Theran turned his head to catch the sound. Y es, there it was again. Something scratching &t the door.
Saetan raised one hand. The study door swung open, and asmall brown and white dog trotted into the
room and stopped near Theran's chair.

He d never had adog. Alwaysliked them, liked petting them when hewasin avillage, but the rogue
camps in the mountains were hidden places, and while adog might have alerted them to astranger’s
presence, its barking could aso have reveded the location of the camp to an enemy.

The dog didn’t come quite close enough for a casud pat, but it did seem interested in him.



“Vae” Saetan sad.

Wondering why the High Lord sounded cautious, Theran looked at the dog more carefully. A glint of
something intheruff. A gold chanand.. ..

His heart gave one hard bump before he recognized his mistake. For amoment, he thought someone had
put a Purple Dusk Jewe on the dog, but it was just an amethy<, just someone thinking he was being
clever by making it look like the dog wore a Jewd!.

“Why don’t you and Lady Vaewak down to the village?’ Saetan said. “ Since the people in Halaway
live by the Old Ways, spending afew hours there would give you agood idea of what would be
expected from your people.”

*Walkies?| likewakies*

Thevoice sounded likeayoung girl’s, but hedidn’t actudly hear it. It rang insde his head, just outsde
hisinner barriers, asif someone had communicated on a psychic thread. But the only other being in the
room besides him and the High Lord was. . .

*He does not talk? He is not trained?*

“Histraining hasjust started.” Saetan’s mouth curved inamalicioudy amused smile. “Lady Veeisa
kindred Scdltie. A Purple Dusk witch.”

Theran felt the blood draining out of his head. “Kindred? Witch?’ That Jewel he' d seen was real ? This
dog was the same rank as his Birthright Jewel ?

“Yes,” Saetan crooned. “1 think Vae will be the perfect escort for you.”

*Heismaeand foolish. | will protect him.*

“Youdothat.” A pause. “Isthere anything e'se you wanted to discuss right now, Prince Theran?’

He knew adismissa when he heard one, but hislegsfdt like overstretched taffy and it took him acouple
of triesto get out of the chair. He vanished the paper with the conditions his people would have to agree
to, and as he walked toward the door, he redlized the dog was waiting for him.

*| can pass through doors,Vae said. *| know my Craft. But you areintraining, so | will wait for you to
open the door.*

As he stepped into the greet hall and the study door closed behind him, he heard the High Lord of Hell

laugh.

Cassdy dtared at Jeendle Angelline, then looked at her cousin Aaron, who was pacing the length of the
stting room in her parents’ house.

“You'rebothteasing,” Cassidy said. “Thisisajoke.”

“I wishit were,” Aaron growled. “But she' s serious.”

“You can't be serioud!”

“Why not?” Jeenelle asked.

“I’'maminor Queen. | wear aRose Jewd. I" ve never ruled anything larger than asmal village.” Which
no one el se had wanted until anew, young Queen needed aplaceto ruleto gain credentials for
something better. “ Aaron, tell her!”

“I did,” Aaron replied. “All the way here”

“My entire First Circle resigned and broke the court.”

“They wereidiots,” Aaron growled.

“And because they wereidiots, you' re now available to help a people who need you,” Jaendlle said
camly.

“They need astrong Queen,” Cassidy argued.

“You areastrong Queen.”

“They need a. . . apolished Queen.”

“They need a Queen who knows the Old Ways, who lives by the Old Ways, who knows Protocol, and
who knows how to rulefairly,” Jaendle said. “ They need someone like you, Cassidy.” She placed one
hand over Cassidy’s. “Look a me.”

Shedidn’t want to look into those sapphire eyes. They saw too much. Understood too much. But she
obeyed becauseit didn’t matter if Jaendlle officialy ruled or not. Shewas dtill the Queen. And no one



disobeyed Witch.

“They aren’t going to understand you,” Jeendle said. “Mogt of them aren’t going to see who you redly
are. They’ll be disappointed by the surface.”

Cassidy winced—and winced again when Aaron snarled his opinion of her former court.

“Mogt, Cassidy. But some will see who you are as awoman, and in time the others will appreciate who
you are asaQueen. Y ou can do this. | wouldn’t be hereif | had any doubts about that.” Jaenelle patted
her hand and sat back. “Y ou'll have afew daysto think about it.”

Livingin astrange Territory. In adifferent Realm. In Terrellle. Peopledidn’t go to Terrallle. They ran
from Tearelle

But she could make a difference to these people. She could help them remember who they were, help
them rebuild.

“How long would | be gone?’ Cassidy asked. Would she ever see her family again? Could she go home
to visit, to reassure her parentsthat shewasall right?

“There would have to be terms, conditions,” Aaron said as he continued to pace. “We are not |etting her
go to that damn Realm without some assurances.”

“Whois‘we ?" Cassdy asked, bristling. “No one makes decisions about my life except me.”

“Think again,” Aaron snapped.

Cassdy blinked. “You' readistant cousin!”

*Don’'t yank that leash,* Jaendlle warned on adistaff thread.

*When it comesto family,Warlord Princes are only as distant asthey chooseto be. He saready angry
about your former court and didn’t trust himsdlf to come here on his own.*

Cassidy glanced at Aaron, then fixed her eyes on the carpet between her feet. She’ d been curious when
she' d received Aaron’ s note, requesting avisit a a specific day and time, but she' d thought he was going
to give her apat on the shoulder and alittle sympathy about losing the court. Then, when Jeenelle
showed up with him and began telling her about Dena Nehele, she hadn’t been sure what to think about
thevigt. But it hadn't occurred to her that Aaron, who really was adistant cousin, would be angry
enough to come to Dharo with the intention of going after the males from her former First Circle.

*Y ou weren't aware that Aaron has aready had a“discussion” with Sabrinaabout your court breaking
for the reasonsit did? Jaenelle asked.

*No.* Thank the Darkness. *What kind of discussion?

*The kind that ended with them yelling at each other.*

Aaron had yelled a the Queen of Dharo—who was amember of Jaenelle' s coven and alongtime friend
of his—because of her? Mother Night.

“I believe Daemon has dready drafted alist of terms,” Jaendlle said. “And the High Lord isreviewing it.”
Aaron findly stopped pacing. “ Daemon wrote the terms? The maes will have to answer to him?’
Jaeenelle nodded. “Or the High Lord. Or both.”

Aaonsa inachair, dl histenson and temper gone. Cassidy, however, felt alot more nervous. Knowing
two Black-Jaweed Warlord Princes—the two most powerful malesin the entire history of the
Blood—weretaking an interest in her life wasn't a pleasant fedling.

Shelooked up intimeto see Jeendll€ slipstwitch in aknowing smile,

Of course, long-distance interest would be easier than living in the same house with either man.
“I"dliketo see acopy of thoseterms,” Cassdy said.

“I'll arrangefor that,” Jaenelle replied. Then she danted alook at Aaron. “And I’'m sure your
father—and the other maesin your family—will want an opportunity to voice their opinions.”

“Couldn’t we skip that part?’ Cassidy asked.

“Not achance,” Jaendle said cheerfully. She stood up. “Well. Y ou have plenty to think about. If you
decide to accept the chdlenge, come to the Keep aweek from today.”

Cassidy roseto seethem out. “Who e se have you asked to consider this?’

Jeendllejust looked at her—and Cassidy felt ashiver run down her spine.

“I do not idly weave atangled web of dreamsand visons, Lady Cassidy,” Jaenelle said with ahint of
midnight and lightning in her voice. “Within the next year, Dena Nehelewill begin to hed or it will break



beyond al saving. Y ou're my choice to stand astheir Queen. Whether you will betheir choice. . . That
isup to them. Whether yougo .. .. That isup to you.”

She was Witch's choice. Because of aweb of dresms and visions. How could she not try?

“Inthat case, Lady,” Cassidy said, “I'll seeyouin seven days.”

CHAPTER7

KAELEER

*Theran? Theran! Wait! These are good smellsl*

Theran hunched his shoulders and walked faster. When he was ten years old, he' d spent aweek sulking
and pining because Taon wouldn't let him have adog. Why in the name of Hell had he ever wanted one
of the damn things?

*Theranl*

And how was he supposed to shake free of this one? Maybe, once he wasin the village, she’' d get
distracted by another of those damn smells and he could dip away, and she' d lose thetrail, the scent,
whatever. Maybe she' d latch on to some other unsuspecting man.

Of course, there would be the little problem of going back to the Hall without her, but she' d find her way
home, wouldn't she? Eventually?

*Theran!*

When he got home, he was going to gpologize to Taon for being such awhiny little prick about not
having a pet. Sure, that was seventeen years ago and something Talon had shrugged off, but the man had
raised him and now with the wisdom of maturity—and less than an hour’ sworth of actua
experience—he knew Talon’ s decision had been the correct one.

*Theran!*

He caught sight of the village of Halaway and forgot about the dog.

The road was the main street of asmall, prosperous-looking village. Confident that he would go
undetected at the depth of his Green Jewel, he sent out psychic tendrilsto get afed for the place. For a
moment, he thought he detected aripple of power under the strength of the Green, but it was gone
before he could be certain.

The village smelled clean. There was no underlying psychic odor of fear that wastypical in Dena

Nehel€ svillages. These people were practicaly on the doorstep of SaDiablo Hall, but they weren't
afraid of the power that lived there.

He wanted thisfor his own people, he thought as he strolled down the sdewalk, glancing into shop
windows. He wanted thisfor the town of Grayhaven. He watched how the people moved, noticed the
lack of wariness and tension when men and women passed one another on the sdewalks.

Then adoor opened a couple of shops up. The woman who wasleaving said,” Yes, I'll watch for that” to
someone in the shop and didn’t notice him until she stepped right in front of him.

Hedidn't particularly like the gold eyes that were typica of the long-lived races, but she would have
been an attractive woman if she hadn’t cropped her black hair so damn short. What was it about the
women here that they tried to look unappeaing? Sure, men served and women ruled the bed, but at least
back home the women knew that arousing aman wasthefirst step to their own pleasure.

“Prince,” she said, sounding cautious—as she should when addressing amale of his caste, especialy one
who wore adark Jewe.

Hefrowned at her, not bothering to hide his disapprova of her appearance.

Then he caught awhiff of her psychic scent and thought, Oh, shit, just before he was surrounded by
hard-eyed, grim-faced men who seemed to come out of nowhere—including a Red-Jeweled Warlord
who was holding a dedgehammer and was big enough to be awall without any help.

“Gentlemen,” the Queen said, tapping the Red-Jeweed wall on the shoulder.

No clean psychic scent in the village now. These men were pissed off, insulted that he'd frowned at their



Queen.

“ Gentlemen.”

They didn't yield, didn’t obey—and Theran recognized afight he couldn’t win.

Then...

*Theran!* Annoyance rang through a broad psychic thread, followed by a muttered, * Stubborn sheep.*
A vein of amusement suddenly flowed through the anger surrounding him. The circle shifted—and he
didn’t need to see the Queen peer around the large Warlord and smile to know that the dog was standing
next to him.

“Lady Vae,” the Queen said.

*Lady Sylvia* Vaereplied. *Heis Theran. Heis staying with Daemon and Jeendlle. | am taking him for
walkies 0 he can see the village. We will get some food and he will sit and watch humans so hewill learn
how to behave*

Sylvia sgold eyes sparkled. “ Are you astubborn sheep, Prince Theran?’

Sensing the amount of temper till focused on him, he decided not to answer, since hedidn’t think he
could keep hisvoice sufficiently civil.

*| am helping to train him,* Vae said. *I am allowed to bite. But not hard. Not the first time*

Hdl'sfire

“I see” Sylviaducked behind the Warlord. That didn’t muffle the snorts and giggles.

Hefdt the anger break around him, and he had afedling that whatever was coming was a harder
punishment than a beating would have been.

“Wel,” Sylviasad, struggling to maintain some dignity as she sepped clear of the large Warlord. “We
shouldn’'t delay your training any longer. Prince Theran, just tdl any of the dining housesto put your medl
ontheHal’stab.”

Did helook like he didn’t have marksto spare?

“It' scustomary,” Sylviaadded, showing more understanding than he liked.

The men opened up a space for him but not in away that would alow him to get within reach of Lady
Sylvia

Accepting the dismissal and wanting to get away from the village, he started to turn back toward the Hall,
then swore loudly when he got nipped.

*Thisway, Theran. Thisway!*

Not daring to do anything else, helet himself be herded down the main street with the Sceltie trotting a
step behind him, ready to nip &t his hedls.

Mother Night, it was humiliating—and him aWarlord Prince!

*Sheep brains* Vae sad, findly trotting dongside him.

“What?’

*Y ou made those males angry. Y ou act like you have sheep brains. Foolish.*

“I didn’t do anything!” He kept his voice low, but he' d be damned if he’ d swallow being scolded by a
dog.

*Y ou did. Y ou made them angry. They do not fight for no reason.*

They didn’t have areason. Not redlly. Sure, he’ d expressed an opinion of sorts, and hewouldn't have if
he' d caught Sylvid s psychic scent first. But, Hell’ sfire, shedidn’t 1ook like a Queen with that hair and
the shirt and trousersand . . .

He was making excusesfor himsdlf. He hadn’t been careful, and if Vae hadn’'t amused them dll, he
wouldn’t be gtrolling through the village. He d be wounded—or dead.

Hehadn't survived in DenaNehde by being careless. He couldn’t afford to set aside dl the things Tdon
had taught him just because he didn’t have aclear sense of the battlefield. And he couldn't afford to
forget that the power that had devastated Terreille had come from Kagleer.

So he walked and he watched. Children tensed at the sight of a stranger, then relaxed again when they
saw Vee. Clearly the dog was asignal he didn’t understand. He didn’t approach, didn’t talk to them, but
he saw a pattern when he passed a group of children—the boys stepped forward, creating ashield
between him and the girls.



“The men who were angry,” Theran said. “Were they al members of the Queen’s court?’

*They liveinthevillage* Vaereplied. * They serve*

“But werethey court?’

No, | do not think any of them were court.*

“Then why did they do that?’

V ae stopped walking and looked at him. *It istheir right to defend.* She turned her head and sniffed the
ar. *Thereisfood.*

| guess one of us wants to eat.

Whatever the usud rule about animas being insde a dining house, the young witch who greeted them
took onelook at Vae, tipped her head asif in private conversation, then settled them at atable next to
the windows.

He had abow! of soup. Vae had asmall plate of raw stew medt.

He ate dowly, watching, thinking.

The malesconsdered it their right to defend, not their duty. So different from what he came from, what
he knew.

Could his people do it? Could the males who would have to form the First Circle be able to make the
trangtion from duty to desire?

He had no answers, so he watched and he thought—and he wondered.

Daemon buttoned the last button of hiswhite silk shirt as Saetan walked into the bedroom.

“How do you fed 7’ Saetan asked.

“Better. Embarrassed.” Daemon tucked the shirt into histrousers and gave more thought to the question.
“Hungry.” He d dept for afew hoursand didn’t fed as shaky ashe' d fet early that morning. But he il
had to face that room, and that was better done on an empty stomach.

“Then I'll joinyou before| retire for the afternoon.” Saetan opened the door.

Slipping into his black jacket, Daemon stepped into the corridor and stared at the door to the Consort’s
bedroom.

Saetan crossed the corridor, opened the door, and stepped into the room. Daemon hesitated, almost
hoping for acommand to stay out. When it didn’t come, he followed hisfather into the room and looked
toward the left wall that held the doors leading to the bathroom and closet.

It smelled clean, like it did when Helene gave the room its seasonal scrubbing. Almost too clean, he
thought as he noticed the lack of psychic scent. A hint of his presence was still there under the scents of
sogp and polish, but lessthan usud. Less than acleaning would account for.

“Well?" Saetan asked quietly.

Better thisway. That lack of presence was better.

The room was safe again. Chaste again. And hewouldn't . . .

He looked at the bed.

Mine!

“Daemon, back away from whatever you' re thinking. Daemon.”

The whiplash command and the power behind it was barely enough, but he leashed the desre—and felt
disgustrisnginitsplace.

Heforced himsdlf to say the words, to admit what he wanted to deny with al his heart. “The Sadist was
in that bed with her last night.”

“Yes, hewas” Sagtan said quietly. “And | imagine he enjoyed being there.”

He studied hisfather, not sure how to interpret the words.

Saetan sighed and rubbed two fingers across hisforehead asif trying to ease an ache. “1t’ sunfortunate
that this happened last night when you were churned up with memories of Terrellle, but, Daemon, it
would have happened. Because of who you are. Because of who Jeenelleis. Thiswould have
happened.”

“No.”

“Yes. You vetwisted apart of yourself into a powerful weagpon, honed it to the point people have given



it adifferent name. You' ve given it adifferent name. But it’s part of your nature, Daemon. It’s part of
your cagte. It'sin every one of us.”

“What is?’

“There sno namefor it. It'snot like the rut, which isakind of physical insanity that can be recognized by
anyone who knows what to look for. Thisis emotiona—and it’ s darker, more dangerous when it
happens. It sthe thrill of being feared while you seduce your lover to the point where she doesn't want to
refuse. And at the sametimeit’ sthe comfort of being ableto reved that side of your nature to alover
and know you're still trusted.” Saetan lowered hishand and stared at the bed. “It' s a potential for
violencethat istransformed into akind of ruthless gentleness.”

“If thisispart of our caste, why is't it recognized like the rut?’ Daemon asked. And why have | never
heard about it?

“Becauseit’ s something that shiftsingde you for an hour, for anight—or sometimes for only aslong asit
takes you to fed that moment of possession, that moment when you look at awoman and think, Mine,
and know it strue.

“The potentia to possess. The desire to possess. Warlord Princes are dominating, territoria, and
possessive. Mot of the time those traits are seen in relation to other males, to possiblerivals.” Saetan
looked him in the eyes. “But sometimes—especidly for aWarlord Prince who is so strong, who stands
S0 deep in the abyss—you look at the woman who pulls a you and the need to possessis
ovewhdming.”

Saetan rubbed his hands together, then looked at the Black-Jeweled ring on hisright hand. “We're
guests most of the time and on our best behavior because of that. We cometo our lover’ s bed, and even
if we share that bed ninety-nine nights out of ahundred, it' sstill her bed. Our beds are for sleep, for rest,
for solitude. But the rare times when we take awoman into our bed, it' s different. It fed s different. No
matter how gentle you are, how careful, it isn't lovemaking. It' s not even sex. It’'s possession. Her body
belongsto you for that night, and you play with it. Y ou bring her to a climax—or you deny her that
completion. For alittlewhile”

He was hearing a description of the Sadist in his mildest form. He was hearing a description of what he'd
donelagt night. And he was hearing something ese.

“You'vefdt that way,” hesad, looking at hisfather and seeing a man capable of playing those kinds of
games. Seeing aman who had played those games. But not out of cruelty or rage. Saetan had played
those games out of desire.

“I never looked at Hekatah and thought, Mine, which should have told me the truth about her fedings
and my own.”

Daemon hesitated, but curiosity pushed aside caution. * Sylvia?’

Saetan closed hiseyes. “ Y es, Sylvia. There were afew times while we were lovers when she cameto my
bedand...” He swallowed hard.

A feding in theroom. They both had to step away from it, shake it off. For now. But he would have to
circle around the subject with Jaendlle and find out if she' d found the Sadit thrilling or frightening. If
she d found him thrilling . . .

Sep back, fool, before you become a danger to everyone around you.

Since he could see Saetan trying to shake off the fedling aswell, he cast around for something elseto talk
about.

“Where s Theran?’

A flash of amusement from Saetan. 1 sent him down to the village. With Vae”

“Vae?' Daemon stared at hisfather. “Y ou sent him to Haway with Vae?’

“Ves”

“The young Sceltie who' s such amanaging little bitch that Khary used up every favor owed himin order
to get her out of hisown village for amonth?’

“That’ sthe one”

“You sent her with aman who doesn’t know anything about Scelties or kindred?’

“Yes, | did”



Daemon swalowed the sudden tickle in histhroat. “ That was mean.”

Saetan amiled. “1 know.”

As he thought about Theran trying to cope with any Sceltie, let alone Vag, Daemon staggered back a
couple of steps, hit the wall—and filled the room with laughter.

By the time dinner was half-over, Theran missed being around Vae. At least with the nippy little bitch, he
had a clear idea of where he stood. Sitting across from Jaenelle Angdlline, with her husband and her
father the only other people Sitting at the table, he felt like he was walking on aknife’ sedge. Say too
much or sound too flattering and he would be stepping on Sadi’ sterritoria toes. Say too little and he
would be condemned by the father for hislack of courtesy.

Either way, it wasn't making dinner St easy. And Lady Angellin€ srefusa to say anything about her
meseting wasn't helping his digestion. Neither was the way she looked at him, asif she knew something
about him that amused her.

When the fruit and cheese arrived at the end of the medl, dong with squares of thick chocolate and
coffee, Saetan said, “ All right, witch-child. Share the joke. What isit about Prince Theran that you find
S0 funny?”

“Prince Theran has some traditional tastes,” Jaenelle said with a sweetness that made Theran’ s pams
swest. “Apparently he has the same res stance toward women wearing short hair and trousers that you
do.”

Hel’ sfire, Mother Night, and may the Darkness be merciful.

Saetan gave Jeendle apointed look. “1 don't recall making any comment about your hair.”

Jeendlle pursed her lips. “That’ strue. Y ou've never been that rigid in your preferences.”

Two pairs of gold eyesfixed on Theran, and he was redlly hoping there was ahouse rule that guests were
not executed at the dinner table.

“But likeyou,” Jaenelle continued, “ Theran will haveto develop someflexibility and learn how to
compromise.”

“Isthat what | did?’ Saetan asked.

“Yes, Papa, that' swhat you did.”

“I'm ddlighted to hear it.”

She laughed, and Theran watched in akind of wonder as the sound completely relaxed two violent and
powerful men.

Then those sapphire eyes|ooked into his. “ There is a Queen who may be willing to come to Dena
Nehele and show your people how a Territory is ruled when the Old Ways are followed. If she decides
to accept the offer, shewill be at the Keep seven days from now. The terms Prince Sadi has set for her
being in Terrellle are acceptable to her. Y ou need to talk to your peopleto seeif thetermsare
acceptable to them. If they are, you'll meet us a the Keep, and she will return with you to DenaNehele.”
Theran's heart sank. “ There' s only one who might be willing? We re talking about awhole Territory, not
omevillage”

“I’m sure there are others, and you' re free to seek them if you choose. But you came here and asked for
our help. Thisisour answer.”

Your answer, Theran thought, knowing it wasthe only answer.

“I'd like to get back to Dena Nehde as soon aspossible,” he said. “There will be much to discuss before
we make adecison.”

“The Coach can take you back to the Keep thisevening,” Saetan said.

Theran nodded and said nothing more asthe last course of the meal dragged on. As soon as he could, he
|eft the table, offering the feeble excuse of needing to pack.

One choice. One chance. Would this Queen have enough dazzle to convince bitter men to serve?
Oneway or another, he' d have his answer in saven days.

“If you'll excuse me, | want to check the rest of the messages Beale has waiting for me,” Jaenelle said. “|
never got past Sylvid s note when | returned from Dharo.”



“Probably because you were laughing so hard,” Daemon said.

“True,” she sad, brushing ahand over his shoulder. “No, don’t get up. Y ou two enjoy your wine.”

As soon as shewalked out of the room, Daemon dismissed the footman who had served them &t dinner.
For afew minutes, the two men smply drank wine—he finishing up the bottle of red, while Saetan drank
yarbarah, the blood wine.

“Youdidn't tell me Sylviacut her hair,” Saetan said quietly.

“| wasn't sure you wanted to know about her personal life,” Daemon replied.

“I don't. Can’'t. But . . . Isit that unattractive?’

“Not at dl. It ssassy. It suitsher.”

“Then Grayhaven'san ass”

Daemon shrugged. “What he wantsfor his people shouldn't be dismissed. And it took ballsto come
here”

“Yes, it did.” Saetan swirled the yarbarah in the ravenglass goblet. “ He doesn't fit. His Jawels are dark
enough and his persondity is strong enough, but he doesn’t fit in with us.”

“Helooksinto Jaenelle' s eyes and doesn’t see who sheis,” Daemon said.

Saetan nodded. Y es. That was adways the test when it came to accepting someone into the Dark Court,
even for an apprenticeship. If the person couldn’t ook into her eyes and know, he would rub the entire
Firgt Circle the wrong way and their tempers would start sharpening for an attack.”

“Fortunately, Theran won't have to ded often with anyone who served in the Dark Court.”

“Except his new Queen,” Saetan said.

Daemon blew out a bregth. “Except the new Queen.”

“Y ou and Jeenelle. Will you bedl right this evening?’

“Wel bedl right.”

“Will you bedl right?’

Heamiled. “ Yes, Father, I'll bedl right.”

“Inthat case, I'll return to the Keep and see Theran back to Terrellle”

They found Jeendlle—and VVae—waiting for them in the great hall. Theran joined them aminute later.
“Thank you for your help and your hospitality,” Theran said.

The words were properly spoken, but Daemon had the impression that Theran would have said anything
if it got him out of the Hall.

“Witch-child,” Saetan said, kissng Jaendll€' s cheek.

Daemon felt more than saw aflash of understanding between them before Saetan shifted to him and put a
hand againg hisface.

A different kind of understanding, an acknowledgment that the darkest fedlingsthat lived ingde him were
not unique. He d done something with those feelings no other male had done, but he knew now that he
could temper those fedlings when he chose to, could soften them to be an enticement rather than a
weagpon.

*Massage, not sex tonight,* Saetan said.

Right.

A pat on the shoulder and his father walked out the door with Grayhaven.

*Bye, Theran!* Vae said, bouncing in some kind of tail-wagging happy dance. * Byel*

As soon as Bedle closed the door,Vae looked at both of them. *Heis male and foolish. He needs me.
When he comesfor the Queen, | will go livewith him.*

Shetrotted out of the great hdl, leaving him and Jeenelle staring at the door.

“We could make it part of the bargain,” Daemon said.

“How 507’ Jaendlle asked.

“If he wants the Queen, he hasto take the Sceltie.”

“Oh, Hdl' sfire”

It didn’t occur to him until much later, when he was cuddled up with Jaenellein her bed, that Beale
hadn’t thought there was anything odd about the Warlord Prince of Dhemlan and the former Queen of
Ebon Askavi sitting on thefloor of the greet hall laughing likefools.



CHAPTER8

TERREILLE

Theran stared at the ninety-nine Warlord Princes and wished one of them would sneeze, cough,
fart—anything to break the stone-hard silence.

“That'sit,” hesaid. “That' sthe bargain.”

“Onechoice,” Ranon, the Shalador Warlord Prince, said. “And if she turns out to be abad choice, she'll
destroy what' sleft of us”

| know. “1 don’t believe Daemon Sadi would recommend a Queen who would be a danger to us.”

“Sadi hated Terrellle” Ranon said. “He might see this as an opportunity to crush a Territory completely.”
“Sadi hated everything to do with Dorothea SaDiablo and what she was doing to the Realm,” Theran
said, raising his voice to be heard above the mutters.

“That may betrue,” Archerr said. “But you said it was his wife who went and talked to this Queen.”

* And you' ve said damn little about the wife,* Talon said on a psychic thread aimed directly at him.
*Nothing much to say,* Theran replied.

Tdon shifted in his chair. The mutters faded as the other Warlord Princes focused their attention on him.
“Here sthething,” Talon said. “ Jared trusted Daemon Sadi. So did Blaed. They knew him. He gave
them some training when they were daves, and helped them survive. Y eah, that was afew centuries ago,
and maybe he' s changed—maybe he jumps now when hiswife sngps her fingers. But the terms he st tell
me he gave some thought to this request. They won't be al that easy for usto meet, and these
‘ingpections don't St well with me, | can tell you that. Even o, | think we have to take this chance.”
“Forgive me, Prince Talon,” Ranon said, histone respectful, “but you' re demon-dead. Y ou have lessto
losethan therest of us”

“I havelessto lose physicaly,” Taon agreed. “ That doesn’'t mean | don’'t have anything to lose. But I'll
offer to servein this Queen’ s court—and that’ s an offer | didn’t maketo Grizelle or Liawhen they ruled.
| served them both in my own way, but | never chained myself to a contract.”

Feet shuffled. Bodies shifted in chairs. They dl understood how hard it would be for aman who had
been rogue for so many yearsto hand over hislifeto a Queen.

“How do we decidewho servesin the Firgt Circle?” Ranon findly asked. “ Any of uswho leaves our
piece of DenaNehelefor ayear will leave those Blood open to landen attacks.”

“I think we should dl offer,” Theran said. He' d thought about this on the way back to Grayhaven. “Let
her choose whatever twelve of us appedl to her. I'm required to offer mysalf as one of the Queen’s
triangle. Therest of you can offer yoursaves according to your skills.”

“What about the rest of the Blood?” Archerr asked. “Y ou're going to need other femalesin the court.”
We're going to need a lot more than that, Theran thought. “A court ismade by twelve malesand a
Queen. Everything else builds from that. Let’s establish the First Circle and give the Queen a couple of
daysto settlein and get to know those males. Then we'll set up some audiencesto let anyone else
present themselvesto her.”

Ranon stood up. “In that case, I'm heading back to the Shdador reservesto inform the elders.”
“Ranon...,” Theran began.

Ranon smiled bitterly. “1 know we ve never been welcomein acourt, but we' I be ruled by this Queen
too, Theran, soit'sonly polite to offer our Blood for the Lady’ s pleasure.”

Ranon walked out. A few seconds later, the other Warlord Princes followed, leaving Taon and Theran
done.

Theran straddled a chair and braced his arms on the back. “Maybe it was a mistake to invite Ranon to
be part of this. HE stoo hitter, too angry, athough he hides that fairly well.”

“I'll remind you that if you weren't who you are, you' d be living in the reserves with him,” Tdon said.
“Half your bloodline came from the Shaador people. Y ou' ve got the green eyes.”



“Plenty of peoplein Dena Nehele have green eyes.”

“Not that shade. Y ou only find that shade of green in the reserves, and it’ srare even there. Y ou have
Shalador eyes Theran. Jared’ s eyes. He came from that race, and Dorothea SaDiablo went beyond the
initia fighting there and destroyed that Territory and that race because Jared helped Lia. The Shalador
people have had aharder time surviving than the rest of us, and you know it.”

Hedid know it. That didn’t erase hisworry that the Blood living in the reserves would try to splinter
DenaNehele even more.

“I won't be going back to the rogue campsin the mountains,” Theran said. “I’ll beliving here, at
Grayhaven.”

“I know that.”

“If you' re accepted in the court, you'll be heretoo.”

“Yes. It'snot likely she'll accept someone who's demon-dead, but if she does, | won't be going back to
the mountains either.” Talon sighed. “Y ou haveto tell Gray. Y ou haveto let him make hisown choice.”
“What choice? He can't survive on hisown.”

“There are plenty of rogues who will stay up in the mountains, not fedling easy enough to come down.
They'll look after him.”

“That’ snot the same asfamily.”

“No, it'snot,” Taon said gently. “But he may not be ableto do this. Most likely, he can’t do this”
Theran stood up abruptly, no longer ableto stay till. “Let’ sfind out.”

They were both twenty-seven years old. They both had dark hair and green eyes, dthough the shade of
green came from different bloodlines, and one of them had fairer skin than the other. They were smilar
enough in body and face that they could easily be mistaken for each other at first glance.

But one of them had become aman only interms of physical maturity and had retrested, mentaly and
emotionally, to being adocile boy, despite also being a Warlord Prince who wore Purple Dusk Jewels.
Jared Blaed Grayhaven. The young Warlord Prince who was supposed to be Theran’ s blade and shield
in the same way that Blaed had backed Jared.

They were cousins through their mothers. Gray, asthey caled him, had no link to the Grayhaven
bloodline, despite being given that family name, but he could trace hisline back to Blaed and Thera, the
Black Widow who had been Lia s closest friend.

Had their names been a deliberate attempt at deception or away to honor the past? Theran had
wondered about that alot after what happened twelve years ago.

Theran’s shield. Gray had been that. They had been making arare visit to avillage near the mountains
and had separated to take care of their own business before returning to the camp they were currently
cdlinghome

The Province Queen’ s guards, making a surprise ingpection of the village, had spotted Gray and taken
him to the Territory Queen, who had kept him to “serve’ in her court. The guards had grabbed him and
run, not wanting to tangle with the rogues who frequented the village when they had captured such a
prize—and not redlizing there had been a second boy.

They’ d thought they had captured the Grayhaven bloodline, and Gray never told them anything different,
never revealed that he wasn't the descendant of the Shalador Warlord who had been Lia s husband.
They worked him—and they tortured him—for two years before Taon was able to rescue him and get
him back to the mountains.

Gray wasfifteen when he was taken.

They didn’t break his Jewels or castrate him—two common methods of diminishing amaewho might be
athreat. But they broke him in other ways, and now, as he sat across from Theran, his green eyes so full
of fear, Theran wondered if taking Gray back to Grayhaven would be the ultimate act of betrayal.
“You'redl right?” Gray asked. “You're not hurt?’

Didn’'t matter if Theran wasreturning from afight or dipping into avillage to spend a couple of needed
hours with awoman; the questions were dways the same because, for Gray, the last time he d left the
mountains, he' d lost everything he was.



“I'mfine, Gray. I’'mfine” Theran said, leaning over to give hiscousn’s hand afriendly squeeze.

“But something bad has happened.”

Too perceptive.

“Not bad, no.” How to say thisto cause the least harm?“We re getting a Queen, Gray. Do you
remember me talking with Talon about that?’

“A Queen?’ All the color drained out of Gray’ sface.

“From Kadleer, the Shadow Realm. She'sgoing to rule DenaNehele.”

“She' scoming here?’

“Not to the mountains, no. She' sgoing to beliving at Grayhaven.” Theran took adeep bresth and let it
out dowly. “And I’m going to beliving there with her.”

“You can’'t!” Gray legped up, giving Taon adesperate look. “He can't! If she'sat Grayhaven and
knowswho . ..whohe...”

The keening started as Gray sank to hisknees. That horrible keening of aboy in terrible pain.

“Gray.” Dropping to his knees, Theran wrapped hisarms around his cousin. “Gray, | haveto do this. For
al of us”

“Shé'll hurt you, she/ll hurt you. I'm Grayhaven. I'm Grayhaven!”

The last words were said in arising scream that echoed the pain remembered.

Theran looked at Ta on, whose face was grim and sad. The old Warlord Prince had searched, and
searched hard, to find the boy. But Taon didn't find Gray soon enough.

Taon went down on one knee and put ahand on Gray’ s shoulder. “Y ou don’'t have to go down there.
Y ou can stay up herein the mountains. Y ou know how to fend for yoursdlf. | taught you that. And there
will be others staying up here. Y ou don’t have to go back to Grayhaven.”

“Hecan’t go,” Gray whispered as he sagged againgt Theran. “ Theran can’t go.”

“Hehasto,” Tdon said. “That's part of the bargain.”

Gray pulled away from both of them and walked over to awindow.

What was he seeing? Theran wondered. The past? The present? Was he here with themin thiscabinin
the mountains or locked in some room in Grayhaven, waiting for the next bit of cruelty?

“I like growing things,” Gray said quietly, more to himsdf than to them. “ The land was good, parched of
what it needed, but still good. | could work outside.”

“Gray ...

“I wouldn't haveto liveinside, would |7’

Shock kept Theran silent for amoment. He hadn't expected Gray to consider leaving the mountains. Not
redly.

“No, you wouldn’t haveto liveinsde,” Theran said. “ There' san old stone gardening shed.” He looked at
Tdon.

“Probably filled with broken tools and such,” Talon said,” but someone could live rough out there.”

“I could be agardener,” Gray said. “| could take care of theland. But | couldn’t serve her.”

“No, you wouldn't have to serve her,” Theran said. But if the new Queen showed any inclination toward
playing with adamaged made, he' d haveto explain afew thingsto the Ladly.

“Then!’ll go.”

“Gray ...

“I’ll go.” Gray turned and looked at him—and Theran had never seen anything as bleak asthelook in
hiscousn'seyes. “I'm Theran’ sblade.”

Oh, Gray.

Taon cleared histhroat. “It's settled, then. Tomorrow we'll pack up and start getting Grayhaven ready
for the new Queen.”

Gray bolted out of the cabin.

Theran got to hisfeet, feding more exhausted than if he' d been in afight.

“Do you think he'll survive going back there?” he asked.

“I don’t know, Theran,” Tadon replied. “I just don’t know.”



CHAPTER9

KAELEER

Cassidy packed the last book and closed the lid of the small trunk. Just some favorites, things she read
when she wanted the comfort of afamiliar story.

She was as ready as she could be. Which wasn't saying much, since there was precious little information
about DenaNehele. What she did know was that Dharo was on the eastern side of amountain range and
Dena Nehele was on the western side of a mountain range. Dena Nehele had avariety of seasons, so
she' d packed dl her clothes, figuring most would be useful.

Asfor therest . ..

“ Second thoughts?”

Twigting around, Cassidy looked at her mother, who was standing in the doorway. “1’m on my fourth or
fifth set of thoughts about doing this, but | haven’t changed my mind.”

“Didn’'t think you would.” Devra came into the bedroom and sat on the floor beside her daughter. “I’ve
got something for you. | know it'sabit moreto carry, but you won't be straining to carry al of it
yoursdlf, so...” She caled in an open-topped wooden box filled with glassjars. “ A bit of hometo take
with you.”

Cassdy lifted one jar and read the neat |abel. Then picked up another. “Mother, these are your seeds for
the garden.”

“| divided what | had between us,” Devrasaid. “ Y ou'll need to be careful. Some of these might not be
hedlthy to giveto adifferent land. But mog, | think, will be smilar enough to what isthere. So you can
turn over asmal patch of ground, plant afew seeds—and know we re with you in heart.”

“Mother.” Cassdy blinked back tears as she ran her fingers over the tops of the jars. “ Thank you.”
Devrabrushed ahand lightly over Cassdy’shair. “Y ou' re still set on going after the midday mea ?’
Cassidy nodded. “1’d like some time to settle before | meet the Warlord Prince from Dena Nehele.
Prince Sadi and Lady Angelline arranged for us dl to have dinner at the Keep so there would be an
opportunity to talk with him abit before making afina decison.” A formality, realy. Unless he was some
kind of fearsome mae, she would give his people ayear of her life. Besides, she' d spent four monthsin
the Dark Court and had dammed into Lucivar Y aslana on occasion, and there was no maemore
fearsome than Y adanawhen hewasin amood.

Except Prince Sadi. Or so she'd heard.

“IsPoppi coming home to see me off?" Cassidy asked.

“Y our father isin the gtting room, brooding. Has been for the past hour.”

“Hedidn’t haveto leave hiswork so early.”

“He hit his thumb with a hammer twice because he was busy brooding.” Devra shook her head. “ After
that, old Lord Wittier tottered your father over to the Hedler’ s to make sure nothing was broken, and
refused to let him come back to finish the work until you were off.”

She could picture old Lord Wittier clinging to Burle€ sarm to keep his balance whileinssting that he was
taking Burle to the Heale—and telling everyone why Burle needed aHeder.

Smacked himself with a hammer, the fool. Too busy thinking about his girl to tell the difference
between a nail and a thumbnail. Gotta take him to the Healer’s, make sure he didn’t mash any
bones. Who would have thought Burle would smack himself with a hammer?

“Oh, dear,” she said, wishing she' d been in ashop where she could have watched that procession
without being seen.

“Don’'t tease your father, Cassdy. He saready had adifficult day.”

Taking the wooden box from her mother, Cassdy set it next to the trunk of books. “ Shall we go
downgtairs? There' s nothing more to do.”

“If you go down now, he'll have an extra hour to fuss about you leaving and to take you through the



checklist he made in order to check the checklist he' d previoudy made.”
Cassdy amiled. “1 know. But he'll fed better for it, don’t you think?”

Ebon ASKAVI

Despite the unmistakable psychic scent that identified his caste, the thing that had dways amazed Cassidy
was how aman as powerful asthe High Lord of Hell could fed like a Steward—like aman who didn’t
find the tedium of paperwork tedious, like abenign clerk who smply wanted to be helpful. Like agtrict
and yet indulgent honorary uncle to the most powerful Queens and Warlord Princesin Kaeleer.

Kind. Courteous. Indulgent.

Unlessyou made him angry. Then there would be the lightning-fast change from benign clerk into
predator. She' d never been the cause of that change in the few months she' d served in the Dark Court,
but she' d seenit, felt the cold punch of temper that had flashed through the Hall, warning everyone that
the High Lord was not pleased.

Right now shewasn't sureif hismood was benign clerk or honorary uncle, but after the past few days
with her father, Cassidy recognized the look of aman who had his own checklist and wasn't about to let
her walk away until they’ d gone over every singleitem.

“Your trunks are dl packed?’ Saetan asked.

“Yes, and they’ ve dready been taken to the Keep in Terrellle and stored in the Coach,” Cassidy replied.
“Y ou' ve brought some persond things with you? Books? Music?’

“Yes. They'redso in the Coach.”

“Winter clothes?’

“Yes,” Cassdy huffed. “And I’ ve brought a stack of clean handkerchiefs.”

He stared at her, one eyebrow rising as his mouth curved in that dry, knowing smile.

Shewinced. | don’t believe | said that to the High Lord.

“S0,” Saetan said, “wasthat on your mother’slist or your father’ slist?’

“Both, actudly.”

“ And which one tucked a few marks about two-thirds of the way down in the stack so you would find
the gift about the time you might be feding homesick?’

“Noone...” Sheremembered her father blushing and mumbling something when she' d walked into her
room and found him poking around near her trunks. “How did you know?’

Saetan’ ssmilewarmed. “I’m afather.” Heleaned againgt abig stuffed chair and crossed hisarms. “Do
you want some advice?’

Sincethat wasn't actualy a question, she nodded obediently.

“ According to the conditions Prince Sadi st to have you go to Dena Nehele, you will send him areport
once aweek. That report isfrom the Queen of Dena Nehele to the Warlord Prince of Dhemlan and can
be nothing more than information about your court and your officid meetingsfor that week. That will tell
him how the Queen isdoing, but not how you are. He can accept that because you don’t know him
beyond a passing acquaintance. Therefore, you should a so write a brief note to Jaenelleto et her know
how you're doing. That’s persona and equally important. Don't shrug it off. If you missareport, there
are Warlord Princesin Kagleer who are dready committed to finding out why, and they will descend on
DenaNeheleready to step onto akilling field. Isthat clear?’

“Yes, dr.” Cassdy hestated. “ Do you redly think thiswill be that dangerous?’

“If | thought you’ d be in danger, you wouldn’t be going,” Saetan replied softly. Then he shifted alittle and
continued in hisusud voice. “Y ou should aso send a note to your mother when you send the report.
We |l seethat it reaches her. That should be a daughter-to-mother note. Tell her about your life. Between
those reports and notes, send a note to your father. He won't be concerned about the court; he wantsto
know about you.”

“Why don’t | send them both at the sametime?’ Cassidy asked. “ Then the messenger only hasto make
onetrip to the Keep.”

“It will be good exercisefor the messenger,” Saetan said dryly. “The point isto reassure. Staggering the



noteswill make both your parentsfed better sncethey’ Il hear from you twice as often. And at least once
amonth, write aletter to your brother.”

“Clayton?’

“Yes, Clayton. It doesn’t matter if you' ve never sent him aletter before. It doesn’t matter if he'saways
gotten news about you from your parents. Y ouwon't be in Dharo anymore, Cassidy. Getting a letter
from you that’ sjust for him will matter.”

“| suppose | should send a note to cousin Aaron too.”

“Not required, but definitely agood idea Thismight help.” Saetan called in alap desk, which floated on
ar.

“Oh.” Cassdy pulled it closer. The sdes and back were decorated with carved flowers. The hinged top
was smooth and silky. When she opened the lid, she discovered two sizes of stationery, both decorated
with a C that had been made into aformal crest.

“There are drawers on the Sdes,” Saetan said.

One drawer contained pens and ink. The other contained sticks of wax and three seals. Onewasa
flower, onewasthe crest of her initia, and the other . ..

“Geoffrey and | did alittledigging in thelibrary and found the Grayhaven crest that had been used during
the time when the Gray Ladiesruled. We had the sed made for you.”

“But I’'m not aGrayhaven,” Cassidy protested.

“I wastold it would be appropriate for you to use that crest for your forma correspondence.”

Who told you? Shedidn’t haveto ask. There was only one person Saetan would obey without question.
She didn’t know why Jaenelle thought it was appropriate for her to use that particular crest, but she
wouldn’t argue.

“Thank you.”

“A couple morethings.” He pointed to four large crates. “Two of those contain primersin basic Protocol.
The other two crates contain the more advanced study of Protocol.”

“Won't they beinsulted if | bring those?’

“They’ll be needed. Also, Prince Sadi has set aside some funds as a Queen’ s gift.” He held up ahand,
slencing her protest beforeit could form. “ There are things that you will need that you may not be able to
findin Terralle. Recognizing that you may hesitate to ask for those things from a people who will have
little to spare, Daemon iswilling to bear the cost.”

“How much?’ Cassidy asked. “It would help to know so that I’ m not asking for anything unreasonable.”
“If hefedsyou' re overspending, I'm sure Daemon will let you know,” Saetan replied mildly. “Y ou don't
have an easy task, Cassidy. You'll be the only one who knows the Old Ways and the Protocol that goes
aong with thoseways. You'll be trying to help a people remember who they were. Accept the help we
cangiveyou.”

She felt the blood draining out of her head. “I’Il be the only one who knows Protocol ?”

“Wadl.” Saetan looked alittle guilty. “Youand Vee”

She frowned, puzzled. “WhoisVae?’

*Hi, Theran! Hil*

Vae bounced in front of him, doing her happy dance.

*| have my specid brushes, so you can brush me properly. And the clippersfor my nails. Do you have
Hedersfor kindred? In Scelt we have Hedlersfor kindred. They heal other animalstoo, but they trained
to take care of us. Maybe one of them will have to come and teach your Hedler how to properly clip
nals*

He d fought. He' d proved hisworth as aleader. He wore a Green Jewd . He was the dominant living
maein DenaNehele.

And every time he was around these people, he seemed to stand there with his mouth hanging open while
they ranright over him.

*| will tel Jaenelle you are here,Vae said. * She and the new Queen are doing fussing things. Y ou cannot
edt until they are done doing the fussing things*



Hewaited until he was sure the Sceltie was out of the room and out of hearing. Then he turned to
Daemon and said, “No. Thedog isnhot coming with us.”

“Yes, sheis,” Daemon said in avoice that was pleasant in away that liquefied the bonesin Theran's
legs—and not in agood way. “ She knows Craft, which she will not hesitate to tell you, and she knows
Protocol, which shewill not hesitate to tell you. And she' s decided to go with you.”

“What will it take to keep her here?” Theran asked.

“A lot more than you can afford. Accept it, Prince. Y ou' re taking the Sceltie. Or you' re leaving without a
Queen.”

“Thet' sblackmail!”

“Oo000h, that'saharsh word.” Daemon smiled. “But | won't quibble about it.”

“I suppose you want areport on her too,” Theran said, not bothering to hide the bitterness he and the
other Warlord Princes felt about these reports. They were too close areminder of the “reports’ that had
been sent to Dorothea SaDiablo—and the people who had disappeared one night after those reports
were sent.

“No, that isn't required,” Daemon said, “but V ae has worked out how you'll doiit.”

“How I'll—"

“You'll need to remember the basin of warm water so that you can clean the ink off her paw after she's
told you what to write and puts her mark on the bottom of the page.”

“After she—" He gave up trying to form words and just sputtered. He' d avoided capture, avoided being
leashed, avoided every damn snare that had been set for him, only to find himself chained to a dog.
“Which side of thetriangle are you taking?’ Daemon asked.

Asachange of topic, it wasn’t any better. He felt some bitterness about that too. “ First Escort.” No one
else had been willing to do it. A few of the Warlord Princes had offered to fill the position of Magter of
the Guard, but they still hadn’t found anyone willing to be the Steward either. He' d considered it, but he
would have hated being stuck behind a desk, and as Talon had pointed out, since he was being held
persondly responsible for this new Queen’ swell-being, First Escort was really the only choice.

Then Jeendle Angelline walked into the room, followed by another woman, and Theran’ sfirst thought
was, Thank the Darkness | don’t have to bed her.

His second thought was he was mistaken—this large-boned, gawky femae with the awful red hair and
spots on her face must be acompanion or servant for Lady Angelline. If it weren’t for the Rose Jewel
she was wearing and the fact that she was here, he would have thought she was a hefty farm girl, dl right
for ahit of relief—as|ong as the barn was dark enough—but no one he would consider otherwise.
Mother Night!

Her psychic scent, masked by the power al around him since the High Lord walked into the room
behind the women, hit him amoment later.

Queen.

No!

“Prince Theran Grayhaven,” Jeendle sad, “thisis Lady Cassidy, the Queen who has consented to rule
DenaNehde. Cassdy, thisis Theran Grayhaven’—she glanced at Daemon and her voice took on a
strange, sharp edge—“who has offered to stand as First Escort, if he is acceptable to you.”

“Prince Grayhaven honors me.”

She sounded sincere enough, but he couldn’t read any emotion on that plain face.

“Shall wegointo dinner?” Saetan asked, stepping to one side.

Lady Cassdy hurried out of the room with Jaendlle right behind her. When the High Lord walked out of
the room, the door began to close.

Theran took a step forward, then pulled up short when Sadi’ s hand wrapped around his arm, thelong
nails pricking him through shirt and jacket.

“For aman who haslived in such adangerous Territory, it's odd that you' ve never learned to hide what
you think,” Daemon said too softly.

“I didn’t say anything improper,” Theran snapped.

“You didn’'t haveto. Y ou’ ve made your opinion very clear, Grayhaven. So. Areyou sill going to join us



for dinner, or should | make your excusesfor you?’

“What are you taking about?’ Theran pulled away, unnerved by the chilling contempt he saw in
Daemon’ seyes.

“You regjected Lady Cassidy.”

“I did no such thing!”

“Don’'t lieto me, boyo. You didn’'t even try to hide your opinion when you saw her.”

“Well, what did you expect?’ Theran let some of hisown anger show. “ Do you redly think the other
Warlord Princeswill accept her?’

“That depends,” Daemon said with vicious control, “on whether they’ re looking for someoneto rule their
people according to the Old Ways or trying to picture her riding their cocks.”

“Thisisn't what | bargained for!”

“Thisis exactly what you bargained for,” Daemon replied as he glided toward the door. Then he
stopped and looked at Theran. “Being the last of Jared’ s bloodline got you this much and thisfar. But I'll
tell you thisnow. If you had declared yourself Consort instead of First Escort, I d kill you where you
stand to spare her enduring one minute with you in bed.”

Daemon didn’t open the door. He used Craft to pass through the wood.

Theran sumbled over to achair and sank intoit.

No wonder this Queen had been available. No wonder she hadn’t demanded more compensation for
ruling a Territory. She was a Queen because she' d been born into that caste, just as he had been born a
Warlord Prince.

But no one wanted her. Who in the name of Hell would want her?

They’ d saddled him with a castoff, and he was stuck with her. Dena Nehele needed a Queen too
desperately for him to go back home without her. So he would swallow his pride, go in to dinner, and
bring Lady Cassidy to Dena Nehele to meet the rest of the Warlord Princes. And he would do the best
he could for his people with what little she could offer.

CHAPTER 10

A few steps away from the dining room, Jaenelle had linked arms with Cassidy and pulled her into
another room.

“But,” Cassidy had protested, “ dinner—"

“Will wait.” Jaenelle released her and stepped away. “ What do you think of Grayhaven?”
Cassidy shrugged, not willing to voice her opinion.

Jaenelle pursed her lips. “ As Lucivar would say, if you keep chewing on that gristle, sooner or
later you're going to choke. So just spit it out.”

Those last words wer e snapped out—and Cassidy snapped back.

“ Did you see the look on his face when he realized | was the one who was supposed to go to Dena
Nehele?”

“ Explain ‘ supposed to.””

“He doesn’t want mein his precious Territory, doesn’t want me ruling his people, and as sure as
the sun doesn’t shinein Hell, he doesn’t want to serve me. So why am | doing this?”

“ Because no matter what he wants—or thinks he wants—his land and his people need you,”
Jaendlereplied.

A truth lodged in her heart and throat, choking her. She tried to swallow it, because it shamed
her, but the words tumbled out. “ He feels like my old First Circle.” Like the men who had turned
their backs on her for a younger Queen they found more exciting.

Jaenelle gave her a sharp look. “ Yes,” she said slowly,” he would feel like your First Circle, since
he has something in common with them. He doesn’t belong to you.”

“1 don’'t want himas a pet,” Cassidy snapped. Then added silently, Or anything else.



“Don’'t be obtuse.”

Cassidy shivered at the hint of midnight in Jaenell€’ s voice and remembered to whom she spoke.
“My apologies, Lady.”

Jaenelle walked over to the windows and stared outside for a minute before turning back to
Cassidy.

“ Asimpletruth, Sster,” Jaenelle said. “ Theran Grayhaven doesn’t belong to you. He never will.
He doesn’t under stand that yet, but you need to accept it. As First Escort, consider him your
personal guard and your companion at official functions. In time you might be able to be friends,
and even if you’ re not, you may be able to work well together for the common goal of restoring
Dena Nehele. But he'll never be a member of your court in the truest sense. Don’t expect himto
be.”

An awkward silence filled the room. Awkward for her, Cassidy admitted. Witch simply studied
her—and waited.

“ Shall we join the men for dinner?” Jaenelle finally asked. “ Or should | make your excuses and
send Prince Theran back to Dena Nehele alone?”

TERREILLE

Remembering the previous evening, Cassidy gingerly pulled aside the curtains, looked out agrimy
window, and thought, It s only for a year.

And if therest of the days were anything like the journey to DenaNehele, it would be a long year.

Of course, she probably wasn't the only one counting the days until Theran could take her back to Ebon
Askavi. Especidly after her rglection of the Queen’ssuite.

It had been obvious that people had worked hard to clean up the suite, but she could barely stand being
in the rooms. She couldn’t consider living there. She didn’t know what could have been donein a
Queen’ s bedroom to make the room fed like that, but an oppressive, gleeful cruelty seemed to pulse
fromthewadls.

She had bolted. She'd stood in the halway, trying not to be sick, trying to explain why she couldn’t use
the suite,

Theran had listened, tight-lipped and angry, asif her inability to use the suite that had been prepared for
her was an insult to his people—or confirmed his own opinion of her inadequacy to bethe Territory
Queen. Findly he'd said,” The Lady must do as she pleases.”

Close enough to Protocol. Avoiding the wing of the mansion that Theran had chosen ashisfamily’s
residence, she quickly explored the rest of the available living quarters and found a suite of rooms that
seemed to welcome her, even though the rooms were dusty and clearly hadn’t been used in along time.
The Blood who had been hired as servants scrambled to give the bedroom and bathroom enough of a
cleaning so that she could move in. The mattress and bed linensin the other bedroom were new and
hadn’t absorbed the tainted psychic scent that filled the other suite. The look of relief on the servants
faces when she' d agreed to use them had been painful to see—and had told her more about the Queens
who had ruled here than dl the words Theran had grudgingly offered on the journey.

Thismorning he would introduce her to the other Warlord Princes. One hundred men, including Theran.
All that was left of their caste after the Queens' purges had taken so many men who wouldn’t bend to
Dorothed svision of the Blood. The landen uprisings that had started after Dorotheal staint had been
cleansed from the Realms had taken even more. There must be boysin that caste who weren't included
in that number, but she suspected they were hidden somewhere and were being trained in secret—and
were not something she could ask about until she had gained the adult males’ trust.

One hundred Warlord Princes. How was she supposed to choose the twelve maes required to make a
Firs Circle?

Jeenelle, thank the Darkness, had offered an answer.

“You don’t choose the males who serve,” Jaenelle had said. “ They choose you. Cassie, the total
failure of your First Circle was as much your fault as theirs. You accepted those men because they



said they wanted to serve, but their reasons for wanting it had nothing to do with you. You chose
with your head instead of letting your instincts as a Queen make the decisions.”

“1f I hadn’t chosen with my head, there would have been no court, and that village wouldn’t have
had a Queen.”

Jaenelle s sapphire eyes stared at her, into her. “ They would have survived without a Queen
living within their village borders. That village became available because the old District Queen
no longer wanted to rule more than her home village. The other three Blood villages under her
rule could have gone to one Queen instead of being divided.”

“ But that Queen wouldn’t have been me.”

“No, it wouldn’t have been you. Dharo has a strong Territory Queen and strong Province Queens.
The Blood there can be more indulgent in their choice of District Queens. They didn’t need
someone like you, Cassidy.”

Jaenelle’ swords stung, more so because she' d expected a little sympathy to balance out their
before-dinner “ chat.”

“ They expect meto choose,” Cassidy said. “ How do | choose if I’'m not supposed to choose?”
Jaenelle smiled. While the now-apparent sympathy was the tonic Cassidy needed to soothe her
bruised feelings, the equally apparent amusement made her nervous.

“It'ssimple,” Jaenelle said. “ You stand in front of them and let them all get a look at you. Say
something so they can hear your voice. Then you wait. Many are going to feel disappointed—and
some will feel bitter about it because they don’t realize it’ s part of forming a court. For most of
them, you won’t be the right Queen to serve—at least not in the First Circle. They' Il need to ook
at the other Queens. But the ones who belong to you . . . You may not recognize it immediately,
since you' ve never felt it, but they'll know. Some will approach you and look relaxed or relieved
because they' ve finally found something they’ ve needed. Otherswill be wary when they approach
because they aren’t sure if they can trust the instincts that are pushing them to hand over their
lives and surrender to your rule. As each man approaches, look himin the eyes. If something
inside you says, ‘ This one belongsto me,” then he does.”

“1 don’t want a First Circle filled with Warlord Princes,” Cassidy said.

“That’s not your choice,” Jaenellereplied. “ And, really, they' re sweet men once you get past the
bossiness and temper. | wouldn’t expect more than half the First Circle to be filled with Warlord
Princes, but they get to offer themselves before the other castes of males.”

“ Warlords would be good,” Cassidy muttered. Her four monthsin the Dark Court had shown her
the advantages—and disadvantages—of having so many dominating males working together.
Warlords didn’t tend to argue as much about everything. Of course, the Warlord Princesin the
Dark Court didn’t exactly argue. They just set their heels down and didn’t budge from their
opinion.

“ Oh, one other thing about Warlord Princes,” Jaenelle said just before they rejoined the men.

“ The ones that belong to you will want to sniff your neck. Don’t make a fuss about it.”

“Sniff my neck?’ Cassidy muttered, turning away from the window when someone knocked on the door.
“Comein.”

Birdie, the maid assigned to clean her suite, entered with a hesitant smile and a breskfast tray.

“Good morning, Lady Cassdy,” Birdie said. “The Warlord Princes are gathering to meet you, so
Maydra—she' sthe cook—thought you might like to have your bregkfast in peace. And thought you
might be feding abit nervousin the somach.”

An undercurrent of fear benesth the words.

She' d beentired last night, and distressed by Theran' s attitude toward her aswell as by some of the
things Jaendlle had said, but now that she thought about it, that same undercurrent had been in Dryden,
the butler, and Elle, the housekeeper, aswell. They had been hired because they had experience working
around a Queen’ s court, but they, and the other servants, were dl afraid.

What had those other Queens done to these people?

Hell’ sfire, Cassidy. Those Queens were killed by the storm Witch had unleashed. That should tell



you something.

“Put thetray over there,” Cassidy said. Following Birdieto thelittle table, she lifted the cover off the dish.
Scrambled eggs and buttered toast. A little serving dish of fruit jam. A smal pot of coffee, with cream
and sugar onthe side.

“Thank you,” Cassidy said. “That lookslovely. And please thank Maydraaswell. Thisisexactly the kind
of breskfast | need thismorning.”

“Shelll berdieved to hear it,” Birdie said. “Elle sayswe Il be turning out your roomsfor a proper
cleaning while you' re sdlecting the men for your court.”

If Jaenelle was right about how a court usudly formed around a Queen, the selecting might not take as
much time as everyone thought. Well, there would be plenty of other things to do that would keep her out
of the servants way for afew hours.

Suspecting thiswould be the last bit of solitude she would have for most of the day, Cassidy sat down to
edat aquiet breskfast.

Then athought made her snort. She clamped a hand over her mouth to keep from spraying toast crumbs
al over thetable.

Theran Grayhaven would never be hers, but she wasn't the one who would spend the next year on the
receiving end of Vag sattention.

*Theran? Theran! Those males are not herding properly. They are supposed to stay in thisroom to see
the Queen. | will fetch them.*

“You don't need—"

Why bother? Theran thought as'Vae jumped off the platform that had been constructed for Lady
Cassdy’ saudiences. Thelittle bitch didn’t listen to anything he said anyway, athough she had plenty to
say to him.

Of course, since the other men weren’t being held responsible for the dog’ swelfare, they had no reason
to pay attention to her.

But they were paying attention. Hard not to when a dog was standing on air so that she could bark ina
man’sface. And she wasn't floating at a height where she could nip at their hedls, but was in aposition to
nip SOMeone' s ass.

Vae charged around the room, nipping and barking and issuing orders.

*Come back here! It istime to meet the Queen! Y ou there! Stop! Stubborn sheep.*

The men in the room moved closer to the platform. The oneswho had been wandering returned, curious
about what was causing so much commotion. Some of the men looked amused; some looked alittle
pissed off and were, no doubt, wondering what kind of trick he might be playing.

No question Ranon was more pissed off than amused. The Shaador Warlord Prince worked hisway
closer to the platform, gave the dog, who was now floating in front of him, a pointed look, then said,
“Grayhaven, what isthis?’

| amVae. | anaScdtie. | an kindred. | am awitch. | know my Craft. Y ou are mae and foolish. And
human.*

Ranon blinked. “ A witch? She' sawitch? That' sredly aPurple Dusk Jewel 7’

*Yes* Vaereplied before Theran could respond. * It ismy Birthright Jewel. When | am older, 1 will
make the Offering to the Darkness and get my other Jewel. | am going to help the Queen train her males.
Especidly Theran. Itistime*

Vae spun around and whapped Ranon in the face with her tail. * Theran? Theran! Go fetch the Queen.*
“Yeah, Theran,” Ranon said, stepping back to avoid being whapped in the face again. “ Go fetch.”
Could be worse, Theran thought as he strode toward the previoudy unused wing of the mansion. At
least Cassidy wasn't ayapper asfar ashe could tell. And by the time he escorted Cassidy to the
audience room, and the other Warlord Princes had spent that time with VVae, maybe they’d dl find the
new Queen alot more paatable.

Maybe eating breakfast hadn’t been such agood idea, Cassidy thought as she and Theran walked down



to the audience room.

Hewasignoring Protocol by walking on her right to indicate his Jewel s were dominant instead of walking
on her |&ft to indicate his power wasin her service. He wasn't offering his hand in the traditional escort
position so that she could rest her hand on top of his. Maybe he thought it wasn't necessary to follow
those formdities until they were closer to the audience room, but the servants they had passed had
noticed.

Prince Theran was sending a message that would trickle through the court and through the Blood who
worked in the mansion: the new Queen wasn't worthy of courtesy or respect.

Hewas setting her up to fail before she had achanceto try.

He doesn’'t belong to you. Jaenelle recognized that the moment she saw the two of you in a room
together.

But he was till Grayhaven. The Queen’ s residence was hisfamily’ s home. The town was named after the
Grayhaven estate. Theran’s opinion would matter far more than hers.

Theran opened adoor and said, “ The stairs to the platform are to your left.”

As shewalked into the room and climbed the platform’ s steps, she was aware of the silence that rippled
from the front of the room to the back.

During the hours she’ d spent at the Keep yesterday, Jaenelle had looked through her clothes and made
suggestions for outfits gppropriate for various functions. At first, she' d felt a spike of resentment. She
wasn't a child who needed to be told what to wear. In fact, she wasfive years older than Jaenelle. Then
sheredlized she was being given the confirmation of a Sister, afellow Queen, that her choices were
correct—and the reason for the exercise had been to give her that confirmation, Snce shewasn't likely to
find any where shewas going.

So she' d dressed with care for thisfirst meeting, but she' d dressed for aworking morning in a
court—|ong skirt and matching jacket in adark green that flattered her red hair and pale skin, dong with
apale green shirt.

As shelooked at the men who had made the decision to give their people a Queen from another Realm,
shefdt their disappointment roll over her like aheavy wave. Shedidn’'t dress like a Queen. Shedidn't
look like what they had imagined.

Vae pushed her way to the platform, using shieldsto add heft to her smal body to shove grown men out
of her way.

*These maes are grumpy sheep,* Vae said on adigtaff thread, femaleto femae. Shefloated on air
above the platform to have the best view of the room. *Y ou should choose the ones that belong to you
so the rest can go outside and run.*

*| don't think they want to run,* Cassdy replied.

*| will chasethem. They will run. They will be less grumpy when they aretired.*

She doubted that the Warlord Princes would share Vag' s opinion about what they needed, but the
Sceltiewouldn't care about that. And she wouldn’t care that these men were bigger and some of them
were more powerful. She had ajob to do, and shewould do it.

And so do you, Cassie. So do you.

“Good morning, gentlemen,” she said, using Craft to enhance her voice so that she could spesk ina
normal tone and still be heard at the back of the room. “1 am Cassidy, from the Territory of Dharoin the
Ream of Kadleer. I'm here to help you restore DenaNehele. I'm here to help your people.”
Disappointment. Despair. Bitterness. She felt those things flow around her. More than other
men,Warlord Princes needed a relationship with a Queen to keep them mentally and emotionally
balanced. All that power and lethal temper craved aleash. That was one reason so many bad Queens
had come into power in this Realm. Once the good Queens were destroyed, the Warlord Princes gave
their dlegiance to whatever Queens were available—and became corrupted in the process. Or they held
out, held themsalves back from the very thing they needed, and served an ided instead of awoman.

Not many men could do that—and she needed to remember that, in one way or ancther, al these men
had donejust that.

Disappointment. Despair. Bitterness.



And then aflare of hope.

Wary. Almost angry. But till hope.

She watched the Opal-Jeweled Warlord Prince nudge other men aside in order to stand before her and
gareinto her eyes.

She couldn't tell if his skin was browned by the sun or if he had that coloring in common with Theran.
Dark brown hair and dark brown eyes.

Mother Night.

She held the leash for this angry, wary man, and he knew it. Something about her called to him, and he
couldn’t turn away from her without paying a desperately high price.

“Who do you consider Dena Nehele s people?’ the Warlord Prince asked.

The effort he was making to keep his voice neutrd told her how important her answer wasto him.
“Everyone who lives within the borders of this Territory,” Cassidy replied. “Landensaswell as Blood.”
“What about the Shaador people?’

“Now isnot the time for that, Ranon,” Theran snapped.

“Then when isthetime, Grayhaven?’ Ranon snapped back.

“Who are the Shaador people?’ Cassidy asked.

“What' s |eft of arace who camefrom a Territory that no longer exists. We live on reservesin the
southern part of Dena Nehde, land that was granted to us by the Gray Lady.” Ranon gave Theran a
hostilelook. “Land that' s been trimmed by the hand of every Queen who hasruled since Liauntil there's
barely enough farmland to feed us and not enough healthy woodland to supply the game we need.”
“Now is not the time,” Theran said again, shifting into afighting stance.

“Prince Theranisright,” Cassdy said as Ranon aso shifted into afighting stance. The odds were againgt
Opal being ableto win afight with Green, but Warlord Princes who served in the same court could not
be dlowed to fight. “Now isnot thetime.”

She saw hitternessin Ranon’ s eyes, but she pushed on. “What you have said deserves more thought and
discussonthan | can giveit thismorning. But we will discussthe concerns of your people, aswell asthe
other peoplewho livein DenaNehde”

Hers. She saw it in hiseyes as he relaxed alittle and stepped back from the killing edge. Evenif he'd
hated her answer, he would have served in her court. It would have damaged something inside him, but
he would have served.

Five more Warlord Princes made their way to the front of the room to stand before the platform. The
connection, the need for what she was, wasn't as strong with them as she' d felt with Ranon, but it was
there. For thefirst time, shefdt the weight of being a Queen, of holding livesin her hands.

She stepped back to the center of the platform. As Theran announced each man, he came up on the
platform, knelt before her, and said, “Y our will ismy life. Take what you need.”

Surrender. Loyalty. At least for the next year.

Theran had knelt before her and said those words with Prince Sadi and the High Lord as witnesses. He
hadn’t meant them. They’ d dl known that last night.

But Ranon and the other five Warlord Princes did mean the words—and the fact that they did mean the
wordsterrified them.

Scared her too.

When the chosen stood at the back of the platform, Cassidy turned to Theran. “Who eseiswaiting to be
consdered for the First Circle?”

Helooked at the remaining Warlord Princes, then at her. “Y ou’ re dismissing the men who are here?’

“I don't think they’ re best suited for thisFirst Circle,” Cassdy replied quietly. “1 would like to meet with
the others before making further decisions. But | need some air and sometimeto think. We' |l reconvene
in two hours”

“May | remind you that you have seven males” Theran said, shifting so most of the men couldn’t see that
he was getting angry. “ Y ou need twelve to form acourt. If you dismiss these men now, you may not get
any of them back.”

“I'm aware of that.”



Walkies!Vae shouted. *Y ou maleswill go for walkies now. Y ou can mark the trees. Human maes do
that sometimes. And | will teach you how to play fetch.*

Vaelegped from the platform and sailed over the men's heads, landing in the middle of the room—an
impossible thing to do without Craft. She disappeared for amoment, then popped up shoulder height, her
taill smacking faces as she began herding the men out the door.

Theran was angry. This audience hadn’t gone as he' d wanted, and by turning the Warlord Princes away,
shewas taking the risk of not being able to form a court. If she couldn’t form a court, whatever favors he
had called in would have been wasted, so she couldn’t blame him for feding upset.

Ranon, on the other hand, looked more relaxed as he came up to stand on her |eft sde. Baffled, but
more relaxed.

“She’ sardentlesslittle bitch, isn't she?” Ranon asked, tipping his head to indicate Vae.

Theknot in Cassdy’ s ssomach eased as she watched Warlord Princes obeying a dog because they
couldn’t figure out how not to obey the dog. That, at least, felt like home.

She amiled at Ranon. “ Of course. She'sa Scdltie”

CHAPTER 11

TERREILLE

Gray pressed himsdlf againgt the big sone gardening shed, hislimbstrembling, his heart racing, asif his
body were Hill trying to outrun the nightmaresthat had filled hisdeep last night.

There was a Queen at Grayhaven. He could fedl her presence, even out here. She would be living in that
suite of rooms, in that room, doing . . . things.

His back muscles, which had never fully healed on the | eft Sde, tightened in response to hisfear,
threatening to spasm and leave him helplessto run, to hide until shelost interest in looking for him.,

I’m Grayhaven. I’ m Grayhaven!

Theran’ s blade. He never betrayed his cousin, had protected Theran in the only way he could. Even
when the bitch did those things to him.

He couldn’t remember that. Couldn’t. Theran wasliving in the mansion now. With her. No secrets. Not
anymore. She knew Theran wasthe real Grayhaven.

He couldn’t get near the house. He had tried because Theran wasin there, but he couldn’t get near the
house. Talon had brought him food last night, and the men who worked in the stables had et him use
their toilet and shower so he wouldn't have to go near the house.

Her presencetingled under the land, even here at the edge of what had been the forma gardens. He
didn’t remember that happening the last time. The gardens had been as close to a safe place as there had
been when he' d been a prisoner here. The Queen had him shackled and staked to along chain, likea
pony being put out to graze. Let him stagger around the old gardens—or crawl when histortured body
couldn’'t do more. Left him where he could see the dead honey pear tree, the symbol of the Grayhaven
Queenswho had stood against Dorothea SaDiablo. Dead like their bloodline. Dead for so many years,
but kept as areminder that those Queens had not endured.

Jared had given that honey pear treeto Lia, who had tended it al her life.

Who could say if it was the same tree? But everyone believed it was, and that was dl thet redlly
mattered.

Hope. Life. Love. All dead, likethetree.

That’ swhat the last Queen had taught him.

Then Taon had found him, rescued him. And with Taon’ s help, Theran had done what he could to help
Gray rebuild somekind of life,

Hewasn't what he should have been. He knew that sometimes, could sense that something had been
logt.

Hewould stay here because Theran was here, and Talon was here. But . . .



Hefdt her presence, felt her psychic scent asaheat againgt hisskin.

But it was apleasant hest, like beams of sunlight coming through awindow on aday in early spring.

He peered around the corner of the shed and saw her walking toward him. But not looking for him. No,
shewaslooking at theland.

Her scent said “Queen,” but she didn’t look like a Queen, wasn't dressed like a Queen. Shelooked . . .
friendly. And her hair . ..

He watched as she pulled the pins from her hair and it tumbled around her shoulders and down her back.
He' d never seen red hair. He' d read stories where people had red hair, but he' d never seen anyonein
red life. And she had spots on her face. Why did she have spots on her face? Such pale skin. What color
were her eyes?

With his heart pounding, Gray stepped away from the stone shed and walked toward her dowly,
fearfully. It wasn't safe. It wasn’t. But he wanted, needed, to see the color of her eyes.

Cassidy watched him walk toward her. A good-looking man with a strong physica resemblanceto
Theran, right down to the dark hair and green eyes. Family, perhaps?

A well-toned body of aphysicaly active adult male. But his psychic scent said “youth,” even “boy,”
which was a sure sign of something wrong, and that wasn't good because insdethat body . . .

Warlord Prince. Wild. Wounded.

Mine.

The thought startled her, made her heart pound because it seemed to recognize something about this man
that her mind wasn't ready to acknowledge.

Thiswasn't the same feding of recognition that she' d had with the Warlord Princes who were now in her
Firg Circle. Thiswas different. Persond.

So wounded inside. She could seeit in his green eyes now that he was close enough. He looked like he
was ready to run, and yet he kept moving toward her asif he couldn’t help himself.

“Hdlo,” shesad quietly. “I’'m Cassdy.”

He stopped at the sound of her voice, shifting hisweight from one foot to another, not sureif he should
get closer or step back.

“I'm Gray,” hefindly said, taking another step toward her.

His eyesroamed her face. When he got close enough, he reached out, amost touching her cheek. Then
he snatched his hand back, like aboy who had dmost touched the forbidden.

Wondering what he saw that baffled and intrigued him so much, she touched her cheek to seeiif
something was on her skin.

Oh. Shewrinkled her nose. “Y ou’ ve never seen freckles?’

“Freckles” He said theword softly, asif it were afragile gift. “ Are they just on your face?’

She knew her cheeks flamed with color. She dso knew that, despite the man’s body, it was aboy asking
out of curiogity. Still . ..

“I don't know you well enough to answer that.”

He nodded, accepting.

Hewas half ahead taller than she, if that. It would have been easy enough to look him in the eyesif his
own weren't so busy roaming over her face.

“Did you come out to look at the gardens?’ she asked.

He cringed, asif she had scolded him for doing something wrong.

“| tend the gardens. It'smy job now. | don’t stay in the big house. I'm not in the way.”

Who said you were in the way?

Hisvoice had risen to akind of desperate keening and he looked ready to bolt, so she turned toward
what might have been aflower bed a onetime. “Wdll, you' ve certainly got enough work. Thisland
hasn't been loved inalong time.”

Something changed so suddenly, she gasped in response to that flash of strong emotion. She couldn’t
decipher thelook in Gray’s eyes, couldn’t get afed for where he was now, mentaly or emotionaly.
Which wasn't good because even if hewas diminished in someway, he was still aWarlord Prince and he



outranked her. She couldn’t tell if the Purple Dusk power she was sensing was from his Birthright Jewel
or hisJewd of rank, but either way, it was darker than her Rose.

And then, oddly, she had the fedling that some broken piece inside him suddenly settled back into its
rightful place.

A moment after that, it was asif nothing had happened. Except that Gray seemed alittle lesslike aboy.
“No, it hasn’'t been loved for along time,” he said.

Too many fedings. She'd come out hereto walk and get away from al the fedings, to do something to
ettle hersalf before she went back to the next group of males who would be disappointed in the chosen
Queen.

“Do you have abasket or awhedbarrow?’ she asked.

“We have both.”

“Good. | have an hour before the next meeting, so that’s enough timeto clear abit of ground.”

“Clear ground?’

“Weed the flower bed.”

His eyeswidened. “Y ou can't weed.”

“Yes, | can.”

“But . .. you rethe Queen.”

“Yes”

Herocked back on hishedls, clearly at aloss.

“I’'m the Queen who livesin this house now, so these are my gardens, right?’

“Yes” hesad warily.

“So these are my weeds. And since I’ m the Queen, | can pull weedsif | want to. Right?’

Hewasn't quick to agree. Well, he was a Warlord Prince. They were never quick to agree about
anything. Unlessit wastheir ideaiin thefirs place.

Finaly hesad, “You'll get dirty. It rained last night.”

“I' know it rained. Which meansthe soil will be softer, and the weeds will be easier to pull.”

“But you'll get dirty.” Hefrowned at the hem of her skirt, which had dready picked up some moisiure
from brushing the top of the grass.

“| can”—she looked toward the stone shed, saw him stiffen, and looked the other way—" change clothes
behind those bushes while you get the whedlbarrow.”

Not giving him timeto argue, she hurried behind the bushes, vanished her good clothes, then cdled in the
old shirt and trousers she usualy wore for gardening. As she stuffed her legsinto the trousers, she caught
ahed of her shoe in the hem and hopped for afew steps, saying words her father pretended she didn’t
know.

“Should have used Craft, Cassie,” she muttered as she finally got the hedl clear of the hem. “Passthe
shoe through the cloth and you' re less likely to topple over and fal on your ass.”

Once she got the trousers on, she buttoned up the long-deeved shirt, and quickly braided her hair, using
Craft to secure the end of the braid.

“Good enough,” she muttered as she hurried back to the flower bed, returning at the sametime Gray
arrived with the rattling wheelbarrow.

“These are abit rusty, but | found a couple of short-handled claws that are good for loosening soil and
digging out weeds,” he said. He hesitated, shifting his weight from one foot to the other as he kept
glancing a her face and then looking away.

Finaly hesad, “Your skinisvery pae”

Cassdy wrinkled her nose. “Pale skin goes with thered hair.” Unlike her brother Clayton's, her skin
never changed to that soft gold color when she spent time in the sun. It just went from milk to cooked
lobster.

“Your eyesaren't brown, but they aren’t green ether.”

“The color iscaled hazel. Does't anyone have eyeslike that here?’

Gray shook his head. “ Brown and blue mostly. Some green. None like yours. They're pretty.”

A little flutter of feminine pleasure. The only man who had thought anything about her was pretty was her



father, and fathers never saw daughtersin the same way as other men, so Poppi’sopinion didn't redlly
count.

Which wasn't something shewould ever say to Poppi.

Gray took a step back, asif he wasleaving.

“I' know you have other work to do,” Cassidy said,” but could you stay afew minutes and point out some
of the good plants?’” Shewanted him to stay. This place didn’t fedl aslonely now that she’d met him.
Another hesitation. “Y ou want meto help?’

“If youwouldn't mind.”

“No, | don't mind.” He seemed to be mulling over alot more than spending an hour weeding aflower
bed. “Y ou should wear a hat to protect your face.”

“Oh, 1...” Hewasright, of course. But somehow in the past few minutes he’ d made some transition
from scared younger boy to bossy older boy. Politely bossy, but she remembered a childhood afternoon
vidt with her cousin Aaron, which had been her first experience with being around a Warlord Prince of
any age, and she still remembered that particular tone of bossinessthat no one but aWarlord Prince
could achieve,

“Don’'t you have ahat?’

“Yes, | haveaha, but. .. Youll laugh a my hat.”

“I won't laugh,” Gray said quickly, putting one hand over his heart. Then he thought for amoment and
added, “I'll try not to laugh.”

Good enough.

Shecdled in her gardening hat and plunked it on her head. It was asmple straw hat with awide brim
that kept the sun off her face and neck.

Gray didn’t laugh, but his smile kept getting wider and wider as he studied her hat.

“Why doesit have achunk missng from one sde?’ he asked.

“Because my brother was teasing me last summer and holding it behind his back—and didn’t notice
when the goat snuck up behind him and took abite out of it.”

Hissmile got even wider. “ Shouldn't it have ribbons?’

“I use Craft to keepitin place.”

Nodding, and still smiling, he handed her one of the short-handled claws. “1’ [l show you what does't
belong in thisgarden.”

Wherein the name of Hell did she go? Theran scanned the weed-tangled mess of raised beds that
framed aterrace before he headed for the rest of the formal gardens.

She' d said she wanted alittle air and would be back shortly. That had been over an hour ago. A medl,
and the men, were waiting for her return so they could get on with the rest of these meetings.
Consdering how bad everything looked, what could Lady Cassidy find out here that would amuse her
for solong?

The answer punched his heart. He lengthened his stride as he headed for the big stone shed. It had held
the groundskeeper’ s office at one time, but had become a catchall for unwanted tools. He' d helped Gray
clear out the smaller room in the shed and put in acot, asmal chest of drawers, and abookcase.

Gray was used to living rough. So was he. But here, with the mansion in sight, it seemed . . . meaner,
coarser.

It wasdl Gray could tolerate.

If Cassidy thought she could play with a damaged man just because Gray wasn't able to fight back,
she'd find out the truth quick enough. He, Theran, was't fifteen anymore, didn’ t—wouldn’ t—hide
anymore. And Gray wasn't standing done anymore, facing something that terrified him.

He spotted Gray and hurried toward his cousin, no longer caring if he found Cassidy. A whedlbarrow full
of weedswas on Gray’ sleft and someone—he caught a glimpse of astraw hat—was on the other side
of the whedlbarrow.

“That's cdled pearl of wisdom,” Gray said, pointing to aplant. “ See? The flower has a sheen like the
insde of ashell, and the seedpod looks like apearl. The flower only bloomsfor acouple of weeksin the



oring.”

“Gray,” Theran cdled, wondering what servant had befriended his cousin.

Gray looked around, a queer warinessin his eyes before he spotted Theran.

“Theran!” he said happily.

From the other side of the wheelbarrow, a husky voice said, “ Oh, shit. Theran.”

When she popped up, it took him amoment to recognize her. She was the only person in DenaNehele
who had red hair, but it till took him amoment to recognize her.

Not a Queen. Despite her caste, she was not a Queen.

“Has an hour gone by dready?’ Cassdy asked.

“And then some. We ve held the midday medl, thinking you would be back soon.” He couldn’t keep the
tightness out of hisvoice, couldn’'t even keep it on the right side of respectful.

“My apologies, Prince Theran.” There was atightnessin her voice too as she stood up and vanished that
stupid hat. “I’1l wash up and join you as soon as| can. Pleasetell the men not to wait for me. They
shouldn’t haveto eat cold food just because | lost track of thetime.”

“Weliveto serve” Theran said.

She winced and wouldn’t meet his eyes as she hurried back to the mansion.

Theran watched her for amoment, then looked at Gray. “Areyou al right?’

That queer warinesswas back in Gray’ seyes. “I’'mfine.”

What did she do to you? He couldn’t ask, but he knew something wasn't quite right.

As heturned to go back to the mansion, Gray said,” Theran? She knows the land needsto be loved. The
Queens who have been living here haven't cared about that.”

A message there, but Gray had dways had a sensitivity to the land, being more aware of it than the
people around him were. That sengitivity had heightened after he' d been rescued.

I’mglad you're not afraid of her, Gray, Theran thought as he walked back to the mansion, but what
kind of Queen cares more about digging in the dirt than taking care of the people?

It took most of the afternoon to meet the Warlords who wanted to be considered for the court. Three
bel onged to her and were suited to serve in her First Circle. The others wanted status, safety, something
else. Whatever it was, they wouldn't find it with her.

Severa Warlordswho lived in the town of Grayhaven would be an asset in one of the other twelve
circlesthat made up a court, and she hoped they would accept the offer when the Steward made it on
her behdlf.

Once shefound a Steward. And aMaster of the Guard.

And with every man who wasn't accepted, Theran tensed alittle more.

Toward the end of the afternoon the first, and only, Prince arrived. A middle-aged man whose skin
sagged asif he' d once been hefty but hadn’t eaten well in quite some time and whaose left hand had been
broken and badly healed.

“What do you want, Powell?” Archerr asked in achallenging voice.

“I would like to be considered for aposition in the court,” Powell replied courteoudy, looking at
Cassidy. “I"'m good at organizing schedules and duties.”

“You'reaso good a skimming off a percentage of the Queen’ stithes,” Archerr snapped.

“That was never proved,” Ranon snapped in return.

Why would Ranon defend a man accused of stealing from a Queen? Unless the Warlord Prince knew, or
suspected, something about Powel| that the rest of the men didn’t know.

“Did you gted from the Queen you served?’ Cassidy asked.

“Yes” Powell replied.

Murtters from the Warlords and Warlord Princes who had remained in the room. Snarls from severa of
the Warlord Princeswho werein her First Circle, but she couldn't tell if they were snarling at Powell or
at one another.

“Why?" Cassdy asked.

“The Province Queen | served liked luxury,” Powell said. “Well, they dl did, didn’t they? And it wasthe



tithes from the District Queensthat had to support those luxuries. It was hard to walk through the town
where the Queen lived and see children who were hungry or who were wearing clothes and shoes too
patched and torn to be useful. So sometimes afew coinswould find their way back to afamily for food
or dothing.”

“| see,” Cassidy sad. “Isthat why your hand was broken?’

Powell nodded. “Most people were careful to spread out the spending. One man was not. | claimed to
have given the man some coins from my own wages, and the Queen couldn’t prove otherwise. That's
why she had my |left hand broken instead of maiming the right hand.”

In Kaeleer, a tribunal of Queens would have known you were lying within minutes, Cassidy
thought. But their wrath would have been aimed at the Queen who had mistreated her people and
not you.

“I haveto trust that the people who serve me will work for the good of DenaNehele,” Cassidy said to
Powell. “I understand your reasons, and | can’t say you were wrong. But everyoneisgoing to beliving
lean for awhile, and tithes will be necessary to support the court and take care of the expenses that come
with the court. If you think someoneisbeing tithed unfairly, | need to know. But the amount of thetithe,
unfair or not, will be my decison. Isthat understood?’

“Yes, Lady. That isunderstood,” Powell said.

“Inthat case, are you willing to wear the Steward’ sring?’

Silence. Disbdlief from Theran that he didn’t bother to hide. Surprise from the other menin her First
Circle. Except for Ranon. He looked thoughtful.

“1 would be honored to serve as your Steward,” Powell said.

A commotion at the back of the room. Anger and resistance coming from the men nearest the door.
Anger and aflash of worry coming from Ranon.

Vaelaunched hersdlf into the men, using shieldsto plow awide path that left several men staggering to
keep their balance.

*Bad males!* Vae shouted. *Bad!*

The men glanced at the platform, then stepped away, since Cassidy wasn't cdling Vae off.

A woman, awitch, approached the platform.

“Your kind shouldn't be here,” Theran said at the same time Ranon said, “ Shira”

Heloves her, Cassidy thought, watching Ranon’ s effort to remain neutrd. But he didn’t want her to
come here. Why?

“I have as much right to be here as you do, Theran Grayhaven,” Shirasaid. Her omitting histittewasa
deliberate dap in the face. “Y ou can trace your bloodline back to Jared. | can trace my bloodline back to
Jared’ scousin Shira. Soif | don’'t belong here, neither do you.”

Since that particular verba dap |eft Theran speechless, Cassidy jumped in. “What can | do for you,
Sga?

Shiralooked a her. “1 want to offer my services. I'm afully qudified Heder and—"

“That'snot al you are,” Theran snapped.

No, that wasn’t al Shirawas. The hourglass pendant she wore above her Summer-sky Jewe proclaimed
her to be something more powerful—and more dangerous—than aHedler.

“I'm not ashamed of what | am,” Shirasaid.

“Why should you be?’ Cassidy asked. “Y ou’ ve completed your training in the Hourglass s Craft?’ The
question was aformality. The pendant Shirawore, with al the gold dust in the bottom half of the
hourglass, indicated a Black Widow who had completed her training and could spin the tangled webs of
dreams and visons, aswell as help people caught in the Twisted Kingdom. The Black Widows were
aso the caste of witcheswho were well versed in the making and use of poisons.

“Her kind were outlawed generations ago,” Theran said.

“You' reanatura Black Widow?' Cassidy asked Shira

“That' sthe only kind there arein DenaNehele,” Shirareplied.

“The pendlty for training anyonein that Craft isexecution,” Theran said.

Ranon snarled a Theran.



“Gentlemen,” Cassidy said, using Craft to enhance her voice. She waited until they had dl quieted down.
Then waited until a couple of Warlords got done swearing after V ae nipped them because they didn’t
quiet fast enough to suit the Sceltie.

“I’m here because you wanted a Queen who knows the Old Ways of the Blood, who lives by the Old
Ways of the Blood, and who will require that you live by that Protocol and code of honor. That meansa
good many thingsthat you knew no longer apply.” Cassidy turned in her chair and looked at Theran.

“Y ou say Black Widows were outlawed. How many of the Queenswho controlled Dena Nehele had
Black Widowsin their courts? My guessisdl of them did. What was outlawed were the Black Widows
who wouldn’t servein those courts. The ones whose skills would endanger a Queen who was hated.
“WE re going back to the Old Ways, gentlemen, and in the Old Ways the Hourglass is an honored caste
of witches. They are not outlaws. Their training is not outlawed.” Cassidy turned to look at Shira. “If you
accept the position of court Healer, you would have to reside here. Are you prepared to do that?’

“I am,” Shirareplied.

“Then welcome to the court, Siter.”

*Y ou' re forgetting something, Lady,* Theran said. *We don't have acourt. There are only eleven
maes*

*No,* Cassdy said, *there s—* Gray, shefinished slently.

Hewasn't going to be part of her court. Couldn’t be part of her court. Not as he was.

But he could have been—should have been—if he had been whole.

Ranon looked at the men on the platform, his expression grim. He too must have just redlized they didn’t
have an officia court.

“Isthe other Warlord Prince ill planning to present hims=lf?” Ranon asked.

Theran shot him ahogtile look. “Heis.” A glance a the windows. “He Il be here as soon as the sun sets.”
And this Warlord Prince, whoever heis, isthe reason the men who weren’t selected have been
waiting.

Folding her hands on the table, Cassdy |ooked at the windows at the other end of the room.

“He'll be here soon,” her cousin Aaron had said, glancing out a window. “ The sun has almost
She knew what it Sgnified when someone wasn't usudly available before sunset. So she knew what
these men werewaiting for.

He arrived within minutes after the sun had gone down, too soon to have taken care of his own needs.
An older man, maimed by battles. Sapphire Jewd, which made him the dominant male. But it was more
than that. As she watched him approach, she aso watched the other men and had aflash of ingght
gleaned from her monthsin the Dark Court. She' d seen the menin that First Circle, including her cousin
Aaron, step aside for Andulvar Y adanawith the same respect the men in thisroom were showing this
demon-dead Warlord Prince. He had trained them, had been an honorary uncle or asurrogate father to
many of them.

They had survived because of what he' d taught them.

Helooked straight ahead while he walked the length of the room, finally looking at her when he reached
the edge of the platform.

She felt the punch of that connection—and felt the same wariness she saw in hiseyes. He hadn't
expected to fed that pull. Neither had she. She would have accepted him into the First Circle because of
the fedlings she was sensing from her other males, but she hadn’t expected him to belong to her.

She watched him climb the stairs, then rose when he approached the table.

Protocol. Her insides were quivering because he was, without question, the most dangerous man in the
room. But she knew the words and the rituals, not just for dealing with aWarlord Prince, but for degling
with the demon-dead.

“Prince” shesad.

“Lady.” Hetipped hishead in adight bow. “1 am Taon.” His eyes narrowed as he studied her face. “Do
you know what | am?’

She amiled dightly. “My Madter of the Guard.”



He couldn’t hide his surprise. “I am honored, Lady, but that wasn't what | meant.”

“Y ou' re demon-dead. I'm aware of that.”

“That doesn't bother you?’

“Why should it?” She saw aheat in Talon'seyes. A hunger. That was adanger with having one of the
demon-dead wa king among the living. “ Prince Theran, would you bring in abottle of yarbarah?1’m sure
Prince Taon would appreciate aglass.”

“A bottle of what?" Theran asked.

Cassdy frowned at Theran. *Y arbarah. The blood wine.”

Blank expression. And Taon's expression was equally blank.

Hdl’ sfire, Mother Night, and may the Darkness be merciful.

“You're unfamiliar with that particular vintage?’ Cassdy asked Taon.

“Can't say I'veheard of it,” hereplied warily.

“Wadll, then.” What had he been consuming if he didn’t know about yarbarah?

Best not to think about that because she was certain that whatever had been given had not been given
according to the Protocol and rituals that had been created for transactions between the living and the
demon-dead.

She called in the smple wooden box her father had made for the gift the High Lord had given her when
she' d finished her apprenticeship in the Dark Court. Pressing the two spots on the Sdesto release the
latches, she removed the cover, revealing the smal silver cup and silver-handled knife. She set the cup on
the table, pushed up her left deeve, and, before anyone knew for certain what she intended, picked up
the knife and opened aveinin her wrist.

A wash of sounds and protests was drowned out by the snarl of a Sceltie who knew her Craft.

*Stay!* Vae growled. * Thisis ceremony!*

Ceremony. Ritud. Sometimes formal, sometimes casud, but ways, always precisein theintention.

As soon asthe cup wasfilled, she turned the blade of the knife flat againgt her wrigt, hiding the wound as
she used the Hedling Craft she’ d been taught to sedl thiskind of cut.

Setting the knife on the table, she held out the cup to Taon. “Fredly offered,” she said, knowing every
man in the room would remember the words. “ Fredly taken.”

Taon hesitated, then took the cup, his hunger apparent in hisface. “Y ou honor me, Lady.”

Two swalows. That wasdl the cup held. But blood fredly offered had a different flavor from blood that
was soured by fear.

Taon recognized the difference, even if he wasn't quite sure of the reason.

He set the cup on the table with grest care.

“Isthat dog going to bite meif | hed your wrist?” Shiraasked.

In answer, Cassidy held out her wrigt, al the permission her Hedler needed.

As soon as Shirafinished the healing, Cassidy vanished the cup, knife, and box, preferring to clean them
in private.

Shelooked at Theran. Was herdlieved aformal court was established? Upset about her offering her
blood to Talon? She couldn’t read him, couldn’t tell what he was thinking.

And she suddenly felt too tired to care.

“Gentlemen, it'sbeen along day. Prince Powell, please send the Province Queens my regrets and ask
them to meet me tomorrow morning.”

Tenseslence.

“Aren’t the Province Queens aware that the Warlord Princes chose a Territory Queen?’ Cassidy asked.
“There are no Province Queens,” Talon said.

“All Territories are divided into Provinces and Didtricts,” Cassidy said. “ There must be Province
Queens”

“They al died two yearsago,” Tdon said. “The psychic storm that swept through Terrellletook al of
them.”

Cassdy sank into the chair behind the table. “ Digtrict Queens?’

“A few,” Taon said. “ The oneswho are too old or weak to be athreat to anyone. Or the onestoo



young to form acourt and rule anything.”

Hdl’sfire, Mother Night, and may the Darkness be merciful. She’ d thought the Warlord Princes of Dena
Nehele had gone outside their own Territory because there wasn't a Queen they were willing to haverule
over dl of them. Theran hadn’t said there weren't any Queensto help her.

She pressed both handsflat against the table and closed her eyes. What was she supposed to do?

Poppi laying out the pieces of wood, the nails and screws, the tools.

“When you’ re not sure of what you’ ve got, Kitten, lay it all out and take a look,” he said. “ Then
you decide if you can make something out of what you’ ve got, even if it wasn’t the thing you had
in mind. Or you figure out what else you need in order to make what you want.”

“Prince Powell,” Cassidy said, keeping her eyes closed because it was easer to ded with them al when
sheimagined she was talking to Poppi or her brother, Clayton. “1 need amap of Dena Nehele that will
show methe whole of the Territory and the Provinces. Then | need maps of each Province that will show
medl thetowns, villages, and cities, both Blood and landen.”

“I'll look in the Steward' s office and seewhat | can find,” Powdll said.

“Then | need alist of dl the Queensin Dena Nehde, where each one lives, and what Jewels she wears.
That includesthe girlswho aren't yet old enough to rule. | so need alist of the Warlord Princes, where
they live, and their rank. Prince Talon, you' |l bein charge of obtaining that informetion.”

“That won't be easy,” Ranon said. “The Shaador Queens who are left survived by not making their
whereabouts known. None of them are going to want to be on ahunting list.”

Cassidy opened her eyes and looked at Ranon. “ Then you' |l have to convince them.”

A flash of something in hisdark eyestold her how deeply hisloyaties were being chadlenged—and his
choicewould tell her whether she could trust him.

Helooked in her eyesand said, “Y our will ismy life”

“Anything ese?’ Cassdy asked. When no one spoke, she pushed her chair back and stood up. “In that
case, gentlemen, | would prefer to dinein my roomsthis evening, so I’ll bid you agood evening. Lady
Shira, would you join me?’

Shiralooked startled and stammered her answer. 1t would be my pleasure, Lady.”

Cassidy didn't give Theran timeto protest or even think to offer himself as escort, which he should have
done. Shedidn’t care how it looked or what the men thought. She hustled Shira out of the room, and the
only person who made an effort to catch up to themwas Vae.

“Y ou didn’'t want to dine with your court?” Shiraasked.

“Not tonight,” Cassidy replied.

“Areyou feding tired because of the blood |oss?’

*Sheisjudt tired of talking to malesVae said, trotting ahead of them. *Y ou are female, so you are not
yappy like males*

Vaeturned a corner, leading the way back to Cassdy’ s suite. The two women walked in silence for a
minute. Then Shirasaid, “Is she dways so honest?”’

Cassidy sghed. “ She' sa Scdltie”

CHAPTER 12

TERREILLE

Gray rolled the wheelbarrow to the edge of the partially weeded flower bed, just as he' d done for the
past few days. weeded flower bed, just as he' d done for the past few

Cassie hadn’t come back. She knew the land needed to be loved, and he' d thought she' d enjoyed
working in the garden. So why didn’t she come back?

He d felt good working with her, listening to that husky voice as she asked him questions about the
flowers. Smdling her, athough he hadn’t dared get close enough to get agood sniff.

He dreamed about her |ast night. Not abad dream like he had sometimes about the other Queen. Inthis



dream, Cassidy was helping him into abeautiful coat that had been made just for him. But it didn’t quite
fit. It frustrated him—and scared him—that it didn’t quite fit. Then Cassie had smiled sadly and told him
the coat couldn’t be changed. If he wanted to wear it, he would haveto change until it fit him theway it
should.

Hewoke up with his heart pounding, on the verge of tears. He wanted to wear that coat. Had been born
to wear that coat. But he didn’t know how to change to makeit fit.

Cassie knew. Cassie would help him changein the right way.

Why didn’t she come back?

Maybe he could find Theran. Maybe he could go inside the house long enough to find Theran and ask
why Cassie hadn’t come back.

Shivering at the thought of being inside those walls again, Gray turned to look at the house. . . and saw
Cassie sanding right there, holding alargetray.

He yelped. Shejumped back, and the dishes on the tray rattled. He jumped forward to grab the
tray—and his hands closed over hers. Touched her skin.

He stared at their hands and wanted to touch her skin forever.

“Gray? Areyou dl right?’ she asked.

“What?’

“I'msorry | gartled you. | guessyou didn’t hear me cdling.”

“Y ou caled me on apsychic thread?’ His heart pounded, but he wasn't sureif it wasfear or happiness.
Cassie looked startled. “ Oh. No. | didn’t want to intrude.”

“Youwouldn't beintruding.” Hewanted to hear her insde his head, wanted to fedl her ingde him. But . .
. maybe not too far insgde him. Even if she aready knew the secret the other Queen had tried to rip out
of hismind, maybe it wasn't safeto et her insdetoo many of hisinner barriers. But he wouldn't have to
open any of hisinner barriersin order to talk to her on a psychic thread.

“I brought some breskfast,” Cassidy said. “1 wasn't sureif you'd eaten yet, so | brought enough for
two.”

“I could eat.” He d gotten some food from the stable hands, but not enough to fill him.

Cassidy used Craft to balance the tray on air. Then she poured coffee for both of them. Splitting two rolls
so they formed pockets, she handed oneto Gray before spreading athin layer of jam insde the other and
filling it with scrambled eggs.

“Egg sandwich,” Cassidy said, smiling. “My father would make these out of whatever eggs were left over
from breakfast, and put them in achill box to et later in the morning when he took abreak from his
work. For al the yearsthey’ ve been married, I'm ill not sure he knows that my mother cooks extra just
s0 he can make his egg sandwich.”

Gray suffed theroll with scrambled eggs, then smeared allittle jam on part of theroll. Hetook abiteand
made aface.

“Too sweet?’ Cassidy asked.

“Yes,” hesaid, glad he hadn’t smeared any more of therall. “But it' sgood,” he added quickly.

She laughed. She had awonderful laugh, warm and earthy. Not the bright, brittle sound of cruelty.

“My mother and | like the jam with the eggs. My brother prefersthisred sauce that’ salittle spicy.”
“That sounds better.”

She gave him an odd |ook—and an even odder smile. Not bad, just odd.

He ate his sandwich and drank his coffee, not sure what else to do.

“You didn’t come back,” he said quietly. “I brought the barrow out for you each day, but you didn’t
come back.” He' d also watered that flower bed late each night so the ground would stay rain soft and be
easer for her to dig.

“| wanted to come back, but there' s been an awful lot of work to do. All these meetings and reports. . .
Every timel’vetried to take an hour in the garden, Theran has herded me to another meeting. | think he's
spending too much time with Vag, and he' sturning into a Sceltie.”

Gray laughed. He d met the Sceltie and was more than willing to play a short game of fetch with her, but
she did spend more time with Theran.



Cassidy poured more coffee for both of them. “Last night | decided | can only work so long and so hard
without taking sometime for myself, and | can spend some timein the garden each morning before
getting cleaned up for the business part of the day.”

Gray felt light enough to float. “Y ou’ re going to come every day?’

She nodded. “I need some time to be Cassidy before | have to be *the Queen.” | know there' s so much
work to be done, but | need sometime in the garden. | need thistime.”

Me too.

He set his cup back on thetray. “Then let’s not waste the time you have to be Cassidy.”

Smiling, Cassdy headed back to the house. Her arms and shoulders were alittle tired and achy, but it
was agood feding to let her body work while her mind rested. Or while her mind focused on something
bes des maps and lists and persuading wary men to trust her enough to give her accurate information.
The Warlord Princes didn’t trust Queens. They needed them for themselves and for the rest of Dena
Nehele, but they didn’t trust the caste of witches who had represented abrutal control for solong. Even
the males who belonged to her were circling warily, and each action, each piece of information offered,
was away of testing the ground to find out what she would do, how she would respond.

Shiratoo was wary, but that had to do with her being a Black Widow and coming from the Shaador
reserves. She wasn't used to being accepted.

Were Shiraand Ranon lovers? Or were they still dancing around each other?

Not her problem—she hoped. But wouldn't it be lovely to watch two peoplefdl inlove?

About the only person here whom she could smply talk to was Gray, but even Gray was struggling with
something whenever he was around her. At least they could talk about plants. At least there wasthe
companionship and satisfaction of working together and seeing results.

Hours spent poring over maps might accomplish something in the long run, but an hour spent weeding a
flower bed provided results she could see.

And Gray had provided her with something ese thismorning. She' d dready sent her first report to Prince
Sadi and anote to her mother, but now she had areason to write to Clayton—and wouldn’t her brother
be surprised at her request to send her ajar of the red sauce he liked so much?

Her smile widened to agrin as she pictured Clayton’ s face when he read the note. Y es, this morning—
“Lady.”

—had been agood morning. “Prince Theran.”

“Prince Powd | has been waiting to go over the reports with you.”

“The Steward has plenty to do,” Cassidy said with siff polite-ness. “ Taking to me an hour ago or an
hour from now won't make any difference. And if | wastruly needed for something immediately, | wasn't
hard tofind.”

Theran'slipstightened, asif he was struggling to hold back words that shouldn’t be said.

“Now if you'll excuse me, Prince, | need to get ready for the day’ swork.”

He stepped aside, letting her pass.

She wanted to like him, if for no better reason than he was her First Escort and that required them to
work closgly. But as she walked to her suite, she wondered if it was worth the effort to try to likeaman
who was making it more clear every day that hedidn’t like her.

Bitch.

Theran stared at the gardens, at the plot of ground that was noticeably cleaner, and at his cousin who
was gill out there, swesting too hard over some damn patch of dirt. A wrong move when the back
muscles were tight and tired and Gray would be down for days, sedated to quiet the pain.

But Cassidy had to have her ground cleared instead of focusing on what needed to be done, so Gray
was out there working too long and too hard.

Damn her. Why couldn’t she leave the boy aone?

He' d done his best to keep her occupied, to pile up the work until she didn’t have aminute to think
about playing with Gray and pushing the boy to tidy up the posies. But he hadn’t gotten to her room fast



enough this morning to stop her, hadn’t even known she' d left her rooms until he' d knocked on her door
to find out when she planned to get to work and Birdie had told him she was dready gone.

Gone. Y eah, she was gone. And how long would it be before she got tired of watching Gray dig up
weeds and figured out something €l se she could do with him?

Not going to happen, Theran thought as he went back into the house. He and Gray were the same
height, the same build. They both had dark hair and green eyes. The women he' d bedded had
considered him a good-looking man and skilled enough to be welcomed back for a second night.
Hedidn't want Cassidy. Who would? But her voice was the kind that could heat aman’s blood—as
long ashe didn't haveto look at her face.

So he' d do hisduty to court and family—and give Lady Cassdy enough reasons not to give Gray
another thought.

Theran couldn’t put off the unpal atable duty any longer. Cassidy had retired to her suite, and the First
Circlewas ready to have an hour or two without dancing for the Queen’ s pleasure. Not that there had
been any dancing. Or much of anything else once they had gathered in this Sitting room after dinner.
Picking up the shawl Cassidy had left behind, he smiled at the other men and started to open the sitting
room door. “Guessthisismy signd.”

Startled slence.

“Meaning what?" Ranon asked, Sitting up Straighter in hischair.

“Y ou know.”

“I thought that duty wasn't required of aFirst Escort,” Talon said.

Theran shrugged. “Not required, but it can be requested.”

Hewasn't sure about that. Wasn't sureif offering wasn't crossing some line according to those books of
Protocol Cassidy had brought with her. But he figured awoman who hadn’t gotten aride for afew days
wasn't going to turn down an offer, even if it wasn't drictly following the damn rules.

“Theran,” Ranon said, sounding concerned. “ Are you sure about this?’

Hewasn't sure about anything except that he had to do something to keep Gray safe. He smiled again. “I
can fulfill my dutiesto the Queen. When it comesright down to it, al women look the samein the dark.”
A rustle of material outside the room, but no one was there when he opened the door.

Hell’ sfire. Had amaid been standing there eavesdropping? Didn’'t matter.

Hetook histime walking up to that wing of the house, but he till arrived a Cassidy’ s door much too
soon. He knocked twice, and when shefinally opened the door, he noticed that the spots on her face
seemed to be popping out of her pale skin more than usua.

“Issomething wrong?’ he asked.

Shejust stared at him.

“Y ou left your shawl down in the Sitting room.”

No response.

“May | comein?

“No.” Hoarsdly spoken, asif she was fighting back some strong emotion.

“Lady?

“All women may look the samein the dark, but al men don't fed the same. In fact, awoman will find out
more about aman’ strue nature in the dark than she'll ever seeinthelight of day.”

Hell’ sfire. She was the one who had been standing outside the door. “L ook, | just—"

“| don’'t need your penis, and | don’t need your pity.”

She dammed the door in hisface, and amoment later he felt a Rose lock on the door.

“Shit,” Theran muttered. He folded the shawl and |eft it outside her door—and wondered how much
groveing he would haveto do in the morning.



CHAPTER 13

TERREILLE

All women look the same in the dark.

Did you really think | was excited about being with you? | worked damn hard in your bed,
Cassidy, and thank the Darkness you never wanted a ride in daylight.

All women look the same in the dark.

Five years when you were all | could have. At least with Lady Kermilla | won't need a drug to
keep myself hard in order to fulfill my duties.

All women look the same in the dark. All women. All women.

Dreams. Memories. Lashed by words spoken by her previous Consort on the day he left her court and
by Theran last night, Cassidy headed for the gardens as soon as there was enough light. She couldn’t stay
in the house, couldn’t breathe in the house.

It hurt to think, hurt to fed, hurt to remember.

Theran didn’t want her, wasn't even supposed to make that kind of offer. A First Escort wasn't a
Consort. Shedidn’t want a Consort. Didn't want another man telling her she wasn't good enough, pretty
enough, hot enough, arousing enough, whatever enough she wasn't, because she could only be who she
was, and she didn’'t want to be hurt like that. Not ever again.

And even now, when she should have been free of that kind of pain because no man here was required
to warm her bed, Theran had shoved that truth in her face.

She was good enough when bedding her could be used to feed ambition or provide relief, but shewould
never be wanted for hersdlf.

“Notoals,” she muttered. “Need tools.”

She entered the big stone shed as quietly as possible, but the clunk of shovels was enough to have Gray
pulling aside the old blanket that served asadoor to hisroom.

“Cassdy?’

Couldn’t talk to him now. Couldn’t talk to anyone. “Go back to deep, Gray. It'searly. | just needed to
get sometools.” Shove, hoe, rake, short-handled claw.

“Y ou' re going to start weeding now?’

“Yes” Hard to hold al of them. Easier to vanish them and call them back in when she got to the bed
where she planned to work. But she didn’t want easier. Not today. Easier wouldn't help her run from the
words.

“Okay,” Gray sad. “I'll just—"

“No.” Casddy tried to hold back anger, hurt, al the fedlings that wanted to lash out a someone, anyone.
“I need to work aone. Y ou need to leave me done.”

She ran from the shed and stopped at a part of the garden that looked like it hadn’t been touched in
years. The ground here wasn't soft like the bed she’ d been working on with Gray. This ground would
require muscle, swest, even pain.

Nothing easy. Not here.

All women look the same in the dark.

Did you really think | was excited about being with you?

She had to move. Had to. Work. Move. Keep moving. Don’t think. Because if she let the words keep
ripping at her heart, she' d smply lie down and not get up again.

Ebon ASKAVI

Lucivar closed the door of the Sitting room, took a moment to get afed for what kind of temper he was
about to mest, and didn’t like the answer. Didn't likeit at all.

“Dracatold meyou were here,” he said.

Daemon turned away from the windows. “1 received thefirst report from Cassidy.”

“Isshedoing dl right?’



Daemon smiled dryly. “Hard to say. | think she was nervous about writing the report and wastrying hard
not to say anything negative, S0 it’sabit lean on information. However, she did say that her Magter of the
Guard is a Sapphire-Jeweled Warlord Prince who is demon-dead. Since yarbarah isn't avintage known
in DenaNehele, she requested that some bottles be sent to her, paid for by the Queen’ s gift.”
“You'retaking care of those bills, aren’t you?’

“I am. And since a least haf of the yarbarah made in Kaeleer comesfrom our family’ svineyards, |
decided to deliver acouple of cases persondly.”

“Y ou mean deliver them personally asfar asthe Keep herein Kagleer. You can't goto Terrellle”
Daemon stiffened. His eyes began to glaze. “ Are you giving me orders, Prick?’ he asked too softly.
“I'mteling you I'll help you follow our Queen’scommand, even if that meanswe |l both need aHeder
by thetime the discusson isdone.”

Daemon looked away. “ Did Father tell you what happened?’

“Hetold me deding with Theran Grayhaven opened up some old wounds,” Lucivar replied. Saetan had
told him more than that, and what their father hadn’t said he could guess.

“Did hetdl you | attacked Jaendlle€?’

Mother Night. Lucivar blew out abresth, not sure how to answer that.

“Did hetel you the Sadist wasin bed with her?’

Oh, now. That he knew how to deal with. “Theway | heard it, Daemon attacked Jaendlle while caught
in an old, bad memory, and the Sadist enjoyed asnuggle that included alot of moaning and severa
climaxes”

“What?’

Hell’sfire, he'sfragile.

“The Sadist uses sex asaweapon,” Lucivar said, “but the Sadist rises out of temper, not desire.
Usudly.”

Daemon swayed—and L ucivar had the queer sense of circling around amemory . . . about another time
and place when Daemon had come to him, dready mentdly fragile, and he had lashed out with words
that had created awound that would never fully hedl. Even now.

“Old son, Daemon makeslove to Jaenelle, but the Sadist dances with Witch,” Lucivar said gently. “Not
out of hate or temper; he dances with her out of desire. But thistime, for whatever reason, shedidn’t
meake that transition with you—and it scared you.”

“Wouldn't it scare you?’

“Tch. Y ou scare the shit out of me when you' re the Sadist. But you don't scare her. Y ou don’t scare
Jeendle”

“| did scare her.”

“Yeah, well, not as much asyou think. And | figure scaring her once in awhile hel ps her remember what
you' re feding when she does something that scares you. Which, you have to admit, she doeson aregular
bass”

Daemon’ sresponse was a brief, reluctant smile to acknowledge that particular truth. Then the smile
faded. “Haveyou ever ... 7’

Pain there. Fear there. And too damn close to one of those emotional scarsthat created aline Daemon
couldn’t cross anymore. Not without paying too high aprice.

“Just say it,” Lucivar sad.

“Do you ever fed possessive about Marian?’

Lucivar sat back on air, asif he were ditting on astool. “Most of thetime, | think of mysdf asMarian’'s
husband, or | think of her as an independent woman who liveswith me and is the mother of my son. But
when Marian and | first became lovers, she moved into my bedroom—and into my bed. So there’ snot a
night that goes by that I'm not saying ‘Mine.” ”

Daemon turned to look at him. Lucivar couldn’t tell what was going on in his brother’ smind or heart, but
he knew what he said here and now would matter. Really matter. So he took amoment to choose his
words.

“Marian comesto my bed every night, but some nightsit feds different. Occasondly I’'min bed before



her, and when | see her walking toward the bed, watch her get into bed, | fed . . . different. | don’t have
thewordsfor it, Daemon. | just fed different. More. . . dangerous. It' s not like the rut. When this
happens, I'm gtill there. My brainis il there. But something changesinsde me, and | don't see her the
sameway.

“I don’t know what she seesin my face, in my eyes. Sometimes when she getsinto bed, she' s nervous
but excited. Aroused. And sometimes she' s scared. Of me. Of whatever | am when that feding fillsme.”
Their eyesmet. Held.

“What do you do?’ Daemon asked softly.

“On the nights when she’ s nervous and excited, the sex is. . . more. It hasaflavor it doesn't have any
other time.”

“And on the other nights?’

“I'll kiss her once, because | need to. And I’ hold her while she degps. But | won't have sex with her.
Evenif I'm ready to burst and she says she' swilling, | won't have sex with her when | can smell her
fear.”

Lucivar took a breath and blew it out. Not an easy thing to talk about, even with a brother he loved.
Not something he' d ever admitted to anyone before.

“Want some advice?’ he asked.

“Yes”

“Some night soon, when nothing isriding you, when you' refeding easy, invite Jaendleto your bed. To
the bed that’ s yours, not hers.”

“To prove that the Sadist won't dways be there?’

“Oh, no. No, Daemon, the Sadist will risein aheartbesat to defend your most private bit of territory. But |
don’t think he'll hurt Jaendlle. HE Il play games. That’ swhat he does. But he won't hurt her.”

He felt achange insde Daemon, pieces that would never be completely whole settling back into place.
“I'll take the yarbarah to DenaNehele,” he said. “1’d like to get alook around, and thisis a good excuse.
And I'd liketo get alook at this demon-dead Warlord Prince.”

“Which meansyou won't be back until later tonight.”

“I'll et you know when | get back to the Keep.”

“All right. Anything | can do here?’

Lucivar gave Daemon alazy, arrogant smile. “Y ou feding brave?’

Daemon groaned.

“It' smarket day. | was going to entertain the little beast for a couple of hours so Marian could go down
to Riadaaone”

Daemon groaned louder, but this groan sounded less sincere.

“Fine. All right,” Daemon said. “For Marian.”

“Of course”

Daemon laughed, and the sound had Lucivar breathing easy again.

“Will you bedl right going to Terreille?” Daemon asked.

“I'll befine”

Daemon hestated. “You'll shidd?’

Lucivar vanished the two boxes of yarbarah. “ Of course. | have to set agood example.” Sipping the
hunting knife out of its sheath, he studied the blade for amoment before deciding it was a sufficient
wespon to wear openly. “Is Surredl still pissed off at me for chewing on her because she didn’t shield
before she went into that spooky house?’

“She doesn't automatically swear anymore when she hears your name, so | think she' s getting over it.”
Lucivar grinned. “In that case, it’ stime to get some other woman riled up.”

TERREILLE

She had to move. Had to work. Move. Work. Keep moving.
Whenever she stopped for amoment, her hands throbbed in time with her heart, and she knew that



wasn't good. But the words were there, waiting to cut, jab, tear. The painin her back, arms, shoulders,
and hands kept the words at bay. Formed awall that the other hurt couldn’t breach.
So she kept working, kept moving, kept the words at bay.

“How long can she keep that up?’ Ranon asked, sounding worried.

Theran shook his head as he watched Cassdy. Asthey all waiched Cassdy. Since early thismorning,
the First Circle had been gathering on the terrace to watch their Queen tear into the gardens.

So shegot up feding pissy. If she hadn’t been eavesdropping, she would have had agood ride last night
and would have been feding just fine thismorning.

But shewas out there digging in that damn garden so everyone would know little Cassidy wasfedling
pouty.

She' d snapped at Ranon when he' d gone out to talk to her, told him flat out to leave her done. And
when he, Theran, had approached her, she had screamed at him. Screamed. Scared Gray so much the
boy had been hovering around the terrace ever since.

She'll stop when she getstired of playing the wounded party, Theran thought. Hell’ sfire, it’s not
like I actually did anything.

“What in the name of Hell isgoing on here?’

Theran spun around and stared at the Red-Jeweled Eyrien standing in the doorway. A Warlord Prince
whose glazed gold eyeswere awarning that the man was standing closeto the killing edge, if hewasn't
dready dancing onit.

Ranon shifted into afighting stance.

The Eyrien stepped out on the terrace, ignoring Ranon, his eyesfixed on Cassidy.

“Y ou don’'t want to start a pissing contest with me,” the Eyrien said to Ranon. “Y ou redly don't.” He
turned hishead, and Theran felt the punch of power asthose gold eyes stared at him.

Hewas looking at death. This man was a stranger who had walked into his home and should be
challenged, but he knew, with absolute certainty, that he waslooking at degth.

Then the Eyrien fixed hiseyeson Gray. “Y ou do anything to piss her off?" he asked mildly.

Gray shook his head.

“Then get me two large buckets of cold water, and put them over there.” He pointed to a spot near the
gairsleading down to the lawn. “Do it now.”

Gray bolted.

“What are you going to do?’ Theran asked.

“What you should have done,” the Eyrien replied. “ Take care of your Queen.”

“She ordered usto leave her done,” Ranon said.

The Eyrien snorted. “ And you let her get away with that? Well, she knows better than to say that to me.”
As soon as Gray returned with the buckets of water, the Eyrien headed for Cassidy. When he got close
to her, hewhistled sharply.

Her head came up—and the hoe came up like aweapon. The Eyrien smply grabbed the wood between
her hands and tugged. She yanked back. He tugged. Then he yanked, lifting her off her feet for amoment
before he turned and walked back to the terrace, dragging her with him.

Her feet kept trying to find purchase, but she skimmed aong the top of the grass while the Eyrien ignored
her increesingly shrill demands.

“It' smy hoel” Cassdy ydled, till fighting the Eyrien as he yanked her up high enough to clear the terrace
seps. “Let go! It'smingl”

“Uh-huh.” The Eyrien set her down in front of the buckets.

“Ming”

A fast twist of hiswrist, and the length of the hoe handle between Cassidy’ s hands snapped off cleanly.
He tossed it off the terrace.

“Y ou broke my hoe!” Cassidy wailed. “ You broke my hoe!”

As she threw down the broken pieces, the buckets rose up behind her and doused her with cold water.
Her dhriek had dl of them jumping back. Except the Eyrien.



“Have | got your attention now, witchling?’ the Eyrien asked.

“You—" Cassdy blinked. Stared a the man.

“Y esh. Remember me?’

“Oh, shit.” Her eyes skipped over Theran and settled on Ranon and the others before coming back to
the Eyrien.

“Listen up, Cassie, because I’ ll only tell you thisonce,” the Eyrien said. “If you have a problem with your
court, you deal with your court. And if they end up with afew bruises because of it, so beit.”

“A Queen doesn’t do that to her court,” Cassidy said.

The Eyrien grabbed her wrists and turned her hands pams up. “ And awoman doesn't do this to
hersdf.”

Theran looked at Cassdy’ s hands and felt his scomach roll. How could she have done that? Why didn't
she stop?

Shelooked at her hands—and grew pae.

“Y ou ever do anything likethisagain, I'll haul you back to Kagleer,” the Eyrien said. “And I’ll bury
anyone who triesto stop me.”

“Y ou have noright to—"

“Y ou do anything like thisagain, | will haul you back to Kagleer, and you can explain to your father why
you did thisto hisdaughter.”

Kick in the gut. Her lower lip quivered. Her eyesfilled with tears. The damn Eyrien knew right whereto
hit her to take dl thefight out of her.

Bastard.

“Do you have aHeder?’ the Eyrien asked.

“Yes” Cassidy sad.

“Then you cdll her, and you get those handsfixed. I’ll ook in onyou in alittle while. We ve got some
thingsto talk about.”

She sumbled alittle when she headed for the door, and she flinched away from him when Theran
reached out to give her alittle support through the doorway.

Hewaited until he was sure she was out of sight and hearing before he looked at the Eyrien. “Who do
you—’

His back dammed into the house. The Eyrien’ sforearm pressed againgt his chest, holding himin place.
Hell’ sfire. He hadn’t even seen the man move,

“The only reason awoman does that to hersdlf is because she' s running from pain that hurtsalot more,”
the Eyrien snarled. “And in my experience, the source of that kind of painisusudly attached to a cock.
I’ m guessing you' re the reason she was out there this morning. Whatever the problemiis, you' d better fix
it. Becauseif | ever find her in that shape again, boyo, | will skinyou dive.”

The Eyrien stepped back. Theran sagged againgt thewall.

The Eyrien looked a Ranon, who stiffened but offered no challenge. “Doesthe Magter of the Guard live
inthishouse?

“Yes” Ranon replied. “But he' s not available until sundown.”

“I'm aware of that. | have addivery for him. And afew thingsto discuss”

The Eyrien walked into the house. No one asked him where he was going.

“Mother Night,” Ranon said. Then helooked at Theran. “You dl right?’

“Bruises. Nothing more.” Except he had looked at desth.

The Eyrien waan't bluffing about skinning him dive.

Cassdy walked into the healing room Shirahad set up in the wing that held the working roomsfor the
court.

“What'sgoing on?’ Shirasaid. “Ranon keeps calling me on a psychic thread, telling meto get to the
hedling room asfast as| can, and I’ ve never heard him sound so nervous. What's. .. 7’

Cassdy held out her hands.

“ Mother Night!”



Shira hurried around the table where she mixed her tonics and healing brews. Her hands hovered around
Cassdy’ sbut didn't touch.

Cassidy kept her eyesfixed on aspot over Shira sleft shoulder. “Can you fix them?’

Shiralet out aquivering sigh. “1 think so. It'sgoing to take awhile just to clean them out and see how
bad it redly is, but | think s0.” Sheled Cassidy to achair a one end of thetable.

Cassdy sat quietly, cocooned in pain. She didn't pay attention as Shira hustled around the healing room,
gathering supplies and starting a series of different brewsto cleanse and heal. But she did look over when
Shiraplaced abasin on thetable.

“What' sthat for?’ she asked.

Shiragave her along look. “Thisian't going to be easy, and I’ m thinking one or both of usisgoing to
need to pukein that basin before thisis done.”

Gray followed the Eyrien who had dared to dump cold water over Cassie. Who had yelled at Cassie.
Bastard.

Why didn’t Theran or Ranon say anything? Why did they let him do that?

The bastard had no right. He—"had no right!”

The Eyrien stopped and turned his head just enough to indicate he knew someone was behind him. Had
probably known dl aong.

The man was power and temper like he' d never felt before, but he would have his say.

“She’ sour Queen!” Gray shouted. “Ours! Y ou had no right to be scolding her or getting her wet.”

The Eyrien turned to look at him. “Y our Queen,” he said quietly. “Why didn’t you stop her?’
Hiseyesfilled with frustrated tears. “ She wouldn’t let me. She ordered meto stay away, to leave her
aone. And shegot hurt.” His shoulders sagged. “ She got hurt.”

The Eyrien took astep closer. “Thefirst law isnot obedience. Thefirst law isto honor, cherish, and
protect. The second isto serve. Thethird isto obey.”

“But if you don't obey, you get punished.”

The Eyrien studied him. * Everything has a price. Y ou take a chance of being punished, even killed, for
challenging a Queen even if you'redoing it to protect her, but you accept that risk and do what you
should. If the Queenistruly worthy of your loydty, she'll understand the reason for the chdlenge and
back down. Doesn't mean she'll likeit or be happy with the man, but she'll back down.”

“Shetold everyoneto leave her done.” 1t had been so painful to watch her, to know she was hurting and
not be able to stop her.

“Someone hurt her and—"

“Who?’ Gray fet something in him gtir. “Who hurt Casse?”’

“I don’t know, and that’ s hedlthier for everyone,” the Eyrien said. “I do know she was hurting before she
went out into the garden, and she was trying to sweat out some of the hurt and temper. Her First Escort
should have given her an hour; then he should have used Protocol to stop her. And if that didn’t work, he
should have fought her into the ground.”

Gray frowned. “ Protocol ? But those are just words.”

“Y eah. And one sentence that used the right words could have stopped this.”

He d gotten a glimpse of Cassie’ s hands. One sentence could have stopped that?

The Eyrien made a sound. Annoyance? Disgust?“ This court is supposed to be learning the Old Ways. |
know Lady Cassidy brought books of Protocol with her. Haven't any of you looked at them?”

“Don’t know.” Gray rubbed his nose with the back of hishand. “1f | had said the sentence, she would
have stopped before she got hurt?’

It was the way the Eyrien looked at him that made Gray wonder what the man saw.

“A Queen doesn't like having aman set his heds down and get ready to fight her about something, so if
you use Protocol to stop her, she'll probably swear at you. A lot.”

“That'sit? She'll swear at me?’ Hewouldn't likeit, but that didn’t sound so bad. “Will she hit?’
“Depends on the woman. I’ ve gotten dugged in the arm more than once because | annoyed awitch who
needed to be protected from hersdlf.” The Eyrien shrugged. “| can take abruised muscle alot easier than



| can take watching someone | care about get hurt.”

If he learned the Protocal, then. . .

Gray looked around and redlized where he was. He' d been so focused on catching up to the Eyrien and
ydling at the man for dumping water on Cassie, he hadn’t paid attention.

“Nothing isgoing to comeat you,” the Eyrien said,” because there is nothing here that can get past me.”
He knew. Somehow this stranger knew.

“Who areyou?’ Gray whispered. He wanted to curl up and hide, wanted to run.

“Lucivar. And you?’

“Gray.” Hisbody shook with the effort to stand there and not run, not hide, not scream out the old fear
until hisvoicewasgone.

The other Queen never stopped the pain until hisvoice was gone.

“I'mnot. .. right,” Gray said. That wasthe reason he couldn’t servein the court. Talon and Theran had
both told him that. Not that he' d wanted to serve in the court. At least, not until he'd met Cassie.

“No, you'renot,” Lucivar said quietly. “Y ou have scars, Gray, and they run deep. | can fed theminyou.
When aman has scars like that, there are boundaries he can't cross, lines he hasto draw to keep himsdlf
whole. But those boundaries aren’t as small as you might think, and aman can chooseto live safe or he
can chooseto live right up to those lines. He might dip over aline every now and then, and that will hurt
like awicked bitch, but he might decide that what he gainswill be worth the price.”

“Do you have scars?’ Gray asked.

Lucivar nodded. “I have scars. And sometimesthey till bleed.”

Gray studied Lucivar. Thisman didn’t know him, didn’t know about the times when he was so scared he
couldn’t take care of himsalf, when his body seized up so badly he couldn’t move. And yet therewasa
message underneath the words, a message that had been there since Lucivar had first turned and looked
ahim.

“I’'m not awarrior,” Gray sad.

“Yes youare” Lucivar smiled grimly. “ Just because you fought on adifferent kind of battlefield does't
make you lessawarrior.”

Something dtirred, shifted, fit into place.

“Y ou get acopy of those books of Protocol and you study them,” Lucivar said. “Next time you won't
have to stand back if Cassidy does something foolish.”

“Thefirgt law isnot obedience,” Gray said.

Lucivar grinned. “ That wasthe best rule | ever learned.”

Gray grinned in reply. Then the grin faded as he looked at the walls that seemed to be closing in around
him.

“Do you want meto walk you out of here?’ Lucivar asked.

Gray hesitated. “ Can those boundaries you talked about change?”’

“Upto apoint. The chdlengeisto learn which ones are till fluid and which ones are made of stone. I'm
guessing you entered what had been the enemy’ slair. That' s pushing the boundaries plenty for one day.”
Gray nodded. Then he pointed to adoor on the right. “ That room has the fastest way out from here. Not
adoor, just awindow, but there' s nothing in the way under it.”

“Let’'sgo.”

When Gray had the window open and one leg over the sl he redized what was missing from Lucivar's
psychic scent that wastherein al the other Warlord Princes scents. Even Theran’sand Talon's.

“You don't pity me,” Gray sad.

Lucivar gave him one of those long, assessing looks. “A lot of us have scars, boyo. The biggest
difference between you and the rest of usisyou haven't learned to live with yours yet.”

CHAPTER 14



TERREILLE

Tdon waited in the smal meeting room. As Master of the Guard, he didn’'t have an office like the
Steward—and didn’t want one—but this smal room was becoming his place to talk with one or two of
the men when he had specific ingtructions or one of them wanted to report something in private. Not that
there had been much to report.

He had abad fedling that was about to change.

Didn’t need to be told they were in trouble. He d fdlt that dark presence the moment he woke; known a
strong predator had come to the estate. And Powell had knocked on his door a minute after sunset to tell
him an Eyrien was waiting to see him. A Red-Jeweled Warlord Prince.

“Red-Jeweled, my ass,” Taon muttered. He wore Sapphire. He knew the fedl of Red. And hewas
willing to bet that if the Eyrien wore the Red, it wasn't his Jewe of rank. Which meant the Eyrien had to
be...

The door opened and controlled fury walked into the room.

“Lucivar Yadana,” Taon whispered, feding hislegs go weak. He' d never met the man before, thank the
Darkness, but there was no mistaking the Ebon-gray Jewd that gleamed againgt Lucivar’ s brown skin.
“I'm Tdon, Master of the Guard.”

“Y ou know what | am?’ Lucivar asked.

Taon nodded. He' d heard enough stories to know exactly what was standing in this room.

Lucivar raised one hand. Two boxes appeared on the table. He approached the table and pulled the top
off onebox. “Officia businessfirst. Thisisyarbarah, the blood wine.”

With no wasted movement, Lucivar opened abottle of yarbarah, called in awineglass, filled it, and began
warming the blood wine over atongue of witchfire,

“Since you' re going to need to keep replenishing your power, you should drink aglass of thisthreetimes
aday. Moreif you want, but three glasses will provide enough blood to maintain someonewho is
demon-dead. Every ten days, you should add some fresh human blood. How much depends on the
srength of the person who isgiving it, but acouple of spoonfulsisusualy enough. And once amonth you
should drink an offering cup of undiluted human blood.” Lucivar handed the glassto Tdon. “Yarbarahis
best drunk warm. It tastes allittle thick otherwise. And it’ s best to keep a bottle chilled once you openiit.”
Taon took the wineglass but didn't drink. “The court can't afford the expense of—"

“Queen’sgift. Won't cost the court anything to keep you supplied with what you need to serve as
Magter.”

Someone' s paying for it, Talon thought, but he didn’t argue. And he didn’t try to resist any longer when
the smell of blood was sharpening his hunger and need.

Hetook adp, got the taste of it, then gulped down the rest of the glass. Not asrich or potent as human
blood, but there wasn't any shamein drinking it.

“There are specific ritudsfor the giving and taking of blood,” Lucivar said. “Y ou should learn them.”
Tdon hesitated, then filled the glass again and warmed it with witchfire the way Lucivar had done.

“Why do you know so much about yarbarah?’ he asked.

“My uncle, cousin, and older brother were demon-dead. My father isa Guardian. Y arbarah is standard
farewith thefamily.”

Taon took another swallow of yarbarah and frowned. “They were demon-dead?’

“They’re gone now.”

“And your father is. .. 7" According to some stories,Y adana was a half-breed bastard whose bloodlines
were unknown. According to other stories, Daemon Sadi shared that unknown paternal bloodline,
making Sadi and Y adana half brothers.

“A Guardian,” Lucivar said. “Oneof the living dead. And the High Lord of Hell.”

Icetwined around Talon's spine. Saetan had sired Sadi and Y adana? Hell’ sfire, Mother Night, and may
the Darkness be merciful!

That explained some things about the two of them. And it made Talon wonder if going to Sadi for afavor
hadn’t been a serious mistake if his brother was dso going to take an interest in Dena Nehele.

And hisfather aswdl? That wasn't athought Taon wanted to entertain.



“What' syour unofficia busness?” Taon asked.

Lucivar’sgold eyesglazed. “1 don't likewhat | see here, Talon. | don't likewhat | fee here. If it doesn't
change, I'm taking Cassdy back to Kagleer, and I’ ll leave nothing but corpses behind me.”

“Y ou have no right to make that decison.”

“I say | do. Y our Queen got hurt today, and not one of her court did adamn thing to stop it.”

“Hurt? How? What happened?’

“Ask the Firg Circle. Ask the First Escort, who'slucky to gill be dive.”

“What happened?’ Talon asked again.

“I figured it was better for everyoneif | didn’t ask for the details.”

Hell’sfire.

Something wasn't right. Even if Y adanawas here because Sadi had asked his brother to play messenger,
Lucivar’ sinterest in Cassidy seemed abit too proprietary.

“What'syour interest in a Rose-Jeweled Queen?’ Taon asked. He'd tried to put it aside because
Cassidy seemed alikable enough girl—and because there was something about her that pulled at him and
pulled hard—but the truth was they needed strength and had gotten weakness.

Lucivar tipped his head, and his expression changed to cold amusement. “Y ou don’t know?'Y our boy
Grayhaven didn't tell you?’

“Tdl mewhat?

“The Jewd s a Queen wears are not the only kind of power shewields. Y ou should know that well
enough. How many of the Queens you endured over these past few decadeswould haveruled at all if
they hadn’t been backed by that bitch Dorothea SaDiablo?’

“None,” Taon said bitterly. “What’ sthat got to do with the here and now?’

“Connections, Prince. Y ou looked at Cassdy’ s Jewels and forgot to consider the connections.”

“What connections?’

“Do you know why Cassdy ishere?’ Lucivar asked.

“Because Sadi’ swifeisafriend of hers, and Theran's choice was to take Cassidy or wak away without
aQueen,” Talon snapped, frustrated enough to be imprudent.

“Sadi’swife”

“A Queen who doesn't seem able to form acourt of her own, even with Sadi’ s backing.”

The room suddenly turned cold enough to bite.

“Y our boy |eft out afew things,” Lucivar said too softly. “Because of that, I’ Il overlook your lack of
courtesy. Thistime. Since Grayhaven has chosen to leave out afew details—or didn’t care enough to
ask—you would do well to ask Cassidy afew questions. Like who really sent her to DenaNehele.”
The cold was turning his muscles to sone. He wouldn’t be able to move fast enough to avoid an attack.
Wouldn't survive an atack evenif he could move.

Killing fied. Battlefield. Didn't matter. Any man who fought knew that no one on the opposing sde
survived when Y adana stepped into afight.

“I'll be back, Talon,” Lucivar said as he turned toward the door. “Y ou can count on it. And the next time
| won't be asforgiving. Y ou can count on that too.”

Lucivar opened the door, then stopped and looked back. “ The Warlord Prince Gray.”

Taon swalowed hard. Mother Night! How would a defense-less boy like Gray handle crossing paths
with something like Y adana?“What about him?’

“How old was he when he was tortured?’

Taon rocked back on hishedls, not sure what to think. “How did you know?’

Lucivar snorted. “I’ve lived seventeen hundred years. I ve seen alot of courts and alot of men during
that time. | know thelook, and | know thefed, of aman who's been tortured.”

“Fifteen,” Tadon said. “He wasfifteen years old and the most promising Warlord Princeto come dongin
acouple generations or more. Not as good with weapons as Theran, but stronger in other ways. He
could have been stronger.” He sighed, feding the old regrets. “Wasn't much |eft of that promising boy
two yearslater when | finaly found him and got him away from the bitch.”

Lucivar just looked a him for along time. “ Ask the questions, Prince,” he said softly. “ Ask the questions



beforeit’ stoo late”

Tadonwaited until Lucivar |eft the room before he drained the second glass of yarbarah. Then he corked
the bottle and put a cooling spell on it. He wanted more, needed more blood, since he’ d resisted asking
for any—or demanding any—from the Warlord Princesin the court since the night Cassidy had fredly
given her blood.

“Too many warnings and not enough information,” Taon growled.

When he opened the door, he found Ranon on the other side.

“| cameto tell you the Eyrienisgone,” Ranon said.

“In here,” Talon snapped.

Ranon came into the room, wary.

“What in the name of Hell happened today?”’

“I don’t know,” Ranon said.

“Y ou have no ideahow much trouble we rein, so don't be playing gameswith me.”

“I don't know!”

Frustration. Worry. Ranon wasn't trying to hide those things.

“Then tdl me what you do know.”

“I respectfully refuse to give you ashove. Or ahoe. Or arake. Or any of thetools. | Craft-locked the
shed.”

Cassidy danted alook at Gray, who had crept up to the flower bed and now stood along step away
from her.

Her hands throbbed whenever she lowered them. Her arms ached when she held her hands up. She
shouldn’t even be out there. She should bein her room, resting. She’ d dept for alittle while after Shira
finished the hedling and helped her to her suite, but she didn’t fed easy about being insde the house. At
least out here, there wastheillusion of comfort.

Then the phrasing Gray used sank in and had her looking at him more closely—and had her eyeing the
book he clutched to hischest like ashield.

“Isthat one of the books of Protocol | brought?’

Gray nodded. “If I’d studied the book before, | could have stopped you from getting hurt.”

“| told you to stay away,” Cassidy said. “Y ou obeyed my orders.”

“Thefirst law isnot obedience. Lucivar said s0.”

Thank you very much, Lucivar. Evenif hewasan adult, Gray was sill an impressionable young man,
and LucivarY adanacould certainly leave animpression.

“How much time did you spend with Lucivar?’ Cassidy asked.

“Not long.”

Long enough. Therewasalook in Gray’ s eyesthat hadn’t been there yesterday.

“Y ou can swear a meif you want,” Gray said with complete Sncerity. “Y ou can swear a me because |
won't let you have any tools”

For thefirst time, Cassidy appreciated the lessonsin maintaining adignified expression and a steady
voice.

“Thank you, Gray, but | don't fed like swearing right now. I’ll take you up on that offer another time.”
“Okay.” Hesdled up until he was standing right next to her. Until his shoulder brushed against hers.
Not wanting to wonder why he was standing that close, she stared at the flower bed. And frowned.
“You cleaned it up, didn’t you?’ she asked.

He nodded. *Y ou kept digging them up, but you stopped tossing the weeds out. Stopped picking up the
rocks and tossing them out too.” He paused, then added softly,” Some of the rocks have your blood
smeared on them.”

Shefet sick. She hadn't noticed the blood.

“So,” Gray sad, giving her alight nudge as he pointed to the boulder she’ d been digging around when
Lucivar hauled her out of the garden. “What do you think? Should the rock stay, or should it go?’



Taon walked toward the back of the garden asfast as hislimping gait dlowed.

Connections. Y es, he knew about connections. But he hadn’t read the sgnsright thistime. Hadn't made
the effort he should have over these past few daysto find out more about the Queen who now ruled
Dena Nehele. He had been disappointed by Cassidy’ slack of strength, hadn’t questioned Theran's
unhappiness that the one favor he could use hadn’t netted something better.

Until today, he' d thought the connection had been between Sadi and Theran, because of Jared. Now he
understood: Jared’ s bloodline had gotten Theran an audience and nothing more. The only reason they
had a Queen at all was Cassidy’ s connection to Sadi and Y adana.

And he' d damn well better find out why two of the darkest-Jeweled malesin the history of the Blood
were taking such akeen interest in a Rose-Jeweled Queen they didn't serve.

Gray noticed him first, and even in the dusky light, Talon saw the queer look in the boy’ s eyes. In another
Warlord Prince, he would have called that look a challenge. Then it was gone, and he pushed aside the
thought.

“Lady,” Tdon sad.

“Prince Talon,” Cassidy replied.

“Gray, you should go on and get some supper,” Talon said.

Gray didn't move,

“That was Prince Tdon' s subtle way of telling you he wantsto talk to medone,” Cassidy said.

“Do you want to talk to him?” Gray asked.

Tdonfet asif he' d stepped on ice but didn’t quite lose hisfooting.

What in the name of Hell happened to Gray today?

“I'll seeyou tomorrow,” Cassidy said, nudging Gray with an elbow. “I should go back inside beforeVae
comesout to find me.”

“You'll wear your hat tomorrow,” Gray said.

“I'll wear my hat.”

“Youwon't pick up tools”

“I won't pick up tools.”

“You'll—"

“Gray.”

“Areyou going to swear & me?’

“I'mthinking about it.”

Gray grinned, nothing more than aboy again. Then he headed for the stables, where the men would have
somefood for him.

Alone with her, Taon wondered how to ask the questions that needed asking.

It's been a long time since I’ ve been around a Queen. Maybe too long.

“I heard there was some trouble today,” Talon said, looking a her hands. They were bandaged so
thickly he wondered if she had any use of them.

Cassidy shrugged and stared at the dug-up flower bed she could barely see.

“Areyour hands going to be dl right?’ Talon asked.

“Yes” Cassdy replied. “ Shirasays| didn't do any permanent damage. I'll just have to be careful for a
while because they’ Il be tender.”

Taon nodded. “Y ou want to tell me what happened?’

“No.”
Hetapped afinger againgt his chest. “Master of the Guard, remember?’
“It's. .. persond.”

Persond. Theran wasn't stupid. He wouldn't have gone up to her room last night without an invitation.
Would he?

“Did Theran. .. ?" Helooked away. He didn’t want to say the words, but he couldn’t dismiss the depth
of Yadana s fury—especidly when that fury seemed mostly aimed a Theran. “ Did he do something he
shouldn’t have?’

“No.”



He heard thelie, but he couldn’t cal her on it. Even as her Master of the Guard, he couldn’t call her on
thelie. But he could—and would—tak to Shiraand find out if Cassdy had any other injuries.

Hedidn't think Shirawould tell him anything ugly—mostly because he was certain Y adanawouldn't
have let Theran liveif the harm the boy had done to Cassidy had been physical.

“I heard Y adana dumped a couple buckets of water on you,” Taon said. “Not exactly a courteous thing
todo.”

Cassidy looked at him, clearly surprised—and relieved—that he wasn't demanding an explanation of
what had ridden her so hard she hadn’t noticed the damage she was doing to hersdlf. “Oh. Well. That's
Lucivar. He used to do that to everyone. When he was annoyed with his sister, he used to toss her into
the pond, and she was the Queen he served.”

“How did you get to know someone like Y adana?’

“My cousin Aaron served in the Dark Court’ s Firgt Circle, and Lucivar wasthe First Escort. Before the
court formed officialy, apprenticeships were offered to give some people an opportunity to work with
darker-Jewel ed witches and Warlord Princes and to study Protocol with the High Lord.”

Taon'sjaw dropped. “Y ou learned Protocol from the High Lord of Hell?’

“Training in Protocol starts after achild' s Birthright Ceremony and continues al through schooling. The
High Lord' slessons were more about dealing with darker-Jeweled males and a so the Protocol s used
when the living had contact with the demon-dead. And Jeenelle said trying to dedl with Lucivar wasan
experience a Queen should have at least once.”

So Sadi’ swife had been there too.

“Where was this dark court located?’

Cassdy looked puzzled. “Where?’

“Seemed like therewas at |east one court in every Territory that was referring to itself asadark court,”
Tdon sad. “I was just wondering where the one you mentioned was located.”

“In Kaeleer, there was only one that was referred to as the Dark Court,” Cassidy said dowly. “That was
the court at Ebon Askavi.”

Mother Night.

“With that kind of credentials, why doesn't Sadi’ swife have acourt?’ Talon asked, but he was more
wondering out loud than expecting an answer.

“ After she recovered from her injuries, she didn’t want to rule anymore,” Cassidy said, “and everyone
was 0 glad she survived, they didn’t careif therewas an officid court.”

“Shewasinjured?’

“Two years ago. It was several months before anyone knew for sure that she survived, and several more
before shewasfully heded.”

Two years ago. Two years ago.

“She got caught in that storm of power the Kagleer army unleashed?”’

Cassdy frowned at him. “There wasn't an army. That was Jeendlle. She unleashed her full strength and
cleansed dl three Realms of the Blood tainted by that bad High Priestess.”

Taon swayed. He had felt that power when it screamed through Terreille two years ago. Had fdlt the bite
of it beforeit let him go, passed him by.

One witch had unleashed that much power? One?

He stared at Cassidy.

“Didn’'t Therantell you?' Cassdy asked.

“Tdl mewhat?

“Before she was injured, Jaenelle was the Queen of Ebon Askavi.”

Theran paced the length of the larger meeting room, shooting looks at Ranon every time he passed that
end of thetable,

“You'resure Tdlon said to meet him here?’

Ranon gave him acold stare. “I’m sure. He said to give him an hour, and then he wanted to meet with the
whole First Circle. Guess he got delayed.”



By what? Theran wondered.

When Tdon waked in afew minuteslater, he knew something wasterribly wrong, because he' d never
seen the older man look so shaken—or scared.

“Y ou young fool,” Taon said, heading right for him. “What did you do? What did you do?”

Tdon grabbed Theran by the shirt and shook him before giving him ashove that had him half faling on
the men Sitting around the table.

“| didn’t do anything,” Theran snapped.

“Y ou want to think for aminute and try the answer again?’ Taon roared.

“I didn’t. Do. Anything.”

“You forgot afew details, boy. Thekind of detailsthat could destroy dl of us—and DenaNehde as
wdl.”

“What detalls?’

“Connections, Theran. Connections.”

Tdon sagged suddenly, and that was more frightening than his anger.

“I'mjust asmuch to blame,” Talon said quietly. “Didn’t look closely enough. Didn't think to ask until it
was shoved in my facethat | hadn’t asked.”

“Tdon,” Powdl said. “It would help the rest of us understand the danger if you could be alittle less
vague”

Theran eased around to the other side of the table but didn’t take a seat. What sort of tale was Cassidy
telling that would get Taon that pissed off a him?

“Wevegot Lucivar Yadana—yes, that’ s who that Eyrien was—honing hiswegpons and looking in our
direction. Which means Sadi is aso going to be looking in our direction and honing his own brand of
weapons. And don't think for aminute that Y adanaisn’t going to report to his fathe—who happensto
betheHigh Lord of Hell.”

Some of the men sucked in abreath. Others groaned.

“Andworgt of dl,” Tdon said grimly, “1 don’t think Lady Cassidy’ sfriend isgoing to belooking kindly at
=

“Friend?’” Ranon said, glancing a Theran. *'Y ou mean Sadi’ swife?’

Taonlooked a Theran, and there was a bleaknessin the older man’ s eyes that made Theran shudder.
“Sadi’swife,” Taon said softly. “Who was the Queen of Ebon Askavi.”

Shocked silence.

“Witch,” Talon continued, “ chose Cassdy to be our Queen. So we' d dl better start looking beyond a
Rose Jewe to figure out why. Gentlemen, we' ve dready made one bad mistake. We can't afford to
make another. So we' re going to study those books of Protocol, and we' re going to learn what we said
we wanted to learn. And if the Darknessis merciful, the next time Lucivar Y adanashows up here, he
won't invitedl of usto step onto akilling fied.”

Ebon ASKAVI

Lucivar stepped into the sitting room and stopped. He' d expected to find his father waiting for him, but . .

“What are you still doing here?’ he asked Daemon as he approached alow table filled with different
kinds of edibles.

“Waiting for you.” Daemon put athin dice of cheese on top of atriangle of toast and added a spoonful of
chopped spicy besf.

“Wine?" Saetan asked, indicating the open bottle.

“I"drather havede,” Lucivar said as he took the remaining seet around the table.

Saetan amiled dryly. “I thought as much. That' swhy there’ s some on the way.”

Lucivar filled aplate while he consdered the other two men. Sagtan was . . . Amused was the politest
word that came to mind. Daemon was definitely grumpy.

“How wasyour day?’ Lucivar asked, watching his brother.



“Fine”
“And you're fill here because you were waiting for me?’

Daemon made an inarticulate sound.

Saetan said, “He strying to figure out how to explain acertain bit of Craft to hiswife.”

“Oh?’ Lucivar said.

Daemon was paying an awful ot of attention to making little sandwiches he was't egting.

“Marian is pretty sure she can clean the paint off thefloor,” Daemon muttered. “Eventudly.”

“Oh?”

Daemon huffed out asigh. “Doesn't that little beast ever get tired?’

Saetan had an arm wrapped around his belly and his other fist pressed againgt hislips.

“Oh, shit, Bastard. What did you do?’

“He made the mistake of faling adeep,” Saetan said.

Daemon growled. “I just thought . . . Something quiet. Just for alittle while. We were Sitting on the floor
with sheets of sketching paper. They were big sheets. Why couldn’t he keep the paint on the paper?’

“It would have been better if Daemon had thought to provide watercolorsinstead of adifferent kind of
paint,” Saetan said.

“And who in the name of Hell taught that boy about shields at hisage?” Daemon snarled.

Probably the wolf pups. “Wasn't me.” Lucivar looked at both of them. “ So Daemonar managed to put
some kind of shield into the paint so the standard ways of removing it aren’t working? At least, not
completey?’

Saetan was going to strain amuscle trying not to laugh, and Daemon. . .

“Beddesthe floor, what else did he paint?’ Lucivar asked.

A beat of silence. Then Saetan said, “He painted Unka Daemon.”

Lucivar ended up on the floor, roaring with laughter, which might have pissed off his brother if their father
hadn’t ended up on the floor too.

“Oh, my,” Lucivar said, crawling back up on the chair. He looked at Daemon’ sface, which, outside of
looking unnaturdly flushed, didn’t seem any different. “Where?”

Saetan propped himsdf up againgt achair. “Let’sjust say Daemon needsto explain thisto Jaenelle
before hetakeshisshirt off.”

Oh, shit.

The pitcher of dearrived at that moment, making Lucivar wonder if that was luck or hisfather’ sexquidte
senseof timing.

For afew minutesthey ate, drank, and generaly avoided looking at one another.

Then Saetan said, “ So. Would you liketo tell uswhy you were still pissed off when you walked inthe
room?’

Should have known he couldn’t keep it leashed enough to hide it from those two.

“Isthere aproblem?’ Daemon asked.

“Maybe.” Lucivar drained hisglassand refilled it. “ Cassidy got hurt. She was so focused on running from
onekind of pain, she worked until she ripped up her hands.” He hesitated, then looked at Daemon. “I
think Grayhaven was the cause of that pain, but | don’t know that for sure.”

Daemon’ s eyes|ooked glazed and alittle degpy—and the chill that wasfilling the room came from two
SOUrces.

“Why didn’t you bring her back with you?’ Saetan asked too softly.

“There sanother Warlord Prince at the house. About the same age as Grayhaven. Cdls himsef Gray. He
was tortured when he was fifteen and has't recovered from it mentally or emotiondly. It'ssafefor him
to be aboy, to be nothing that would be considered athreat.” Lucivar took along swallow of de. “And
yet he' sthe one who stepped up to the line. HE sthe one who told me flat out | had no right to take his
Queen anywhere. He called her Cassie”

“Jawels?’ Saetan asked.

“Didn’t seethem, but hefelt like Purple Dusk. And he felt like he should have been more.”

“Y our impresson?’ Daemon asked.



“They're not acourt yet. The males are ressting, and damned if | could figure out why. So | left some
ingructionswith Vae. I l| be there for Cassidy’ sfirst moontime to make sure things get sorted out. And if
| don't trust the malesin her First Circle the next time | seethem, I'll bring her back.”

“Fair enough,” Saetan said.

“What about Gray?’ Daemon asked. “ Anything we can do to help him?’

Lucivar thought for amoment, then shook his head. “Not yet. But I'll tell you this: if that boy decidesto
wake up, the Magter of the Guard is going to have his handsfull.”

CHAPTER 15

TERREILLE

Asthelast bandage came off, Shirastudied Cassidy’ s hands, then sighed in relief.

So did Cassidy.

“You'll need to work them gently,” Shirasaid,“and | do mean gently. There s4till healing going on under
the skin. And the skin itsdlf istill fragile. Pulling on atough blade of grass could be enough to diceit
open.”

“Areyou teling me not to work in the garden?’

“I’'mtelling you to be very careful about how much you do for the next few days,” Shirasaid. “And you
should put atight shield over your handsto protect them. And wear gloves.”

Cassidy rolled her eyes. “Now you sound like my father.”

“Maybe you should have ligened to him.”

They glared at each other. Then Shiralooked away, asif suddenly realizing she’ d crossed someline.
And she had.

“I guesswe' ve become friends,” Cassdy said, noting the look of surprise and pleasurein Shira s eyes.
“I guesswe have,” Shirareplied alittle cautioudy. “ So, what are you going to do first now that you can
dothingsagan?

“It'snot thefirgt thing I’ ll do, but tonight I’ m going to take along, hot bath and soak until al of me
wrinkles.” To her way of thinking, being given sponge baths because she couldn’t wash herself had been
aufficient punishment for ripping up both hands. And needing someone s help with even more persona
needs. ..

Which made her think of the other thing she needed to discuss with Shira

“Do you know abrew to delay amoontime?’ Cassidy asked.

Shirafrowned. “Why would you want to do that? It will only make the next onealot worse.”

Cassdy wasn't sure how to explain without sounding insulting. Because wanting to delay this was
insulting.

“You don't trust them, do you?’ Shiraasked.

“Trust who?’

“Your First Circle. You don't trust them to protect you. Y ou don't trust them not to turn on you.”
Shedidn’t want to admit it, but she wasn't going to deny the truth. A witch was vulnerable during thefirst
three days of her moon cycle because she couldn’t use her own power to protect herself. And shefdt far
more vulnerable herein Dena Nehd e than she had back homein Dharo.

Shiragave her aconsidering look. “Y ou can trust Ranon. Hewon't hurt you.”

“He s not sure he wantsto serve me.”

“No,” Shirasaid thoughtfully, “he’ ssure of that. HE's. . . puzzled . . . by hisresponseto you.”

A flash of understanding, especialy when she redlized Shirawas acting more like awoman trying to
brace hersdlf for atruth that would wound.

“Hewantsto sniff my neck,” Cassdy said.

Shira hesitated, then nodded.

“And he' snot sureif that means something sexud.”



Another reluctant nod.

“It does't.”

Shira seyeswidened. “It doesn’t?’

“No. I’'m not sure what the attraction is. | can't see or fed anything. And I’'m not sure what thisimpulse
means to the males, except it’snot sexua.” She was pretty sure it wasn't sexud. Maybe she should write
to Jaenelle soon and ask. “When | was preparing to come here, Jaenelle told me any Warlord Prince
who truly belongsto mewill want to sniff my neck and | wasn't to make afuss about it.”

Shira smouth hung open. “ Jaendle? Witch told you that?’

Obvioudy the rest of the court knew what she' d told Talon about Jaenelle Angelline. Maybe that was
why Theran had been so iffly polite these past few days. “Y es. When | thought about it later, | redized
I"d seen dll themaesin her First Circle stand behind her and alittle to the right so that they could . . .
Well, they weren't obvious about it, but basically they were standing there in order to sniff her. But there
was't anything sexua about it. | supposeit was sexua with her Consort, but he arrived years after | had
served my gpprenticeship in the Dark Court, so Jeendll€ s brother Lucivar wasthe only one | saw kiss
her on that spot, and it wasfriendly. Like when my brother, Clayton, gives me akiss on the head.”
“It'snot sexud,” Shirasaid, not quite believing.

Cassidy shook her head and smiled. “Ranonisin love with you. | figured that out the first day when you
offered your servicesto the court. Soif the two of you want to find a suite of roomsin this place so you
can live together, | have no objection. If you want to handfast, we'll dl ignore Theran’ s mutters about
expenses and have aparty.” Shefrowned. “ There are till Priestesses here, aren't there?’

Looking abit dazed, Shiranodded. “But I'm aBlack Widow.”

“And judging by the reaction when you first came here, that’s not going to be an easy thing to be openly.
But it shouldn’t stop you from being with someone you love.”

Shirawaked over to the window and stared out. Since she kept wiping her cheeks, Cassidy went to the
door, intending to dip out and give the other woman alittle time to shed happy tearsin private.

“How closeareyou?’ Shiraasked, turning her head alittle. “To your moontime.”

“It will gart in afew days. Maybe any day now, actualy.”

“I can make up abrew that will delay it. Sinceyou' re so close, I’'m not sureit will delay it for afull cycle,
but it will give you alittle moretimeto get used to the males here.”

“Thank you.”

Cassidy |eft the room and paused outside the door. In Dharo, she had made few decisions that had
meant much. Here, every decision she made, no matter how smal, could ripple through the entire
Territory.

Be what you are. That had been Jeendll€ slast bit of advice.

Maybe she wouldn’t accomplish much. Maybe her court would decide among themselves to keep her
for ayear asatoken whilethey actudly ruled. The Darkness knew they were al stronger than she, so
there wasn't anything she could do if they opposed her.

But she had done something of vaue today, and if she did nothing else while shewas here, a least she'd
made it possible for two people to love each other openly.

As she headed for the door that opened onto the terrace, Cassidy couldn’t stop smiling.

Gray pretended to rake the softened earth in front of him while he watched Cassie. The sun shone on that
braid of fire as she walked acrossthe lawn, and her strides were long and easy. Like therest of her.
Every morning since the hurting she had come out to sit in the chair he set out for her. They talked about
plants while he dug and weeded, reclaiming another piece of the gardens. And she talked to him about
Protocol, since he studied a little more of the books each night and asked her questions.

He enjoyed the smple easiness of being around her, and looked forward to the hour or so they could
spend together before she had to go inside to do her Queen work.

He hoped she would enjoy the surprise he had hidden in the whee barrow.

“Look,” Cassdy said, giving him awide smile as she held up her hands. “No more bandages.”

Setting the rake aside, Gray scrubbed his hands on his pantsto clean off abit of the dirt before taking



careful hold of her hands.

Healed. Not even asmall scar to show the damage she had done to her hands.

Hedled but not whole. Not yet. Maybe never. Maybe never as strong as before the hurting.

He had learned that painful lesson years ago.

“They’re not strong enough for digging,” Gray said. “Not yet.”

“I won't know that until 1—"

“No,” he said, hisvoice sharpened by a certainty he couldn’'t explain. “ They’ re not strong enough yet,
Cassie. Not for digging in ground that hasn't been tended for too many years.”

She looked bewildered—and hurt—that he would snap &t her like that.

He couldn’t stand to see her hurting, so he added quickly, “But you could plant.”

“Plant?’

Gray stepped to one side so that Cassie could see inside the wheelbarrow.

“Oh,” Casse sad, picking up one seed pot. “What are they?’

No longer sounding hurt. Now she sounded curious and excited—the seedlings of happiness.

“Don’'t know the fancy namefor it, but the common nameisblueriver,” Gray said. “It' saddicatetrailing
plant that has smal blue flowers. Starts blooming in late spring and into summer. If you cut it back some
at that point, it will have a second blooming season. | was thinking about that boulder you weren’t sure
of.”

Still looking at the plant, Cassie nodded. “It hasthat funny holeinit.”

“I figurethat holeis about the size of agood-size pot. So if you plant one blueriver in that hole and the
othersin front of the boulder . . .”

“It will look like awaterfal tumbling down rocksinto ariver. Gray, that’sa wonderful idea.” She gave
him aquick kiss, right on the mouth, before she turned back to the whee barrow and began crooning to
thelittle plants.

Gray stood frozen. She had kissed him. But not in amean way. Not in away that meant he was going to
be tied down and hurt. Not the way the other Queen had done.

And not quite like aman-and-woman kiss. At least, he didn’t think so. It was done before he' d known it
had started.

Hewouldn’t mind trying a man-and-woman kissif the woman was Cassie.

Would shewant to try that kind of kissng with him?

“Gray?

“Huh?’

“Where did you go?’

“Huh?’

Cassegood in front of him, holding two of the seed pots, smiling at him, and looking alittle puzzled.

“Y ou have the strangest expression on your face,” Casse said. “What are you thinking about?’

Oh, no. He knew better than to answer that question. “Did you ask me something before?’

Casse sudied him for amoment, then shook her head. “Mades are very sirange.”

Not half as strange as females, Gray thought.

“| asked where you got the plants.”

“Oh. There are acouple of women in town who grow plants for sale. They have greenhouses and
everything. And there are two sisters who grow alot of the plants Hedlers need for their brews and
salves. So when Shiraand Ranon went to look at plants yesterday, | went with them. And | found these.”
“Id liketo take alook at what’ savailable,” Cassdy said. “Maybe we could go back to those places
tomorrow morning or the day after.” She wrinkled her nose. “1 haven't been in the town yet; things have
been so busy here”

“We?" Gray asked, wondering why his heart wasfeding funny al of asudden.

“You and me. Oh, and | supposeI’'ll need an officia escort aswell just to keep everything proper.”
“Protocol,” Gray said, nodding. “Y ou have to set agood example.”

Casserolled her eyes. “I know you'velived here dl your life, but you sound like you' re from Kagleer.”
The words made him fedl strange—and good. And stronger in away he couldn’t describe.



“| thought you could go with me,” Casse said. “If you want to,” she added.

“I want to.”

Her smile when she was happy was bright enough to dazzle the sun.

“Daylight’swasting,” Cassie said. She st the seed pots aside and held up her hands. “Look. A double
shield over the skin and then heavy gardening gloves.” Which she cdled in and dipped over her hands.
“And your hat,” Gray said.

She wrinkled her nose at him but obeyed and called in her hat.

“Areyou going to swear at me?’ Gray asked.

“I'mthinking about it.”

Hejust grinned.

*Casse? Cassiel*

Gray paused to watch the Sceltie’ s dance of indecision. Vae clearly had an opinion about Cassie
working in the garden—Hell’ sfire, the dog had an opinion about everything—Dbut she wasn't sureif her
“permission to nip” applied to the Queen.

“She'sdl right,” Gray told Vae, glad for the excuse to take a break. Not that he needed an excuse. Not
with Cassie. But he didn’t want to admit about himself what he’ d been so quick to point out to
her—sometimes damage couldn’'t be hedled al theway if you weren't careful during the heding.
Hedidn't want her to know. Wasn't ready to tell her. Not yet. But he knew the warning signs and knew
he needed to take some care or he' d be helpless and hurting.

“Yes, I'madl right,” Cassie said. She stripped off her gloves and held up her hands so Vae could see
them. “ See? Nothing hurt.” Then shelooked at Gray. “But the hands have had enough work for the day.”
He shrugged and smiled. “Nothing more to plant anyway.”

“Wasthat deliberate?’

“Maybe”

She studied him for amoment as athread of awareness grew between them. Then shelooked at the
Scdtie. “Did you come out for walkies?’

*Theran said | am underfoot and should go outside for awhile* Vaereplied.

“Nipped him, didn’t you?’ Casse said.

*Many times hewill not lislen until I nip him. But heislearning.*

“I'll bet heis.” Cassie vanished her gloves and got to her feet. “I want to take alook at the rest of the
garden, get afed for thewholething.”

“I’ll warn you now,” Gray said. “Thisisthe best of it. At thefar end, the ground is overrun with some
kind of weed. Can't dig it out. It just growsright back. Can't even burnit out.”

“I'll takealook.” Casse turned toward the house. “What about that dead tree? Why didn’t anyone take
down what' sleft of it?’

“Can’'t.” Gray rubbed his nose with the back of hishand. “That honey pear treeisasymbol of the
Grayhaven line. That' swhy the Queenslet it stand. At least, that’s partly why.”

“But it'sdead, Gray.”

“Yes”

He saw the moment when she understood.

“Bitches” shesaid softly.

“It'sdead, but it still taunted them,” Gray said. 1’ ve been talking to some of the men who used to work
here and some whose fathers worked here. They said some of the Queenstried to pull the tree down,
but there’' s something about it, about what’ sleft of it. Sawswon’t cut the wood. Axes can’t do more
than chip at the outsde. And theroots are still so chained to the ground, the tree can’t be pulled out
either. The soil dl around it is so hard it can break ashovel, and Craft can’'t touch it at dl. So al that
time, they said they left the tree to remind everyone that the Grayhaven line was gone, but in truth they
left it because they couldn't get rid of it.”

“Maybe because thelineisn’'t completely gone,” Casse sad.

“Maybe”



“I hear the names Jared and Lia, Theraand Blaed. They must have been so important to thisland, but |
know so little. Does anyone know stories about them? Or were those |ost too when the other Queens
took over DenaNehele?’

“Sure, there are stories,” Gray said. “1 know some. So does Theran. Talon would know more because
he knew the four of them. They werefriends”

“Do you think Talon would share some of those stories with me?’

“Hel tdl you. Sowill 1.

She stared at the tree and looked alittle sad. Then she smiled at him. “I" d better take alook at the rest of
the garden before someone comes looking for me.”

Hewatched her walk away, with VVae trotting beside her.

Ashe shifted hisweight from onefoot to the other, he felt awarning twingein his back.

“Enough,” hesaid.

It surprised him how bitter his voice sounded that he couldn’t work anymore today. He' d never minded
before when he had to stop.

But that was before it mattered that someone might think he was wesk.

One last thing, he thought as he vanished the tools. He' d get a bucket of water to wet down the new
plants, and he' d use Craft to take the weight of the full bucket instead of forcing his body to do more
than it should. Then he' d get something to eat and Sit in the shade while he studied the next part of the
book on—

*Gray? Gray!*

Hisbody stiffened in response to the panic in Vag svoice. He saw Cassie at the far end of the garden,
backing away from that weedy spot, one hand clamped over her mouith.

Something wrong. Something terribly wrong.

*Gray!*

Heran.

The moment Vae saw him running toward Casse, she ran toward the house. He had no ideawho the
Sceltiewas cdling for help, but he was certain she' d do her best to rouse everyone she could.

He dowed to avoid running Cassie down. “Cassiel” Maybe it was nothing worse than a snake or a dead
mouse. Maybe.. ..

Sheturned to look at him. Her freckleswere the only color in her face.

“It’ switchblood,” she whispered. Then she threw her arms around him and held on asif her life depended
onit. “It'switchblood.”

Her legs buckled, and he went down with her, wincing when his knees hit the ground.

“So many,” Cassie sobbed. “So many.”

Hedidn't know what to ask, didn’t know what to do, didn’t understand why those black-edged red
flowers upset her so much.

*Casse? Cassel*

Not alone, Gray thought asthe Sceltie returned, whining anxioudy.

Voices. Shouts. He couldn’t twist around to see, but moments later Theran and Ranon were there,
asking questions he couldn’t answer while Cass e sobbed.

Then Shirawasthere, on her knees beside him. “What’ swrong? What happened? |s she hurt?’

“1 don't know,” Gray said, so shaken he began to ssammer. “ She looked at those weeds and got upset.”
“Not w-weeds,” Cassie gasped before she started crying harder.

“Mother Night,” Shiramuttered. She called in abottle Hedlers used to store tonics, yanked out the
stopper, then grabbed a hunk of red braid and pulled Cassie’ s head up. “Here. Drink this. Drink!”
Cassie drank. Gasped. Gulped air.

But she settled. When she rested her head on Gray’ s shoulder, she was till shaking but no longer crying.
Shirasat back, took aswig from the bottle, then held it out to Gray. “Y ou too.”

He obeyed and took along swallow.

“What isthat?’ Theran asked.

“Brandy,” Shirareplied.



By now therest of the First Circle except Taon had reached the spot—even Powell, who was il
puffing from the run.

Gray looked up at Theran. “I don’t know what happened.”

“Not your fault, Gray,” Theran replied softly.

“So many,” Casse whispered. “ So many.”

“So many what?’ Shiraasked with that quiet voice Hedlers used when they were asking about something
painful.

“Onefor each,” Cassesaid. “That' s how it grows. That's how you know. One plant for each. Living
memento mori. Can't be killed once it takes root, can't be hidden. Ground soaked in blood nourishesthe
Gray saw the shock on the men’sfaces. Saw Shirapale.

“Casddy ...,” Shirasad.

“It growswhere awitch waskilled,” Cassidy said. “It grows where her blood was spilled in violence. So
many died in that pot.”

“Mother Night,” Ranon said.

Gray was't sure which of them was till shaking—he or Casse—until she pulled away from him to St up
on her own.

[t washim.

“Can | have more of that?" Cassie asked, reaching for the tonic bottle.

Shirahanded it over without aword.

“Do you know who might have died here, Theran?’ Ranon asked.

Theran looked sick. “I’m not sure. Thera, | think. And Taon'swife.”

“I’ve seen so much of this stuff growing in DenaNehdle— and in the Shadador reserves,” Ranon said.
“Wastold it wasjust aweed, an invasive weed. Mother Night.”

Fedling timid, Gray touched Cassi€ s shoulder. “What do we do now?’

“It’ sovergrown with weeds and hasn't been tended for too long,” Cassiesaid. “ So we'll tend that
ground and the witchblood that growsthere.” She paused. “ The Black Widowsin the Dark Court told
me that witchblood knows the name of the one who has gone, and if you know how, the plant can tell
you whose blood nourished the seed.”

Murtters. Murmurs. Shira shuddered.

“I can ask how it's done—if you want to know,” Cassie said, looking at Shira.

“|—Grayhaven?’ Shirasaid, looking at Theran.

“I don't know,” hesaid. “I don’t know if . . . | don’t know.”

Cassie nodded. When she shifted position, Theran offered a hand to help her stand up.

Gray got to hisfeet, wincing alittle and pretending he didn't see the way Shirawas studying him before
Ranon pulled her up.

“WE re going to clean up that ground,” Casse said.

*Gray and Cassie need torest,* Vae said.

“Yes, they do,” Shirasaid. “Lady Cassdy’ s hands are ill fragile, and if she'sgoing to stay out here and
supervise, | want Gray to stay close by and keep her company. But I’ d like to help clean up that part of
the garden.”

“Sowould1,” Ranon said.

“Gray?’ Theran said. “ Do you have tools we could use?’

Gray cdled in thetools he' d vanished, handing them out as Theran, Ranon, and Archerr came up to
damthem.

“The short-handled claws would work better for thetight places,” he said. “They’re il in the shed.”
“I'll get them,” Ranon said, handing the hoeto Shira.

They worked in the garden the rest of the morning, moving carefully between plantsthat now held a
different meaning.

Gray watched them, frustrated because al he could do was watch. There was an odd comfort in
knowing Cassewas just asfrustrated that she couldn’t help.



And therewas no comfort at al in the way Theran kept looking a Cassie when he thought no one was
watching.

CHAPTER 16

TERREILLE

“l don’'t know which oneis harder to get through,” Cassidy muttered a couple of dayslater as she
stomped to the garden to work off alittle frustration. “ A man’s head or ground as solid asrock.”

The day they' d all worked together to clean up the part of the garden filled with witchblood, she'd
thought she and Theran had findly settled into some kind of understanding, that he might actually listen
to what she was saying instead of telling her it couldn’t be done “that way.” Hell’ sfirel Anyonewith a
pebble sworth of brain could figure out Dena Nehele couldn’t beruled in “the ordinary way.” They
didn’'t have enough Queensto rulein “the ordinary way.” That had been the point! And there was nothing
unusud about males ruling on aQueen’sbehdf. It wasdone dl thetimein Kaeleer. Her cousin Aaron
ruled Tgjrana, the capita city of Nharkhava, on his Queen’ sbehaf. And Prince Y adanaruled Ebon Rih.
And she knew there were Warlords assigned to be a Queen’ s representative who, in essence, ruled their
homevillages.

How in the name of Hell was she supposed to decide which available Queens might be able—and
willing—to rule more than their little villagesif she couldn’t talk to them?But Prince Grayhaven kept
finding reasons for her not to travel and see other parts of DenaNehele, and he was just as quick with
the excuses for why the other Queens—even with an escort of Warlord Princes—couldn’t cometo
Grayhaven to talk to her.

And none of the other Warlord Princes challenged his asinine statements because he was Grayhaven.
“The man farts every time he opens hismouth,” Cassdy muttered as she reached the big stone shed.
She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and blew it out. “ And Poppi would whack your butt if he heard
you say that,” she scolded hersdlf.

“I'm Grayhaven.”

Cassidy took astep closer to the shed' s open door. Nobody in the part of the shed she could see. Most
of the tools were stored neatly now, except for that jumble of thingsin the back |eft corner.

Shelooked at the old blanket that separated Gray’ s room from the rest of the shed.

“I'm Grayhaven.”

“Gray?’ she cdled softly. Theran was ill in the house, so who wastalking to Gray? The voice sounded
familiar, but it was muffled too much for her to be sure, except it sounded male—and young.

Then Gray’ svoicerosein akind of desperate keening. “I’m Grayhaven! 1’ m Grayhaven!”

“Gray!”

She rushed to the doorway and pulled the blanket aside—and saw him shivering on a pathetic excuse of
abed, caught in some kind of nightmare. He was wearing trousers and nothing e se, and shefdlt her
knees grow weak as she stared at the scars on his back.

“Mother Night, Gray,” she whispered. “What did they do to you?’

“1"'m Grayhaven!”

Shewanted to touch him, wanted to shake him out of the nightmare—or the memory—»but she was
afraid touching him might frighten him even more.

She braced herself and said in afirm voice, “Prince Gray, your presenceis requested.”

He jerked, whimpered. But she thought her use of Protocol had pulled him out of the dream-memory,
because the next thing he said was, “Casse?’

It took him acouple of triesto turn himsdlf so he was facing the doorway. “ Cassie?’

Hisdark hair was matted with swest, and his face had the drawn, exhausted ook of a man who had
endured too much.

“What' syour name?’ Cassdy asked, keeping her voice Queen firm. “What' s your full name? Y our redl



name?’

He hestated, then said, “ Jared Blaed Grayhaven.”

Shelooked at the room—at the straight-backed chair that had a flat stone under oneleg to keep it from
wobbling, at the broken-down chest of drawersthat had asinglelamp, at the bookcase that had only one
unbroken shelf.

“Thisisthe best he could do?’ she asked too softly as she looked at the room, piece by piece. “You're
hisfamily, and thisisthe best he would do?’

She backed out of the room, letting the blanket fall across the opening.

“Casse? Gray caled.

She walked out of the shed, her stride lengthening with every step she took toward the house.

“Cassd”

She couldn’t stop, couldn’t answer. Because every step stoked her fury just alittle more.

“Thiswasyour ideato begin with,” Ranon said, dogging Theran’ s footsteps with as much persstence as
that damn Scdltie. “Why are you so determined now to stand in the way?’

“I'm not standing in theway,” Theran tossed over his shoulder.

“Y ouwon't even give Cassdy the courtesy of listening to what she hasto say.”

Heturned on Ranon. “If Warlord Princes are going to rule Dena Nehele, what was the point of trying to
get aQueen?’

“And what’ sthe point of having a Queen if you won't let her do anything?’ Ranon snapped. “1 can
understand not wanting her to travel around the Territory right now, but why are you so determined not
to have the few Queenswho are left come to Grayhaven to meet her? After dl, she rules them now.”
“And how many of those Queens that we passed over are going to be impressed with awitch who wears
aRose Jawd?’ Theran asked, feding bitter again. He had to hide that bitterness from Talon, but he'd be
damned if he' d hide it from the rest of the First Circle. Especidly Ranon.

“The Shdador Queens might be willing to come and talk to her—and listen to what she hasto say,”
Ranon said.

“Shdador. Shalador. That'sdl you harp about, isn't it? Every meeting of the First Circle, you bring up
something about the reserves.”

“ Someone has to remember our people,” Ranon said with his own touch of bitterness.

“Just because our Queen has given her consent for you to mount a Black Widow—"

“Watch your tongue, Grayhaven,” Ranon snarled.

Theran caught amovement out of the corner of hiseye and turned to see Cassidy coming toward him,
her hands clenched and alook on her face....

“Y ou coldhearted son of awhoring bitch!”

Sherammed him with aforce that knocked him into thewall.

Instinct and temper took over, and he shoved her hard enough that she would have fallen if Ranon hadn’t
caught her. She shook off the Opal-Jeweled Warlord Prince, and the expression on Ranon’ s face would
have been amusing if the woman didn’t look ready to kill someone.

“Y ou made such apoint of family, you bastard,” Cassidy snarled. “The family wing wasto be off-limits
to the court because this had been the Grayhaven family home.”

“Why are you s0 pissed about that now?’ Theran shouted.

“Because he' s family!” she shouted back. “But you stick him in adamn gardening shed, don’t even let
him comein for medls, al because someone hurt him, scarred him so heisn't perfect anymore, and you
won't accept anyone or anything that isn't perfect, will you? Well, you' re not perfect either, Grayhaven.
Far fromit.”

Theran looked at her in dishdlief. “Thisis about Gray?’

“YESTHISISABOUT GRAY!”

She used Craft to enhance her voice, and that shout rattled the windows. And brought everyone running.
“Shit,” Ranon said softly, turning and railsing ahand to stop the men who rushed into the room from the
other door.



“Jared Blaed Grayhaven,” Cassidy said with akind of cold anger that put a chill down Theran’s spine.
“Family, in't he?’

“We'recousins,” Theran replied cautioudy. He wore Green. She wore Rose. Hewasn't in any danger.
Not from her. But he couldn’t forget right now that she had the backing of the kind of power that could
wipe Dena Nehele and its people out of existence.

“Cousins,” Cassdy sad. “But he' s not good enough to be family, ishe? Not good enough to stay in
your precious house.”

“Hecan't stay here”

“Why?

Something snapped insde him. Something that had festered for alot of years. Something that cut him
every time he'd heard that desperate keening.

“Because he wastortured here,” Theran shouted. “ Here, in thishouse. For two years they beat him and
hurt him and did things he only remembersin nightmares. And do you know why they did that? Because
they thought he was me! Because that bitch thought she had captured the last of the Grayhaven line, and
she savored every wound sheinflicted.

“And he never told them they’ d caught the wrong boy. Never told them he wasn't Grayhaven. Jared
Blaed. That was his name then. Cousins through our mothers, who could trace their line back to Thera
and Blaed. He protected mein the only way he could for two years.”

Theran turned, paced, circled. Wanted to begt her with words.

“Do you think | want him out in that damn shed?No, Lady, | don’t.” He blinked back the tears stinging
his eyes—and refused to seethe tearsin hers. “But he' sterrified to comeinto this house. Hewon't even
come to the kitchen door to get food. We bring it out to the stables for him. He had to come with us. We
couldn’t leave him in the mountain camp, even though the other rogues up there were willing to look after
him. But he'sin that shed because it’ sthe best he can do. All he can tolerate.”

Cassidy squared her shoulders and raised her chin. “1I’m sorry for that. | didn’t know. But that doesn’t
change anything, Theran. Heisyour family, and he will have aroom in the family wing.”

“Haven't you been ligening?

“I don’'t careif he never setsfoot in this house or never setsfoot in that room, but he will have a proper
room in the family wing, just like you and Talon. Hewill know it isthereif hewantsit. And if he’ smore
comfortable staying in the shed, then it will befixed up.”

“We can't afford to be—" Theran began.

“Thisisn't asuggestion, and it’'snot arequest,” Cassidy snapped. “Thisisan order, Prince. Get it done.”
She gtarted to turn away, then turned back. “ And | think we should agree on adivision of labor from
here on in, Grayhaven. Y ou do what you can—and I’ ll do what’ simportant.”

Sheturned to leave the room—and Ranon skipped out of her way, raising his handsin agesture of
surrender. The other men who had come in scrambled to give her aclear path to the door.

“Hdl’ sfire, Theran,” Ranon said softly. “That woman is pissed.”

“Yeah,” Theransaid. “1 guesssheis” Hefdt shaky, asif he'd clashed with an enemy far more deadly
than he' d expected.

“Theran?’

Mother Night. Gray.

Theran turned to find Gray standing in the other doorway—the doorway Cassidy had originally comein
by. He watched, not sureif offering assistance would help or harm, as Gray walked into the room,
shaking more and more with every step.

Unableto stand it any longer, Theran covered the distance between them, oddly grateful that Ranon
came with him as additiona support.

As he put hishands on Gray’ s shoulders, he saw Ranon’ s face tighten asthe man got alook a Gray’s
back.

“She doesn't understand,” Gray said. “ That’ swhy she'sso mad at you.”

“It doesn’'t matter,” Theran said.

“Yes, it does. Family isimportant to Cassie. Family matters. That’ swhy she’smad at you. She doesn't



know that it mattersto you too.”

“Gray ...”

“I'll take the room, Theran. Then shewon'’t be mad at you anymore.”

“You don’'t haveto do this. Not for her.”

Gray gave him an odd smile. “That' sexactly why | haveto doit. For her.”

Theran stiffened at the sound of someone running. Footstepstoo light to beaman’'s, sowho . .. ?
Shirabarreled into the room, pulled up short, and stared at Gray’ s back for along moment before she
whispered, “Mother Night.”

Theran felt arductant admiration for her when she quickly regained her composure and her professiona
attitude.

“Would it hurt you if | touch your back?’ Shiraasked Gray.

“No.” But his voice was becoming atight whisper, aprelude to the pain that usudly left him helpless.
Gray shook, shuddered—and Theran saw the shamein his cousin’s eyeswhen Gray couldn’t stop
himself from whimpering. Not because Shird slight, gentle touch was hurting him, but because he was
afraid of being touched by afemale. Because that touch brought back too many memories.

“Well sat ample” Shirafindly said after her examination. “I’ ve got agood, strong liniment that will help
relax those tight muscles and ease the pain. And I’'m recommending you take amild sedative that will let
you deep.”

“I have work,” Gray said, sounding too close to desperate.

Damn the work! Theran thought.

“Not today,” Shirasaid. “Today your only work isto rest and hedl. If you do that, by tomorrow you and
Lady Cassidy can go back to digging in the garden for an hour or so—under Vag' s supervison.”
Despite the fact that he was il shaking, Gray tried to smile. “Vae bites.”

“Which makes her the perfect choice for watching over the two of you,” Shirareplied tartly. Then her
voice softened. “ Come on, now. Let’ s get you settled wherever you fed comfortable. Then | can do
something about the pain.”

Gray didn’'t argue when Shiraled him away, his expression once more that of adocile boy.

Theran watched Gray and Shira, ignoring the sounds of the other men leaving the room.

“It took alot of courage for him to walk into this house,” Ranon said.

Theran continued to stare at that doorway, even though Shiraand Gray were gone. Then he swallowed
hard and said, “He' saways had courage.”

The door of the Steward' s office was open, but Talon knocked on the wood anyway before entering.

“Y ou wanted to see me?’

Powell’ s smile of greeting wobbled for amoment, then failed atogether. * Y es. Please close the door.”
Not good, Taon thought as he closed the door and settled himself in the visitor’ s chair. Thiswas not
good.

Powell lifted the corners of afew papers on his desk, removed an envelope, and handed it to Taon.
“Thisneedsto go to the Keep.”

Taon stared at the name on the front of the envelope, then studied the seal on the back. “When did the
Queen givethisto you?’

“Shortly after the midday medl.”

“It smarked ‘urgent.” ”

“Itwas. .. misplaced . . . for afew hours,” Powell said. “| wanted to discuss the Situation with you
before | sent thismessage. . . there.”

“Situation.” He hadn’t needed a message dipped under his door, asking him to meet with Powell, to
know something had happened today. He d fdlt the tension the moment he left the family wing.

“Lady Cassdy and Prince Theran had an dtercation this morning. Sharp words were exchanged—and a
few shoves”

“Hell’sfire” Taon muttered.

“Afterward, Lady Cassidy retired to her rooms and hasn’'t come down since.”



“She' snot hurt?” Taon asked, making it more of ademand for the right answer than a question.

“No, no. Neither of them were hurt.” Powell hesitated. “ But that—and the order to get it to the Keep as
s00n as possible—was the only communication any of us have had from her sincethen.”

Teling tales, Cassidy? Tdon wondered. It was tempting to tossit into the fire, but someone would have
to shoulder the blamefor failing to deliver the message—and sometimesthe first break in trust wasthe
onethat could never befully repaired.

“I'll takeit,” Talonsaid. “1 can ride the Sapphire Winds, so I'll be ableto get it there faster than anyone
ese” And | want a chance to tell our side of it.

Powell nodded. “If anyone asks where you' ve gone?’

Tdon vanished the envelope. “Tdl them | had ameeting.”

He returned to hisroom long enough to warm and drink a glass of yarbarah. He hadn’t ridden the Winds
outside Dena Nehele since he' d become demon-dead, and he had no idea how much power might be
drained by riding those psychic roadways through the Darkness over along distance.

Had no ideawhat he would face once he got to the Keep.

And he had no ideaiif the High Lord of Hell would alow him to return to Dena Nehele—and the people
therewho were till among theliving.

Ebon ASKAVI

The Black Mountain. Ebon Askavi. Warrens of rooms carved out of the living stone to house a court, a
library that was, supposedly, the repository of the Blood' s history—and Witch.

No pandling or plaster on the walls to soften the weight of stone. No illusion to help someone forget that
the weight of amountain rested above aman’s head.

Thefeding of age pressed down on Taon as much asthe feding of stone. And even though the sitting
room where he had been taken to wait was as finely furnished as any he' d ever seen, he wondered how
anyone could stand living in this place.

Then the sitting room door opened.

Taon didn’t need to see the Black Jewelsto know that the Warlord Prince who walked into the room
was dangerous. Just looking into those gold eyeswould tell anyone with any sense that you walked softly
inthisman’s presence.

Especidly if you were demon-dead.

“I’'mtheHigh Lord,” the man said, acroon in his degp voice.

A shudder went through Taon at the sound of that voice. Nothing threatening, not in and of itsdlf, but he
wondered how many men hadn’t survived ameeting when the High Lord’ s voice had held that particular
tone.

“I'mTdon.”

“What brings Dena Nehele s Magter of the Guard to the Keep?’

Apparently Prince Sadi was sharing Cassdy’ s reports with hisfather. Why e'se would the High Lord
know who he was?

Hell’ sfire, Mother Night, and may the Darkness be merciful.

Tdon called in the envelope and held it out. “Message from Lady Cassidy.”

Saetan closed the distance between them and took the envelope just as a chime sounded and atray with
adecanter and two ravenglass goblets appeared on atable.

“Would you join mein aglass of yarbarah, Prince Talon?’ Sagtan asked. “ Then we can sit comfortably
whileyou tell mewhatever it isyou cameto say.”

“I’'m just delivering Lady Cassidy’ smessage,” Talon said. “1 wear Sapphire and could ride aWind
darker and faster than anyone e sein the court could ride.”

“Give me some credit, boyo,” Saetan said dryly. “I’ve been a Steward. | know aMaster of the Guard
doesn't deliver messages, no matter how urgent, unless there’ s more than one message. Sit down.”
Hesat.

“Guess no one gives you much argument,” Taon said, feding alittle stunned that he had obeyed before



he' d conscioudy decided to obey.

Setting the envelope aside, Saetan warmed two glasses of yarbarah, then handed oneto Taon. “A man
usesthetools he has available, and he learnsto use them well. The malesin the court seldom argued with
adirect order. Thecoven . ..” He shrugged, and his smile was as affectionate asit was reluctant. “ That
tone of voice usualy stopped them long enough to give me achance to argue about what they were—or
weren’t—going to do.”

Settling into achair, Saetan put his goblet on the tray, picked up the envelope, and called in his half-moon
glasses. “ So let’ s see what has Cassidy so riled up she wasn't willing to wait to send thiswith her regular
report.”

Taon dmost choked as he swallowed a mouthful of yarbarah. “It’ s addressed to Prince Sadi.”

Saetan broke the seal and removed the sheets of paper. “ Prince Sadi gave me the authority to open any
messages from Dena Nehelethat | felt needed to be consdered immediately. | think something marked
‘urgent’ quaifies as such amessage, don’t you?’

“Look,” Taon said, setting hisglassaside. “I don't know what Cassdy and Theran wrangled about
today or why it got her so riled, but they seem to butt heads more often than not.”

“Which is not good for Queen or court,” Saetan said mildly as he read thefirst page and went on to the
second. “But we both know Theran wasn’t chosen to be First Escort because he was quaified for the
postion.”

Tdon fdt hisjaw drop.

Saetan finished reading the second page. He glanced a Ta on as he vanished the papers and envelope.
“Oh, don't look so surprised. Theran had decided he didn't like her before they Ieft the Keepto go to
DenaNehde, and by now Cassie sdidikefor himis probably just as sirong.”

“He's. . . disappointed.”

“I don’'t give adamn about his disappointment,” Saetan snarled. “If he can’t honor the Queen he choseto
serve and do his duties, he should ask to be released from the contract.”

“There sonly thetwelve of us,” Tadon protested. “If any man steps aside, we lose the court!”

“Then maybe you should explain to your boy that he should help build the court instead of trying to break
it
“What did she say about himin that letter?’

“Nothing.”

Taon sat back, feding asif he'd been kicked in the chest.

“She said nothing about him,” Saetan said. “If you hadn’t mentioned Theran, | wouldn’t have known he
wasinvolved.”

“But | wastold they’ d had words today, and after that, she wrote that |etter. | thought—"

“No, Tdon. You haven't thought.”

Therewas an angry heet in Saetan’ seyes, but it wastheicein hisvoice that made Taon St very ill.
“So I'll give you something to think about,” Saetan said too softly. “Y our boy doesn't like the Queen he
accepted, and whether you agree with him or not, you' ve let him set the tone. Y ou’ ve let his disrespect
st the flavor of the court. Y ou’ ve seen enough to know better, but you' re letting it happen.”

“I'm not | etting anything—"

“Y ou're the Master of the Guard. Stand up for your Queen. Even if it means sanding against Theran.”
Tdon said nothing. What could he say?

“Do you want to know who would have liked Cassidy?’ Saetan asked. “Jared would have liked her.
Therawould have liked her. Liawould have understood her. | can’t say how Blaed would have
responded, since he never made it to the Dark Realm.”

“Y ou saw them?” Tadon whispered.

“I saw them, briefly, and got afed for the kind of people they were. Lia stayed the longest because she
waited for Jared. Once he arrived, they had alittle time together. Then their power faded and they
became awhisper in the Darkness. Thera s power was almost burned out by the time she made the
trangtion to demon-dead, so shedidn’t stay in the Dark Realm for long.”

“My wife?’



A hegtation.

“There are somethingsthat are said at the end that would never be said otherwise,” Saetan said softly,
“and | don’'t break the confidences of the dead. But | can tell you this. Sheloved you,Talon, and she
understood why you felt you had to stay. She hoped you understood why she couldn’t.”

Taon closed his eyes and nodded.

“Tell Casseit will take acouple of days, but we'll take care of her request.”

There was nothing in the High Lord’ stone that invited him to ask about the request, so hedidn’t. He just
thanked the man for histime and gladly followed the servant who responded to the High Lord's
summons and escorted him to one of the landing webs.

Hedidn't fed easy until he was riding the Sapphire Winds and heading home,

Jared would have liked her. Thera would have liked her. Lia would have understood her.

Yes, he had alot to think abouit.

Saetan walked into a Stting room similar to the one he' d I eft at the Keep in Terreille, but thisone held a
golden-haired treasure.

“Before wewere interrupted, | believe you were going to tell me why you' re spending afew dayswith
me here,” he said as he settled on the sofa next to Jaenelle.

“Because my moontime was supposed to start this evening, and Daemon politely requested that | spend
the three days when I'm vulnerable hereinstead of remaining &t the Hall.”

“Withhim.”

“With him.” She looked tired and sad.

“Was heright? Did it Sart?’

She gave him asour look. “You know it did.”

Of course he knew. He smelled the change in her scent the moment he walked in the room.

“Give him time, witch-child. HE srunning scared. He loves you with everything that’ sin him—and he's
just beginning to understand that it redly is everything that’sinhim.”

“I misshim.”

Saetan drew her closer and put an arm around her shoulders. “Not half as much as he' s missing you.
And right about now, he' swondering why he' d been such afool asto ask you to come here.”

“How do you know?’

“Because he' samirror.” Hekissed her head. “ So tomorrow when he shows up, don't tell him he looks
like he has't dept, because he hasn’t dept. And don't bristle over whatever paltry excuse he makes
about you needing anap. Just tuck in with him so he can get some degp—and let him hed hiswoundsin
hisownway.”

Those sapphire eyeslooked at him, looked through him.

“Will he hedl, Papa?’

“In order to be with you, Daemon needsto hedl. So he'll heal,” Saetan replied.

They sat quietly for acouple of minutes. Then Jaenelle said, “ So why were you called to the Keepin
Terelle?

“For this” He called in Cassidy’ s note and handed the pagesto her.

About hafway through thefirst page, Jaenelle began to chuckle. Wasn't his reaction to the words, but he
had suspected it would be hers.

“Oh, my,” Jeendllesaid. “Casseisreally pissed.”

“And showing afair amount of backbone,” Saetan said.

“She dways had that, but she never had to fight for anything enough for it to show.”

“Lookslike she sfighting now.”

“And may the Darkness help whoever is dumb enough to get in her way.” Jaenelle folded the pages and
handed them back to him. “ She didn’t provide any dimensions. Hard to redlly know what she wants, isn't
it?’

He knew aleading question when he heard one. “Yes, it is. Any suggestions?’ Asif he hadn’t guessed.
Jeenelle smiled at him. “I think we know agood carpenter who could be persuaded to work in Dena



Nehelefor afew days.”
Hereturned her amile. “Yes, | think we do.”

CHAPTER 17

KAELEER

Daemon walked into his closet and pulled awhite silk shirt off its hanger. As he suffed onearminto a
deeve, he muttered, “It’ s your own fault, you brainlessfool. So do something about it.” And he damn
wel was going to do something abouit it just as soon as he got this miserable rag of ashirt over his
shoul—

“Stop it,” Jazen snapped, rushing into the closet. “ Stop! Y ou’ I rip the seams.”

Daemon bared histeeth and snarled at hisvalet. “What' swrong with Lord Aldric that he couldn’t get the
measurementsright? 1 give him enough business”

Thevalet stripped the shirt off him and hung it back up with afussy care that honed Daemon’'s
temper—and a'so made him wary.

“It does't fit because it’ snot your shirt,” Jazen said, examining the shoulder seamsfor rips.

“Thenwhy isitinmy clost?

“Becauseit’sLady Angdling sshirt.”

“Thenwhy isitin my dost?’

Jazen huffed out a breath, and Daemon got the impression the va et had hoped never to havethis
conversation.

“It hasto stay in your closet with the rest of your clothesin order to absorb your scent,” Jazen said.
“Areyou saying | smell?’

“If you want to pick afight, look esewhere,” Jazen said with arigid courtesy. “Y ou asked aquestion,
I’m trying to give you an answer.”

Daemon closed his eyes and struggled to leash histemper. “My apologies, Jazen,” hefindly said. “I'ma
bit. .. cranky.”

“Prince, you passed cranky halfway through breakfast—uwhich iswhen Beale suggested | pack abag for
you so that you could leave the moment you decided to go to the Keep.”

He' d aways been so good at hiding feelings he didn’t want anyone to see. When had he stopped being
good a hiding?

He opened his eyes and looked at Jazen. “ The shirt.”

Jazen selected another white stk shirt and handed it to him. It didn’t look any different from the other
one—except it fit him perfectly.

“Servants are discreet,” Jazen said. “ Especidly persond servants. And while they won't discussthings
that go on in the household with anyone outside their house, they do talk among themsalves. So | began
to see a pattern with the laundry. Lady Angelline would borrow one of your shirts, and when it was
laundered, it would be returned to her closet. But the second time she wore it, she would seem
dissatisfied—and go browsing in your closet again. That’ swhen | redlized the shirt itself wasn't the
atraction. The apped was your scent—physical and psychic—that was absorbed by the materidl.

“| dso redlized from the things the maids said that your shirtswere alittle too big to be comfortably big,
and it was easy enough to learn that the High Lord’ s shirts had been a better fit. Sothelast time |l wasin
Amdarh to place an order for your shirts, | took theliberty of talking to Lord Aldric, and hemade a
couple of shirtsthat were just alittle smaler than your measurements for shoulders and deeves. | put a
little bead on the hanger so that those shirts are easy to identify, and | position them so that Lady
Angdlineismorelikely to choose one of them than any other.”

“| see,” Daemon said. He hadn’t considered why Jaenelle chose to wear one of his shirts. The way she
looked dways aroused him, even when it was clear she had no interest in him doing anything with that
arousa. “Do you know why she does that?”



Jazen hesitated. “1 wouldn't presume to know what the Lady thinks.”

“| asked, Jazen. I’'m not going to hold your opinion againgt you.”

Jazen hesitated amoment longer. “ The servants at the Hall are very discreet,” he said again, emphasizing
that point, “but they’ ve told me alittle about things that happened before the Lady cameto live with the
High Lord. So | would understand why she responds to some things the way she does.

“I"'m guessing that shefirst started wearing the High Lord' s shirtswhen she felt nervous or vulnerable
because she needed the reminder that she was safe, that he would stand as her sword and shield. Later
on, snce Helene and the laundry maids didn’t remember Lady Angdlline abandoning his shirts after a
couple of washings and she only occasionaly borrowed a different one, | think she was at an age when
shesmply liked wearing one of his shirts—and she enjoyed asmall rebelion againgt afather who liked
women to dressfor dinner.”

“So she arrived at the table well dressed but in aman’ s shirt,” Daemon said—and wondered if Saetan
had been amused or annoyed by that maneuver.

He missed her so much he ached. Missed her so much the londliness gnawed at his gut. He hadn’t been
ableto deep last night because her absence was too much of areminder of al the nights of misery when
he' d thought she was dead.

But this he had done to himsdlf. He had sent her away to keep her safe from a potentialy dangerous
adversary.

Him.

But he had to go to the Keep. Had to be with her. And had to believe that Saetan would do whatever
needed to be doneif he crossed some line that shouldn’t be crossed.

“So the High Lord' s scent represents safety,” Daemon said. “What does she get from me?’

Jazen studied him for along moment before saying quietly,”If I ve understood correctly, you' re the only
man Lady Angelline has ever welcomed as alover. Considering her past, | would say, Prince, that your
scent represents pleasure and love—and trust.”

TERREILLE

“Y ou brainless, pigheaded ass”

Theran stopped at the edge of the terrace and faced Cassidy, choking on the words that razored his
throat. He wanted to fight, wanted to spew out his own opinions and disappointments, but he didn’t dare.
Not after Talon returned from an unexplained visit to the Keep and told him flat out that from now on, the
Master of the Guard would back the Queen in any dispute, no questions asked.

So no matter what Lady Cassidy did or said, if she complained about him, he would be in the wrong.
The only good thing about Cassidy snapping at him this morning was the look on Gray’ sface. Maybe his
cousin would start to realize Cassidy wasn't so wonderful after al.

“No need to be pointing theway,” arough voice said. “When her temper ison the bail, the girl sounds
just like her mother.”

Cassdy’ s eyes widened with a strange kind of apprehension. “Poppi?’ she said as she turned toward the
terrace doors and looked at the burly stranger. “Poppi?”

“Hdlo, Kitten.”

The look on her face as she launched hersef at the man, who hugged her hard enough to lift her off her
feet.

I’ ve never seen her happy, Theran thought, feding uncomfortable about that redlization because he
might be partly to blame.

*Who ishe? Gray asked as he joined Theran on the edge of the terrace.

The psychic communication startled Theran since Gray used it sorarely.

*| don’t know,* Theran replied. * But he seemsto know her well.*

A flash of something from Gray, gonetoo fast to identify.

The man set Cassidy down, then smiled broadly as he ran his hands down her arms. But his smile faded
as he held her hands, his thumbs brushing her palms. Sadness clouded his face as helooked at her hands.



“Poppi . ..,” Cassidy began.

“No,” hesad firmly. “It' sbest if we not have words about this.” He nodded asif he'd made some
decison. “Yes, | think it'sbest.”

Theran caught sight of Ranon coming up behind the stranger and figured it wastimeto do hisduty as
First Escort before Ranon did it for him. So he said, “Lady?’ in atonethat politely demanded
information.

“Oh.” Looking flustered, Cassidy linked her arm with the stranger’ s and turned to face him. “Poppi, this
is Prince Theran Grayhaven, my First Escort. And that’s his cousin, Gray.” She looked over her
shoulder. “And that' s Prince Ranon.”

“Gentlemen,” the man said, touching two fingersto the brim of an old brown hat.

Certainly doesn’t look worried about facing Warlord Princes, Theran thought.

“Prince Theran, gentlemen, thisismy father, Lord Burle.”

Theran saw Gray’ s eyeswiden.

“Y our father’ scometo visit?’ Gray asked.

“Yes,” Cassidy sad.

“Not exactly,” Burle said. Letting go of Cassdy, he pulled a piece of paper from the inside pocket of his
jacket and handed it to Cassidy.

She opened it, read it—and just stared at it until Theran wanted to rip it out of her hands and find out
what in the name of Hell wasgoing on.

“| don't understand,” Cassidy findly said.

“Seems clear enough,” Burlesad.

“| asked Prince Sadi to send abed, a dresser, and abookcase,” Cassidy said.

“You left out afew details, Kitten. Instead of sending something that may not be what you wanted, the
Prince sent me. Four days of my time to cobble together the furniture you wanted. If it takeslonger than
that to get it all done, | might have some pieces dready made that will do, or we can negotiate for more
time. | brought tools and lumber and other things. Was brought down by Coach, courtesy of Prince Sadi.
The driver says he can leave the Coach as asupply shed whileI’m here, but it’ s till sitting on the landing
web beyond the gates and needs to be moved out of theway, so he' Il set it wherever you want before he
heads back to Kaeleer.”

“| can take care of that,” Ranon said, looking at Cassidy. “Y ou want it near the house?’

“Actudly . ..” Cassdy looked flustered. “Thefurnitureisfor Gray, so somewhere near the back of the
gardenswould probably be more convenient.”

“For me?’ Gray said, looking stunned.

“Inthat case” Burle said, “perhaps Prince Gray could give me afew minutes of histime and show methe
gpace and give me some thoughts about what might suit him.”

“But you just got here,” Cassidy protested.

“And I'll be herefor the next few days,” Burlereplied. “But when I’'m paid for afull day’ swork, | givea
full day’ swork. So you get on with your work, and I’ [l get on with mine, and I'll seeyou at dinner. Go
on, now. Git.”

“Areyou alowed to talk to aQueen like that?’ Gray asked.

“Hél’sfire, no,” Burle said, laughing. “But I’m not talking to a Queen now, am 1?1’ m talking to my
daughter.” He gave Cassdy acomicdly fiercelook. “ Y ou gill here?’

“Fing” Cassdy grumbled asasmiletugged her lips. “I’'m going.”

Didn’t take much brainpower to figure out Lord Burle was going to be reporting personally to Prince
Sadi when he went home, so Theran extended hisright hand and said politely,“Lady, if you' reready, the
Steward iswaiting to review some information about the Provinces.”

His conduct as he escorted her into the house was absolutely correct.

Too bad she looked so stunned by it.

Cassie’ sfather. Thisman is Cassie’ s father.
Gray couldn’t kegp hismind on anything but the big man waking bes de him—including where he put his



feet—s0 he kept tripping over nothing.

“I guessyou've known Cassefor along time,” Gray said.

“All her life)” Burle replied with an odd smile and atwinklein hiseyes.

Fool. Idiot. Gray wanted to smack himself. Now he wastripping over histongue aswell as hisfedt.
Could he sound any dumber? Why couldn’t he sound like Theran or Ranon or any other grown man?
And why did it suddenly matter so much that this man didn’t look at him and see aboy easly dismissed?
“| guess Cassie was upset about the stuff in the shed,” Gray said.

“I didn’t see the note myself, but | gathered she was pretty riled about it,” Burle replied.

“Shedidn’t need to get riled. It's not important.”

Burle stopped waking. “You didn’t tell her thet, did you?’

“No, sr.” And considering the way Burle looked and sounded right now, he was very glad he hadn’t said
anything.

“Smart man. When awoman’ sriled up about something, the biggest mistake a man can makeistelling
her it’s not important. She won't hear it the way the words are meant, and sometimes it can take along
time to mend things between aman and awoman—if they can be mended at dl. If she thinks something
isimportant, it's best for the man to treet it as such.”

Gray thought about that. “ Because treating the thing that’ s got her riled asimportant tells her that she's
important?’

“That' stheway of it,” Burle agreed, continuing on to the shed.

When they entered the shed, Gray wished he had straightened the tools, swept the floor. Something. But,
Hdll’ sfire, he hadn’t expected Cassi€ sfather to show up!

Burle pushed the old blanket aside and pursed hislips. “Y ou gonnaget anew chair to put in that corner?
With a better lamp, that would give you aplaceto read. I’ m figuring you like books, since abookcaseis
one of the pieces requested.”

“I like books, storiesand such,” Gray said. “And I’ m studying the Protocol books.”

“Protocol isagood thing to know,” Burle said, nodding.

But Gray’ s thoughts had followed a different path. “Y ou would know stories about when Casse was
litle”

“I know gtories,” Burle agreed. “Might even share afew.”

Gray smiled. He wanted to hear those stories, wanted to share more than the now of Casse slife.
“When | have adaughter, can | cal her Kitten?’

Burle made a strange sound. “Y ou' re skipping afew stepsin the dance, aren’'t you?’

“Huh?’

Burle studied him abit too long before saying, “Y ou know how to use ahammer?’

“Not to build things”

“Y ouwant to learn?’

Gray hesitated. He did want to learn, and he wanted to spend time with Burle\who understood an
important difference between a daughter and a Queen—and had shown him, and everyone e se, that
Cassie understood the difference. That was something the Queens who had controlled DenaNehele
before the witch sorm killed them dl hadn’t understood. But he didn’t want to risk what might happen if
he wasn't honest before they began.

“I can't work afull day,” Gray said, feding bitter because he didn’t want to be seen as someone less.
“Not yet. | was. . . tortured . . . when | was younger, and sometimes my body doesn’t work right.”

“Y our body’ s not working right because you overworked it recently?” Burle asked. “ That’ swhat you're
tdling me?’

Gray nodded, unable to look the older man in the eyes. “ Shirasays| can work afew hours aday, but
not more than that, not yet, and Vae will get yappy about it if | try to do more. And not just yappy. Vae
bites.”

“And who might Vae be?’

“She'saScdtie”

“Ah.” Burle nodded. “Heard of them. Haven't met one.”



“Youwill,” Gray said darkly. “V ae has opinions about everything.”

Burlelooked at the room. “Tdl you what. I'll trade you. Y ou help me for two hoursand learn abit in the
process, and Il give you two hours of Iabor to help take care of your work. And we' |l see how it goes.”
“Okay.”

Burledidn’t think less of him for not being able to work afull day. Didn't say anything about the torture.
Wasjust as matter-of-fact about it al as Lucivar had been.

Something insde Gray relaxed.

“Let’sstart by taking some measurements,” Burle said. “Then, while we' re taking care of some of your
work, we can talk about how to make some furniture that will suit you and still make my girl happy.”

L ater that evening, after amea when no one seemed able to relax enough to just talk, Cassidy and Burle
went out walking, heading toward open fields that were away from the house—and the people.

“Y ou want to tell me what’ swrong?’ Burle asked.

Cassdy linked her arm with her father’ sand said nothing.

“All right,” Burle said after aminute. “Let me put it thisway: what’ swrong?’

“Theran isapigheaded ass.”

“You' reentitled to your opinion, Kitten, but I'm not sure you' re entitled to shame himin front of the
people he has to work with.”

“Why not? He doesit to me.”

Burle stopped walking, and Cassdy felt an odd chill intheair.

Mother Night. Her father was aWarlord who wore Tiger Eye, and under most circumstances, Burle
wouldn't think of going up against aWarlord Prince. But fathers weren't dways careful when they
stepped up to defend a daughter.

“He blocks everything | try to do,” Cassidy said hurriedly. “Hewon't et me go out to the Provincesto
meet the remaining Queens and see who might be willing—and capable—of doing more than they’re
doing now. Hell’ sfire! He doesn't tell the housekeeper how to do her work, but he' strying to make
every decision for me!”

Burle hesitated—and the air around them changed back to evening coal.

“From what I’ ve gathered, going out and about just yet may not be the wisest—or safest—thing for a
Queentodo,” hesad.

“But Theran won't let those Queens come to Grayhaven either. He even got his back up when | wanted
to go into town with Gray and look at plants for the garden.”

“Hemight have hisreasons.”

“I’'m not pretty enough to impress anyone,” Cassidy muttered.

“That’ sfoolish tak, and you know it.”

Isit really that foolish? shewondered. Since she didn’t want her father challenging Theran—and
getting killed because of it—she held her tongue.

“Timefor plain tak, Kitten,” Burle said. “ Queens do important work, and they are as necessary to aland
asthey areto its people. They can make or break a Territory. Hell’ sfire, they can make or bresk a
Province or avillage. But you’ ve missed something aong the way, my girl. What you do is work, and
when you accepted this contract, you were hired for aparticular job.”

“No one seemsto want meto do that job,” Cassidy said, her voice roughened by frustration.

“Induding you?’

Bardly enough light to see hisface, but enough to know it was a serious question.

“Sometimes | have an ideafor apiece of furniture,” Burlesaid, “and | build it just theway | seeitinmy
mind, exactly theway it suitsmeto build it out of particular materids. | take pride in the work. Some
peoplewill likeit and somewon't, but it'sal mine. And then there are other timeswhen I’'m hired to help
someone build a piece of furniture the way they want it built. Their vison, their design. I’ ll make
suggestionsif | foresee aproblem in the design or materids, but I'm not the designer, Kitten. I'm the
skilled laborer who' s hel ping someone e se create something that mattersto them. And evenif | think it
could have been done differently—or better—I respect what they’ re trying to do and give them the best
work | can.



“Y ou’ ve been here afew weeks. Prince Theran’ s been here hiswhole life, watching what bad Queens
did to hisland and his people. I’ ve been working with Gray this afternoon, and he' stold me afair amount
about his cousin. Enough for meto figure out that Theran wantsto do right by his people and do right by
DenaNehele. The name Grayhaven means something here, and it' saweight aswell asaprivilegeto
carry thename.”

“So | should help him build anew foundation the way hethinksit should be built?” Which reminded her
of one of Burle€ ssayings. Don’t go knocking down a wall because you think the room will ook
better when all you were asked to do was paint.

“A year from now, you can walk away from these people and their problems. He can’'t. Won't. Ishe
pigheaded?’ Burle shrugged. “Probably couldn’t have survived if hewasn't.”

Nothing to say when Poppi puit it like that.

“I'll tell you what else | figured out in these few hours. Y ou and Theran might not be asfar gpart asyou
both seem to think.” Burle smiled and patted her hand. “Y ou’ re looking to prove something to yoursdlf.
He' slooking to prove something to his people. Maybe, Kitten, the reason you' re scrapping instead of
working together isthat you both want too much too fast, and you' re getting in your own way.”

CHAPTER 18

TERREILLE

Cassidy pulled her nightgown over her head, then pressed a hand against her abdomen. A heaviness,
settling low. A dull achethat got more pronounced every time she stood up this evening.

Well, Shirawarned her that it would hurt more if she delayed her moontime. Looked like she was going
to find out how much more.

She cdled in her supplies and tucked them in abathroom drawer where they would be handy, then got
into bed, feding chilled despite the mild night. She plumped up pillows and opened the book she was
reading. But shedidn’t fed like reading.

When shefirg arrived in DenaNehdle, it felt like an adventure, like a chance to do something good.
Sincethen, shefdt like she was congtantly dogging through emotiona mud that was knee-deep and
getting deeper. She could see the value of looking at thislike acontract job, but that didn’t seem to be
working ether, because every time she' d asked Theran what he would like to do about anything, he
danced away from giving her astraight answer. He opposed her suggestions but wouldn’t make any of
his own because that wasn't aFirst Escort’ s duty.

And why not? If his reason for opposing her suggestions was superior knowledge of what was happening
in the Provinces and villages, why didn’t he share the informeation?

Sweset Darkness, she missed her father, and he' d left only yesterday.

Cassidy snorted. “Left out afew detailsin my letter, my eye.” The dresser had aready been made, and
the wood had been cut for asmall bookcase. Since he' d brought amattress as part of the supplies, her
father had had agood idea of how big the bed could be.

It had been an excuse to come visit, but she wasn't sure whose ideaiit had been—her father’s, Prince
Sadi’s, or the High Lord's. Didn't matter. Besides her own time with Poppi, her father’ s visit had done
so much good for Gray. One of Burl€' s sayingswas “Work hard, but work smart,” and his practical
balance of when to use muscle and when to use Craft—and when to rest—helped Gray fed less
wounded.

And the occasiond slly smile on Gray’ sface, combined with atwinklein Burl€ s eyes, meant her father
had been telling tales about her. She might have wondered more about what was said if Gray hadn't
found the courage to enter the house and join them for medsthelast day Burle was there.

That had been her father’ sfinest piece of work.

The only person who hadn’t warmed to Burle was Theran, who had remained freezingly polite. Even
Taon, after he'd realized Burle wasn't uneasy about being around someone who was demon-dead,



joined them in the eveningsto play cards or just talk.

Only Theran had viewed her less-than-aristo background as further proof that she wasn't worthy of
ruling DenaNehele.

“Let himtake apissinthewind,” Cassdy muttered, putting the book aside, since even reading seemed
too much effort tonight.

As she pulled the covers up and tried to find a comfortable position, she heard Craft-enhanced scratching
on her suite’ sdoor.

*Casse? Cassel*

To avoid getting out of bed, she used Craft to open the door to the suite and the glass doorsthat led into
her bedroom.

*Y ou are not downstairs with the males,* Vae said as soon as she entered the bedroom.

“Needed some quiet time tonight,” Cassidy replied. And needed some time to think about what she was
going to do in the morning when every mae around her would react to the scent of moon’ s blood—and
to the fact that she would be vulnerable, unable to use her own power during the first three days without
causing hersdf debilitating pain.

*Y ou are not well?* Vae asked.

An odd hesitation in the question, and the same phrasing a human would use to ask about such a
persond subject. But why would the Sceltie know, or care, about her moontime?

“Want to keep me company?’ Cassidy asked.

Vae jumped up on the bed and lay down next to her. Cassidy put her arm around the dog and cuddied
closer, the warmth of that furry body soon easing the achein her lower belly as her muscles relaxed.
Sighing, she shifted her head to amore comfortable spot on the pillows, and fell deep.

Vae dozed on and off throughout the night, waiting for the change in scent that would tell her for certain if
Cassie was moody because her sire had gone home or if it was the blood time that meant Cassie wasn't
safe around males. Even the maes who were supposed to protect her.

It wasn't sengble for human femalesto comeinto heat so often, but there were many things about
humans that were not sensible. That was why Scelties had been looking after humans for such along
time.

Cassie was a Queen, and her court should protect her. Theran should protect her.

But Yasdid not trust Cassi€' s court, did not think the males would defend her properly. Ladvarian
saidY as knew how to protect a Queen. Ladvarian said Y as was a human the kindred could trust.
Ladvarian had learned his Craft from Jaenelle, who was the special Queen, even for kindred, and

L advarian had taught other kindred what he had learned. So Vae knew her Craft, and she knew Yas
understood things about the males here that she did not. Even Theran.

Wl before dawn, Cassi€' s scent changed.

Vae wiggled backward until her head wasleve with Cass€ sfemae place. Then she sniffed to confirm
the scent.

Human femaes did not like to be sniffed there by anyone but their mates, so it was good that Casse was
dtill desping.

Jumping off the bed, Vae padded out of the bedroom and used Craft to pull aside a curtain on one
window intheliving area.

Early. No one awake yet. But when thefirst birds woke up and began to chirp, Cook and her helpers
would wake up too and start making food for the day. Then the Blood who took care of the house
would wake up.

But not yet. No one but Talon would be awake now, and he did not come to Cassi€’ srooms, o he
wouldn’t know about the change in her scent. Not yet.

Shewore Purple Dusk. Since she couldn't ride afaster, darker Wind than the Purple Dusk, the Keep
wasfar avay.

Cassie needed protection now. Cassie needed Y as.

Cassie would be safe enough until the males smelled the blood.



V ae legped through the window, using Craft to pass through the curtain and glass. Shelanded lightly on
air, two stories above the ground, and floated there for aminute.

Going up was faster than going down and around, so still floating on air, shetrotted up one Sde of the
roof and down the other before legping away from the house and gliding over the ground and locked
gates.

Landing lightly, shetrotted over to the landing web and took a moment to make sure of her direction.
Then she caught the Purple Dusk Wind and rode to Ebon Askavi.

Ebon ASKAVI

Wanting nothing more than to spend an hour with the nove currently intriguing him before heretired
earlier than usual, Saetan turned away from his suite and retraced his steps to one of the Keep' s private
gtting rooms, where Lucivar was doing adow prowl.

“Isthere areason why you' re showing up here every morning?’ Saetan asked.

“I can count,” Lucivar replied.

“And that’ ssignificant because. . . 7’ He could think of one reason for the edgy prowling. “IsMarian
pregnant?’

“What?’ Lucivar jJumped asif he' d gotten jabbed in the ass. “Hell’ sfire, no! Although she’ sworking on
it,” he added in amuitter.

“She' sworking onit?’

Lucivar gave him adark look. “ She has't talked me into putting aside the contraceptive brew. Not yet.”
Thank the Darkness for that. He loved his grandson, Daemonar. Heredlly did. But he suspected
everyonein the family would be grateful for alittle more time before they had to ded with another
miniature Lucivar.

Including Lucivar.

“Did Lord Burle say anything to you about Cassidy?’ Lucivar asked.

“A few things. Areyou interested in something in particular?’

“Did she have her moontime while he was there?’

“I didn’t ask.”

“Why not?’

Saetan pressed hislipstogether, not sureif he was amused or appalled. He had known Andulvar

Y adanafor over fifty thousand years, and even having al those years of experience with the
sraightforward way Eyriens had of looking at things didn’t dways prepare him for Lucivar’ s bluntness.
“That'saddlicate subject.” He studied his son. *Y ou would have asked him.”

“Damnright | would have. Even if she' d had her last moontime right before she went to DenaNehele,
she'slae”

“It does happen.”

“Especidly with some hdp.”

Apparently Lucivar had kept afew thingsto himsdlf about hislast vist to DenaNehele. Like the fact that
Cassidy might fedl too uneasy about being vulnerable around the maes who were supposed to serve her.
“Her court,” Saetan said quietly. “Y ou don't trust them.”

“No, I don't,” Lucivar replied. “But I’'m sure | can get things settled enough that she won't have to worry
for the rest of thetime she' sthere”

Preferring to have only avagueideaof how Lucivar might settle things“enough,” Saetan said,” If you
don't trust them, who is supposed to send ames—"

*Yas?Yasl*

Of course, he thought as he turned toward the door just asthe Sceltie barreled into the room.

*|t's Cassi€ shleeding timel*

Hefdt histemper shift, sharpen. Recognized that same shift by the look in Lucivar’ seyes.

No, Cassidy wasn't their Queen, and she wasn't family. But she was connected to them because of
Jeenelle—and Daemon—so they would respond in away that was in kegping with their nature.



“I'll beback infour days,” Lucivar said.

Saetan nodded. “I’ll go to your eyrie and inform Marian. Anything | need to know?’

“No, there’ s nothing that needs particular care at the moment.” As Lucivar headed for the door, he
added, “Comeon, Veae. You'll ride the Ebon-gray Wind with me.”

Saetan stared at the empty doorway along time before saying softly, “May the Darkness have mercy on
you, Theran, if you do anything in the next few daysthat pisses off Lucivar.”

TERREILLE

You can't hidein your room for the next three days, Casse thought as she pulled along, moss green
swesater over her head. There' swork to be done, and how can you prove to Theran and the others
that you’ re capable of going out among the people if you can’'t even move among your own First
Circle?

She couldn’t hide in her room. But she wanted to. She knew what to expect from the males back home,
but not here. Would they work together, or would the personalities that rubbed against one another turn
savage?

No way to tell. Not from her bedroom.

Pressing a hand to her abdomen, she took a deep breath, blew it out, and left her suite.

Maybe it wouldn't be so bad, she thought afew minutes later. The male servants she had passed on the
way to her office had given her asharp glance, but that was the only changein their behavior.

As she rounded a corner, she thought, | guess | was worried over noth—

Theran drew in abreath, no doubt getting ready to “ask” why it had taken her so long to come down
when the Steward and others were waiting for her.

Then hisnogtrilsflared. His eyes glazed. And the look in those eyes was predatory, not protective.
“Cassdy,” Theran growled.

Shetook astep back. Took another. “I need someair. I'll join you in the Steward’ s officein afew
minutes”

“ Cassidy.”

“I need someair!”

She turned and headed for the nearest door that would take her out of the house. She dmost made it,
amost got the outside door open, when Ranon stormed into the room, moving with an intent that made it
plain he had caught the scent and come after her.

The glazed eyes. The power and savagery. Warlord Princes rising to the killing edge and honing their
tempersto letha intensity because of ablood scent.

She knew she should direct that savagery, turn it into afierce kind of service. She was a Queen, and
dedling with aWarlord Prince when he rode the killing edge was part of her training.

“Lady,” Ranon snarled, taking astep toward her.

If shetrusted him, trusted any of them, she could stand her ground and find away to keep thingsfrom
turning deadly. But she looked into Ranon’ s eyes and redlized he had taken advantage of those
vulnerable days to kill witches he had hated, and right now, he was struggling not to see her as prey, not
to see her as he' d seen most other Queens.

One hundred Warlord Princesin Dena Nehele. For thefirst time, she understood what they must have
doneto survive, how much blood they must have spilled to keep the failing heart of their people from

being destroyed completely.
“I need someair,” Cassidy said, easing herself out the door. “Take care of your duties, Prince. I'll join
you shortly.”

Did hesensethelie?

Fool. You should have gone to the Keep last night when you suspected this would start.

But she hadn’t been frightened last night. Not redly frightened. She' d had afa se confidence, based on
her experience with the Warlord Princesin Jaenell€' s court. She' d never felt threstened by those men,
even the most powerful among them. Hell’ sfire, Lucivar didn’t waste time discussing anything with a



witch during her moontime. He d smply pick her up and haul her to wherever he wanted her to be, and
that wasthe end of it. If she waslucky—and he was feding generousin asnarly kind of way—the witch
would have a choice of what she was going to eat and whether she had one blanket tucked around her or
two.

Despite his power and temper, despite what she’ d heard he could do when he rode the killing edge, she
had never had a moment when she' d thought Lucivar would hurt her.

Her thoughts fled in every direction. She kept her head down and her eyes focused on the ground as she
hurried without considering where she was going. When strong hands grabbed her upper arms, shelet
out a breathless shriek.

“Casse?’ Gray asked. “What' swrong?’

“Gray,” she gasped. “Nothing’ swrong. | wasjust . . .”

His nogtrilsflared. His eyes glazed. And afriend was replaced by a stranger whose hands tightened on
her arms when she tried to step back.

“You'rehurt,” Gray said, hisvoice roughened by atemper turned unpredictable. “ Y ou need the Hedler.”
He started to pull her toward the house. She dug her hedlsinto the ground, resisting.

“I don’'t need aHeder, Gray. I'm not hurt.”

“You're bleeding. | can smell it.”

Mother Night. “1t's moon’ s blood, Gray. Y ou know about moon’ s blood. Don’'t you?’

Did he? Boys didn’t notice the smell of moon’sblood until they began to mature sexudly. When she'd
first met him, Gray’ s psychic scent had said “boy” despite his physica maturity.

“I know about it,” Gray findly said.

Therewas just enough hesitation in hisvoice for her to wonder if she could believe him.

“Y ou shouldn’t be out here,” Gray said. “Y ou should be inside. Someone should be looking after you.”
Well, he knew that much.

She thought of going back insde, thought of thelook in Theran’s eyes—and Ranon’ s eyes—and
shuddered.

“Too many peoplein the house”

“Y ou mean too many males.”

“Yes”

His hands gentled. His voice gentled. “Y ou need to ret, Cassie”

“|—" She couldn’t deny it without lying, so she said nothing.

Gray released her, then did ahand down her arm until he could take her hand. “Come on. Y ou can take
angpinmy bed. You'll be safe there.”

Gray’slittleroom inthe shed. A quiet, private place where she could gather her wits and her courage.
She didn’'t argue with him when he coaxed her to lie down on the bed her father had built. She didn’t
argue when he removed her shoes.

Shedidn’t resst when he tucked himself in beside her.

“Get somerest, Cassie,” hesaid quietly. “You canrest.”

Hisfingertips gently stroked her forehead, stroked her hair. Such a soothing motion. When hetold her to
close her eyes, she obeyed.

Cradled by the warmth of him, shefell adeep.

Gray watched her deep. That sunset hair, with its streaks of honey, was spread over hispillow. He
studied that wonderful face with its crop of freckles. An honest face. A face he could trust.

Just like she trusted him. She hadn’t stayed in the house with Theran or Ranon. She' d cometo him,
trusted him to keep her safe,

And hewould keep her safe. He' d put a Purple Dusk shield around the gardening shed, as strong a
shield as he could make. It wouldn't keep the other males out if they were determined to get in, but it
would give him the precious moments he’ d need to prepare for afight.

*Gray?*

*Leave me be, Theran.*



*Areyou dl right? Why have you put a shield around the shed?*

*I"'m fine* Morethan fine. Hisblood was singing in hisveins, potent and ripe.

*Have you seen Cassidy >

*Leave me alone.*

When aminute passed without another call from Theran, Gray relaxed again. Turned his attention to the
woman.

Cassie. Hiseyesfocused on her neck. He bent his head as he carefully pulled her sweater away from the
gpot that intrigued him so much. Then he bresthed in the scent of her. Hislips pressed againgt her skin,
and histongue got the taste of her.

Heraised his head and looked at her, seeing something different. Something wonderful.

Mine.

In response to the thought, a strange fedling flooded him, body, heart, and mind. A feding fierceand
powerful. A fedling that shattered the husk he' d lived insde for so long—and no longer wanted.
“Casse” Gray whispered. “Casse.”

He pressed hislips once more to that sweet spot, feding ahunger stirring his body, arousing much more
than his cock.

Smiling, helooked at her, adeep in hisbed, and whispered, “Mine.”

Theran watched Gray and Cassidy waking toward the house, hand in hand.

“That little prick,” Theran growled. “He was hiding her in the shed.”

“At least we know where shewas,” Ranon said, rubbing the back of his neck to ease sometension.
“He could have said something,” Theran snapped.

The whole household had been in astate of quiet panic since Cassidy walked out the door.

A vulnerable Queen is a dead Queen.

Even if you couldn’t get the Queen thefirst time, you could start picking off her protectors, could get a
fed for who wasloyad—and, therefore, atraitor to his own people—and who wouldn’t get in the way of
the fighterstrying to hold on to thelittle in Dena Nehele that hadn't been corrupted.

He hadn’t been out in the opern—not like Ranon or some of the others—but he’ d done his share of
fighting. And he knew there were plenty of men out there—including some of the Warlord Princeswho
had presented themselves for consideration—who wouldn't hesitate to attack a Queen because that’s
what they’ d spent alifetime doing.

“Isshedl right?” Shiraasked, rushing up to them.

Theran glanced over his shoulder and swore silently. With the exception of Taon, who would surely have
afew thingsto say when hejoined them at sundown, the whole damn Firgt Circle was there, waiting for
Gray and Cassidy to take the last few steps across the terrace and enter the house.

Hedidn’t give anyone el se time to voice an opinion. As soon as Gray crossed the threshold, Theran
stepped forward.

“Gray, what in the name of Hdll—"

Gray snarled at him, and the glazed green eyesthat stared at him held no recognition.

“It' sdl right, Gray,” Cassdy said quietly, trying to dip her hand out of Gray’sgrasp. “I1t'sdl right.”
Gray tightened hisgrip and snarled, “Mine.”

Before Theran could respond, a sharp whistle from the back of the room caught their attention. Power
and temper formed awedge that had the rest of the men scrambling to get out of the way as Lucivar
crossed the room and stopped when no one stood between him and Gray.

“Mine” Gray snarled again.

“I don't hear anyone chalenging your claim, boyo,” Lucivar said,” but there are things that need to be
done, and we re going to takethem in order. First.” He pointed to Gray’ s Jewel, then hisown. “Purple
Dusk. Ebon-gray. | have no quarrdl with you. Infact, I’'m hereto help. But if you start a pissing contest
with me, | will rip you gpart. Are we clear on that?’

Gray nodded once, sharply.

“Second, ease up on her hand before you crack abone.”



Theran saw Gray’ s hand jerk open, then close again. But not astight.

And he noticed how intensaly Cassidy watched Lucivar.

“Third,” Luciver said, “isthe Hedler present?’

Since Shirawas standing beside Ranon, it was obvious she was present, but she stepped forward and
sd, “I'm here”

“Do you know how to make moontime brews?” Lucivar asked.

“Of course I—"

A smdl sound from Cassidy.

Shirapulled back. “Yes, Prince,” she said courteoudy. “I’m well versed in brews that can ease moontime
discomfort.”

Lucivar nodded, hisgold eyesfixed on Gray. “ The Heder will go with Lady Cassidy uptotheLady’s
suite. The Hedler will make the brew and Lady Cassidy will have some private time to take care of
persona needs. Vae will go with them. If there' s anything that needs our attention,Vae will let us know.
Weclear sofar?’

Gray nodded.

“Let go, Gray,” Cassdy sad. “It'sdl right. | need to go with Shiranow.”

Re uctance. Res stance. Theran watched Gray struggle with conflicting ingtincts—and knew the only
reason things hadn'’t turned bloody was L ucivar’ s overpowering presence.

The moment Cassidy eased her hand out of Gray’ s grasp, Shirahustled her out of the room, followed by
Vee

“Now,” Lucivar said to Gray. “Y ou’ re going to go outside and clear your head of the blood scent enough
to have your brain working again. Then you come back in, and we' ll all work out an agreement for taking
care of Cassidy during her moontime.”

“Ming”

“She'saQueen,” Lucivar said firmly. “ She hasacourt. Y ou haveto share.”

Gray bared histeeth and snarled a Lucivar.

Lucivar just looked a him until Gray subsided, yielding to the dominant power.

“ Even the sweetest-tempered witch turns bitchy during thefirst three days of her moontime,” Lucivar
said. “Why should you be the only one on the receiving end of her temper? Let her court shoulder some
of it. That's part of what it meansto be First Circle”

Gray, don’t be a fool, Theran thought. He' s giving you a chance to back down. Take it!

“How much sharing?’ Gray asked, sounding wary.

“That' swhat we re going to decide. Go on,” Lucivar added gently. “ Get some air. Thefirg timeit
meatters dways hitsaman hard.”

Theran didn’t take afull breath until Gray retrested.

“Hell’sfire” Ranon said. “What got into him?’

“Histemper and hisbalswoke up,” Lucivar replied. “ Since they woke up about ten yearslate, you al
need to be very careful with him.”

“Gray wouldn't hurt anyone,” Theran said.

“A week ago, I'd say you wereright,” Lucivar said, giving Theran along look. “But he'saWarlord
Prince who has staked aclaim. Until Cassidy accepts him or rgjects him according to Protocol, hewon't
See you as a cousin when you' rein the same room with her. He |l seeyou asarivd. And Grayhaven, if
he believes you' re trespassing, don’t think for amoment he won't do his damnedest to rip your throat

CHAPTER 19
Ebon ASKAVI
L ucivar walked into the Sitting room at the Keep and wasn't surprised to find Daemon there aswell as



Saetan. Hisbrother’ s presence wasn't alack of confidence in his ability to handle himself in a potentialy
hostile place; it was aneed for firsthand assurance that he had returned home safely.

Or maybe it was Daemon’ sway of letting him see that the emotional fragility had passed—or, at les!,
had mended enough not to be thefirst thing he sensed about his brother. In fact, he' d say Daemon had
the contented fed of aman who had been well stroked |ast night—a condition he hoped to find himself in
tonight if he and Marian had enough energy | eft after they put the little beast to bed.

There was food on the table, so he filled a plate, accepted the coffee Daemon poured for him, and said,
“Young Warlord Princesareapain in the ass”

Hisfather, the coldhearted bastard, laughed.

“I could havetold you that,” Saetan said.

“Did Theran give you trouble?’ Daemon asked.

“Not Theran. Gray.” Seeing the same narrowing of their gold eyes, Lucivar nodded. “Y eah. The one
who didn’t leave boyhood behind after he was tortured. He' s making up for it now.”

“Inwhat way?" Saetan asked.

“He staked aclaim on the Queen.”

“What?’

Two voices. The same disbelief swiftly followed by thoughtful consideration. He could have used some of
that thoughtful consideration over the past three days.

Comfortable with the sllence, Luciver atethefirst relaxed meal he' d had since hewaked into the
Grayhaven estate and found a Situation alot more potentidly explosive than hel d anticipated.

“Gray istwenty-seven?’ Saetan asked.

Lucivar nodded. “He' s a couple months older than Theran.”

“Thisisthefirs time he' s caught the scent of moon’sblood?” Daemon asked.

“Apparently. Combine that with thefact that I’ m pretty sure he'sfdling inlove with Cassdy. . . .”
Saetan sighed. “No training, no control, no one prepared for hisreaction. He and Cassdy must have
been alone when he caught the scent. He could have killed one of her First Circle before anyone redized
he was dangerous.”

“| arrived at the same time he was bringing her back to the house. The First Circle was there, waiting for
them.”

“Tak about drawing aline,” Daemon murmured.

“I drew quite afew lineswhile | wasthere,” Lucivar said. “And | convinced Gray | would hammer his
cock into the ground if he crossed any of those lines.”

“Cassdy hasacourt,” Saetan said.

“I know,” Lucivar replied. “ Since Gray is studying the Protocol books, it wouldn’t hurt if he received a
note calling his attention to the parts that deal with the proper way for aWarlord Princeto stake aclaim
and what is considered acceptable behavior.”

“I can do that,” Saetan said.

“Getting anote from the High Lord should impress him enough to take the studying serioudly,” Lucivar
sad.

“Killing hisrivasisn't acceptable because it can destroy an entire community, but it isn’t unexpected
behavior,” Daemon said. “If Gray isthat aroused and attracted to Cassidy, maintaining sef-control is
going to bedifficult if he' spushedin any way.”

“I divided her,” Lucivar said. “Gray is courting Cassidy the woman. The First Circle serves Cassidy the
Queen. Steward, Master of the Guard, and First Escort form the triangle around the Queen and aways
have access to her. The fact that two out of three are family made it easier. The only other mae Gray
could accept being around Cassidy in an informal way was a Warlord Prince of Shalador descent.”
“Why him?’ Daemon asked.

Lucivar smiled. “Because he' sin love with the court’ sHealer and isn't interested in warming anyone
elsg'sbed.”

“Ah’”

Lucivar set hisempty plate on the table. “Maybe it would be agood ideato invite Cassdy to the Keep



for dinner sometime soon, dong with Theran and Gray.”

Saetan raised an eyebrow. “Theran because he' s her First Escort, and Gray because. .. 7’

“Because | think Gray would benefit in seeing how he should conduct himsdf. And I’ m guessing right
now he has questions he doesn't redlly want to ask anyone back home.”

“Sothisisdinner and sex primer?” Daemon asked dryly.

Wéll, at least Daemon understood who was going to be answering most of those questions.

“All right,” Saetan said. “I’ll extend the invitation for aweek from today. Will that suit both of you?’

“I'll check with Marian,” Lucivar said.

“I'll be back by then,” Daemon said. “ So will Jeendlle.”

Lucivar let hisexpresson ask the question.

“Vidtsto acouple of Provinces,” Daemon said. “ Seems my presenceis required to sort out somethings.
Jeendleleft thismorning for Dead Monto visit Surredl, who isfeding crowded by the amount of treesin
the Territory.”

“The Dead Mon are cdled the Children of the Wood,” Lucivar said. “Isn’'t hard to figure their Territory
would havetrees”

“Isn’'t hard to figure that the Dead Mon'sideaof acity isvastly different from Surred’s,” Saetan said.
“She doesn't haveto Say there,” Lucivar said. “ She can come back to the town housein Amdarh if

she' shappier living there”

“She' snot quite ready to leave. Apparently she and Grandmammy Tedle are getting aong extremely
wdl.”

It took aminute before Lucivar remembered to breathe. Grandmammy Teedle, as shewas cdlled, wasthe
matriarch of aDeaad Mon clan and had adopted Jaenelleinto her family before Saetan had formally
adopted Witch. She wore the role of cranky old woman because she enjoyed it, but she was aforceto
be reckoned with—not to mention avery skilled Black Widow. “That’ saterrifying thought.”

Saetan’ sgold eyestwinkled ashe sad dryly, “Isn't it?’

TERREILLE

“Casse”

Cassidy sat back on her hedls, looked over her shoulder, and wondered whom she was dedling
with—Gray the boy, or Gray as the man he was becoming. Since shewasn't sure, she said warily,

“y e

“Do you think you' ve had enough for today?’

Asking, not telling. But not along step away from telling, and amuch shorter step away from that bossy,
fussy state of mind that was impossible to ded with when aWarlord Prince got stubborn.

“I’ve got one more annual to plant. Then I'll get cleaned up and meet with the Steward for Queen’s
work,” Cassidy said. Which meant she would be sitting quietly for the next severa hours, an activity that
didn’t make Warlord Princes as temperamenta as physical activity did.

“All right,” Gray replied.

Satisfied with each other’ sanswers, they went back to their respective work.

Cassidy took her time planting the last annual just to stay outside alittle while longer and take in how
much had been done over the past three days.

Lucivar had been alesson in how one man could shake up a court. By the time she and Shirahad joined
the men, Lucivar had set down rules and boundaries that everyone had agreed to. All right, to be
accurate, no one had dared to argue. Even Gray, who was clearly trying to dea with aside of his nature
he' d never dealt with before.

But Lucivar had done more than set boundaries. He' d knocked down boundaries the other men hadn’t
been aware of building.

“You have a problemwith sweating?” Lucivar asked Ranon.

“No,” Ranon replied.

“Then get your ass out in the garden and help Gray. There's no danger of frost anymore, plants



need to be planted, and nothing will happen until that ground is cleared. Besides, the Healer
probably would like to have a little garden of her own to grow at least some of the herbs she uses
for her healing brews. And since she's also a Black Widow, she’ d appreciate some ground to grow
the plants the Hourglass finds useful. If you’ re going to warm the woman’s bed, it’stime to give
her use of more than your cock.”

Ranon might have been resentful about having any man say that to himif Lucivar hadn’t turned around
and done alot of thework himself, using acombination of muscle and Craft to clear out the old flower
beds with ruthless efficiency. He' d shown the others that a Warlord Prince wasn't just awarrior—and
that serving meant taking care of small things that mattered and not just the big things other people
thought were important.

More than that, Lucivar had been both teacher and leash for Gray, calmly meeting Gray’ s flashes of
temper while demanding that Gray remain within the boundaries of Protocol when dedling with her or
with her court. Three dayswith Lucivar had taught Gray alot.

Maybe more than she would have wanted him to learn.

Cassdy patted the soil around the lagt little plant, put her toolsin the basket Gray had bought for her
when he and Lucivar had gone to town, then frowned as she picked up the watering can.

Empty.

Easy enough to wak over to the pump and fill the can.

She glanced over her shoulder at Gray.

Better to ask for help.

“Gray?| need to get back to the house now. Could you fill the watering can and water thislast plant for
me?”

“Sure, Cassie” hereplied, amost glowing with happy enthusiasm.

Was that happy, boyish enthusiasm at the core of Jared Blaed Grayhaven, or would it be lost during this
maturing process of becoming the Warlord Prince he should have been?

She put her basket of tools away in the shed. When she turned around, Gray was blocking the doorway,
and there was nothing boyish about thelook in hiseyes.

Shewalked up to him, not sure of hisintentions, but certain he wouldn’t hurt her.

“You kissed me” Gray said. “Theday | brought you the blueriver plants. Today it'smy turn.”

A light kisson thelips, soft and lingering. The lightest touch of hisfingerson her hair.

Déiciousfluttersin her bely.

He stepped back and smiled. “Lucivar said snce we' re courting, I'm alowed to kiss you. But only
above the shoulders. For now.”

There was adifferent kind of flutter in her belly. “Did he give you atimetable for when you can do things
without him coming down on you like an avdanche?’

“Ves”

Mother Night.

“Casse?If you don’'t want meto kissyou, I'll understand.”

Understand what?

He was younger than she, and hismind was till healing. Those were two reasonsto tell him not to kiss
her.

But her Consort had never given her that ddiciousflutter in the belly. So she gave Gray alight kissin
reply and walked out of the shed, wondering if she was asking to have her heart broken when he started
seeing her the way other men did.

She stopped walking when she reached the dead honey pear tree. More than a symbol of the Grayhaven
ling, it had been asymbal of love.

Wondering if shewould ever experience that kind of love, and remembering how Gray’ s kiss made her
fedl, she pressed her padm againgt the tree.

A vidlent snapping beneath her feet. Sharp cracks of something breaking.

She grabbed the tree for support.

It wobbled.



“Cassd”

“Becareful!” Cassesaid as Gray ran up to her. “Look!” Putting both hands on the trunk, she pushed a
little, and they both watched the tree wobble.

“The roots must have cracked,” Gray said, going to the opposite side of the tree and placing his hands on
it.

More snaps and cracks on hisside of thetree.

“It'sgoingtofdl,” Gray said. “ After dl thistime, it' sgoingtofall.”

“Gray,” Cassdy breathed, hardly daring to believe what was risng up from the ground around them and
through the dead wood. A message that had been masked al these years. “ Gray, there’ s something
under thetree.”

He dtared a her, hiseyesfilling with excitement. “ Do you think it’ sthe treasure?’

“What?’

“There s supposed to be atreasure buried somewhere a Grayhaven. Liaburied it, and even Jared didn’t
know where, but he told his grandsons that there was atreasure that would help restore Dena Nehele
when it was found. People have been searching ever since, but no one has found it.”

“Y ou said they couldn’t cut down what was |eft of the tree,” Cassdy said.

“And the ground wastoo hard to dig it up.”

Treasure? Why would shefed it?

She eyed Gray and decided he' d get too upset if shedidn’t tell him first. Releasing the tree, she said,
“I’m going to do something you won't like, but it' s necessary.”

Now he eyed her.

She kept her nails short, since it was more practicd for gardening, so she called in apocketknife, opened
the blade, and diced thetip of her little finger degp enough to have blood welling before Gray could snarl
an objection.

She closed the knife and vanished it. As she pressed her hand against the treg, she said, “ And the Blood
shdl sngto the Blood.”

Spdlsrdeasing. Redigning. Triggering other spells.

The complexity of what was under their feet staggered her.

Or maybe the staggering was Smply because the texture of the ground was changing. Or because of
what she sensed.

“Casse?

“It' sdive” shesad. “Whatever isunder thistreeis il dive”

They looked at each other.

“It'syour family, Gray,” shesaid. “It should be your choice.”

“Theran,” Ranon said, making a“ come here’ motion with his hand as he continued staring out an upgtairs
window. “Y ou need to see this”

Joining the other Warlord Prince, Theran watched Gray and Cassidy rock the dead honey pear tree.
Then he swore. “What in the name of Hell are those two doing now?’

Wood that had been imperviousto ax or Craft crumbled under their hands as she and Gray used Craft to
float the remains of the tree out of the way. When they st it on the ground, its own weight broke it up
even more.

We Il have a nice pile of wood chips for mulch, Cassidy thought as she and Gray hurried to the shed
for picks and shovels.

“Y ou wash off that dice,” Gray said. “Y ou don't want dirt getting into it.”

Shedidn’'t argue, since he wasright. It stung when she washed it at the pump, but she made surethe dice
was clean before she cdlled in her own little jar of hedling ointment and dathered some ointment on her
finger before running back to the spot.

She had to put two shields around her hands and then gloves, aswell as promiseto let Shira see her
finger, before Gray handed her one of the shovels.



“The ground has changed,” Cassidy said as she started shoveling.

“Good potting soil,” Gray said, working swiftly but carefully.

Shewas s0 focused on the ground in front of her, she didn’t notice Theran until he was amaost on top of
them.

“What are you doing?’ he roared.

“Digging,” Gray snapped. “Theran, you take the other shovel. Cass€ saready done enough.”

“There s something buried under thetree,” Cassidy said, seeing Theran’s eyes blaze with fury ashe
looked at the crumbling tree that had been hisfamily’s symbol. “ Something is alive down there.”
Hisface was wiped clean of everything but hisfury. Then he seemed to absorb the words. “ Alive?’
She nodded.

Gray hadn’t stopped digging. Now Theran threw himsdf intoiit.

Cassidy looked toward the terrace and sighed when she saw Shira, Ranon, Powell, and afew others,
including severa servants, heading toward her to find out what was happening now.

More often than not these days, she felt like aone-woman drama society. It seemed like she never did
anything without an audience.

“Can't they use Craft to move the dirt?” Shiraasked.

Gray and Theran both stopped digging and looked at her.

Cassdy stared at the hole for amoment, then closed her eyes. Blood to blood. But thisdidn’t start when
she diced her finger just now. This started when she had worked her hands bloody trying to run from the
pain caused by Theran’ swords.

Her blood had smeared on rocks, had mixed with the soil.

A Queen’s power connecting with the land.

If they tried to do thiswithout sweat, without toil, they would find nothing worth having.

“We can't use Craft,” shesaid.

Theran and Gray went back to digging. The ground kept crumbling, so they had to widen the hole.
Ranon got the whedlbarrow and another shove in order to shift the dirt. Other members of the court
joined them, dong with servants and men from the stables.

But it was Theran and Gray who dug.

And it was Theran and Gray who found the old locked chest and dragged it out of the hole.

One blow of ashove broke the lock. Theran opened the chest, then sat back on hishedls, hisfacefilled
with disgppointment.

Cassidy picked up one of the pieces and fdlt the preservation spells begin to bresk.

“Why would anyone go to this much trouble to preserve some pieces of fruit?” Theran said.

Because they’ll grow, Cassidy thought.

“Those are honey pears,” Gray said, one hand hovering over the other piecesin the chest.

“Not likeany I’'ve seen,” Shirasaid. “ There are afew orchards left on the Shalador reserves, but the
treesare dying off, and the fruit issmdl and hard.”

What grows from these will have the taste of memories.

The preservation spell suddenly broke, and the fruit in her hand felt pulpy, aready decaying.

“We haveto plant these now,” Cassidy said. “ Give them soil, give them care, and new orchards will
comefromwhat'sin thischest.”

“Mother Night,” Gray said as he picked up ahandful of soil. “Thisis perfect.”

Cassidy looked at Gray. “Hurry. | don't think there’ s much time to get them into soil oncethe
preservation spells break.”

“Pots,” Gray said. “We' Il start them in pots so we can put them on the terrace, where they’ | be more
protected.” He sprang to hisfeet. “ There are potsin the shed.”

The pear she held turned to lifdess mush.

Theran stared at it for amoment, then swore and raced to catch up to Gray, followed by Ranon and
Shira

They each ran back hugging a pot.

Cassidy stripped off her gloves and dropped the shields around her hands. She needed a connection to



the soil and the pears, without barriers.

“Gray, you and Cassdy should do the planting,” Theran said. “Y ou both seem to have afed for this”
What wasin his voice? Cassidy wondered. Annoyance? Bitterness? It would take years for these trees
to grow and bear fruit, but wasn't aliving symbol better than a dead one?

Shedidn’'t ask. Didn't redlly care. What mattered was not wasting what someone had gone to great
lengthsto preserve.

Gray filled potswith soil as Cassidy held each pear at the right depth, releasing the fruits gently one by
one until there was only onel&ft in the chest that hadn’t turned to mush.

“Onemore,” shesad.

“No more pots,” Theran sad.

“There has to be something.”

“We got twelve planted.”

But there' s still one left.

She ran to the shed, probably pissing him off because she didn’t take hisword for it, but she couldn’t
care about that.

Something, she thought as she searched under the potting bench and then the rest of the shed. Anything.
The jJumble of broken toolsin the back |eft corner looked like it had been rummaged through aready, but
she pushed things aside for another |ook.

And found a pot with some bad chips around therim.

Old, she thought as she shifted it to get a better look. And smaller than the others because it was divided
into two sections, but till big enough.

Asshe picked it up, shefet something give way at the bottom of the pot.

Damn. If it was broken at the bottom, it wouldn’t be of any use.

She st it on the potting bench to get a better look at it. Then she just stared.

The small piece that broke off revealed a compartment under the pot—and the corner of ayellowed
piece of paper that had been placed inside.

Time was running out. She had to get this pot to Gray before the pear decayed. But even though shewas
certain she would feel foolish about wasting time when she saw what it was, she took those moments
needed to pinch the corner of the paper and use Craft to pass the paper through the pot.

The paper had been folded to fit the compartment and bore the Grayhaven sed. And on the front, in
faded ink, was written, “ For the Queen.”

Cassidy looked at that corner of the shed and struggled to breathe.

Spellsreleasing. Redigning. A jumble of old toolsthat never seemed to get straightened out. Had this
been theredl dong, waiting?

For the Queen.

“Mother Night,” Cassidy whispered.

Then she heard voices shouting. She vanished the paper, grabbed the pot, and ran back to where the
otherswaited.

No time, shethought. Or just enough.

“Found this,” she said, dropping to her knees next to Gray. As he started filling one-half of the pot with
s0il, she cradled the last honey pear before it sank into the mush of the ones that hadn’t survived.
Thisisthe one that will stay at Grayhaven, she thought as she held it gently while Gray added soil.
Maybe the others will be planted in an orchard here on the estate, but this one will grow near the
house.

When the last honey pear was safely planted, she sat back, tired and aching, and certain she looked like
she'd beenrolling in the dirt. Of course, Theran and Gray looked just asdirty.

“Waell,” she said,” should we put these pots on the terrace and then get on with our day?’

“They dl need water,” Gray said. “We'll put them on the terrace, and then give them agood soaking.”
He grinned at dl the people around him. “Looks like we found the treasure after all.”

“Where did you get that?’ Theran said. He turned pal e as he pointed to the bottom of the pot, where the
broken piece reveded the compartment.



“It wasin that jumble of old stuff,” Cassdy replied.

He shook hishead. “I looked there. | didn't find anything.”

You weren't supposed to find it.

“It'sawishing pot,” Theran said. “I remember that from the stories. The pots came from Jared’ sfamily.
The compartment held written messages, wishes.”

“Did you find amessage?’ Gray asked her, his eyes gleaming with excitement.

A message preserved for centuries. Hidden for centuries. A message for the Queen.

She shook her head. After she read the message, she would decide whether to share it with the others.
Gray helped her to her feet, and the twingesin various muscles changed her mind from taking afast
shower to taking along, hot bath. The court could wait. The paperwork could wait.

As shereached for the old pot, Theran said, “I’ll take that one.”

Severd people gave him wary looks, since his voice sounded sharp, but she looked at his eyes and
ignored the voice.

That old pot matters to him. Its history. Its connection. Until the first two leaves break the soil,
the pears won’t be valued. But the pot mattersto him.

She stepped back and smiled. “ Of course.”

Theran took the old pot and walked back to the house. One by one the other men picked up apot and
followed him.

“Do you think there’ sanything left in there?” Shiraasked as she looked into the chest and made aface.
“Not likely,” Cassidy replied. “The men can turn it over later just to be sure, but | think we found what
we were meant to find.”

Shiragave her along, odd look. “Theran's part of the family wasn’t the only part that had stories handed
down.”

Black Widow.

Thiswas't idle conversation, but she had the feding Shirawasn't willing to share her thoughts right now.
“I'd better get cleaned up, and get this cleaned up before Gray startsfretting.” She held up her hand.
Still giving Cassdy an odd look, Shiranodded. “And you'll come by the healing room so | cantakea
look at that dicein your finger. Since you must have used Craft to keep it bleeding while you planted
those pears, | imagine the wound is clean, but we shouldn’t get carel ess about such things. Not now.”
“What' s different about now?’ Cassidy asked.

Shirasmiled gently. “I think you' re right. Maybe we have found what we were meant to find.”

CHAPTER 20

TERREILLE

Welcome, Sster.

Because you found this message, you have set the spells in motion that eventually will reveal a
treasure that will help the people of Dena Nehele restore their land. There are no clues, as such.
There is no map to lead you to a specific spot asthereisin stories. But there are rules. Break the
rules, and you break the spells, and what we have hidden remains hidden.

The First Rule: Tell no one you found this message. Tell no one you hold the key to finding the
treasure.

The Second Rule: Don't search for the treasure. Rule the people. Live your life. If you're meant to
find the next piece of the puzzle, you will find it as easily as you found the pot—when the timeis
right, and not before.

Therais a gifted Black Widow and wove her spells extremely well. She cannot tell me for certain
that the treasure will be found, only that there will be a time when it might be found—a time when
Dena Nehele will need it the most. Snce you are reading this, that time is now.

| wish you luck, Sster.



Arabella Ardelia, Queen of Dena Nehele
P.S Most people call me Lia.

Cassidy folded the message carefully and vanished it before picking up the smal gold key that had been
ingde the paper when she' d first opened it yesterday.

Thank the Darkness she hadn’t told anyone about finding the message in the compartment. The
possibility of finding the treasure would have ended before it began.

“I have amessage that has to remain a secret, and agold key that fits an unknown lock,” Cassidy said.
“Lia, could you have madeit any harder?’

The search wasn't meant to be hard, because she wasn't meant to search.

Rule the people. Live your life.

“Neither isas easy asyou might think,” Cassidy muttered as she put the key in atrinket box her father
had made for her years ago. “Y our descendant is a very stubborn, pigheaded man.”

Live your life.

Her life. Not the same thing as her duties as a Queen.

She might haveto allow Theran to restrict her actions as a Queen, but it wastimeto reclaim her life.
When she reached the breakfast room, Ranon looked like he was about to be backed into a corner,
Shiralooked amused, and Theran looked wary. Powell was clearly lingering over his breskfast, and
Cassdy didn't think her Steward was waiting because he needed to discuss some business with her that
couldn’t wait for an hour. He probably didn’t want to misstoday’ s chapter of the Grayhaven drama.
“Whereis Gray?’ she asked. He d relaxed enough about being in the house to comein and eat with the
rest of them, so shefelt worry scratching her heart when he wasn't there.

“He son theterrace, explaining the facts of life to the honey pears,” Theran said.

Cassidy clamped her lipstogether and didn’t dare ask what that meant.

Shira carefully spread some jam on a piece of toast. Since it was the second one on her plate, Cassidy
figured Shirawas doing it Smply to have something to do.

“Do you play aninstrument, Lady Cassidy?’ Shiraasked.

Ranon growled in response, S0 the question clearly wasn't asinnocent as it sounded.

“That depends on how you define ‘play, ” Cassdy replied, quickly filling aplate and pulling out a chair
next to Shira “I can read music, and | can pick out atune on apiano. Why?’

“Gray thinksthe honey pears would enjoy having someone play music to them for alittle while each day,
and | think you' re the only one he hasn't questioned yet about your proficiency with an instrument.”
Ranon seemed to be giving his scrambled eggs alot more attention than they required. Or deserved.
“Doyou play?’ Cassdy asked Shira.

“Drums,” Shirareplied as Cassdy took one of her pieces of toast. “Too much sound for tender
seedlings-to-be.”

Theran snorted.

Powell fiddled with his coffee cup but didn’t try to drink—and didn’t look at anyone else around the
table.

“Ranon playsthe Shdador flute,” Shirasaid brightly.

“I am not going to stand out there and play music for thirteen pots of dirt,” Ranon growled.

“I’'ve never heard a Shdador flute,” Cassdy said—and watched the color drain from hisface ashe
redlized playing for the pear treesreally wasn't his choice to make.

“Whenever it givesthe Lady pleasure,” Ranon said.

Either that phrase had remained in the training, or Ranon had been studying the books of Protocol.

Live your life.

“Speaking of music, Theran,” Cassidy began, noticing the way his body jerked and the wary look he gave
her,“I’m planning to attend the outdoor concert. | heard thiswas aweekly event in the town. Y ou and
the Master of the Guard may take whatever precautions you fedl necessary, but thisisn't aforma vigt by
the Queen, so discretion is preferred.”

“No,” Theransaid. “Itisn't safe”



Cassidy pushed her plate awvay and locked her fingerstogether. “Prince, I'm not talking about visiting a
Provincethat is till recovering from dl the things that have caused upheavd inthis Territory. I'm talking
about spending afew hoursin what amounts to the home village. Grayhaven is the town connected with
thisestate. It grew up around this estate. Thisisthe placewhere !’ ll do my persond shopping, attend the
theater and concerts. Thisisthetown wherel live. If I'm not safe here, I'm not safe anywhere. If you
can't relent enough for meto informally meet the peoplein this one town, then my being hereis nothing
more than afool’ s dream. On both our parts,” shefinished softly.

Theran |ooked shaken—and even more wary.

She intended to visit the town. She couldn’t spend the rest of the year confined to this edtate.

Now there was a hitternessin hisface—alook that was, sadly, becoming too familiar.

Hecalled in an envelope and did it across the table. “ That came for you this morning.”

She wasn't sure she recognized the writing until she turned the envelope over and saw the SaDiablo sedl
pressed into the black wax. Fedling aflash of concern that the High Lord might be writing to tell her bad
news about her family, she relaxed when she opened the envel ope and redlized what she held.

“It' saninvitation,” she said, smiling in anticipation. As she absorbed the significance of the phrasing, a
trickle of worry beganto seepin. “You, Gray, and | areinvited to dine at the Keep.”

Theran clenched hishands. The musclesin histightened jaw twitched. “Invitation.”

“Moreor less” She held out theinvitation so he could read it.

He hesitated, then took the invitation and read it. And relaxed. “It isn't convenient to go.”

He safraid, shethought. And if he' s afraid of spending an evening with those men, how will Gray
react?

Unfortunately, it wasn't as Smple as Theran seemed to think.

“Look at the phrasing, Theran,” Cassidy said.

Heread it again, and she saw no understanding in his eyes.

“Thereisonly one correct response to an invitation like thiswhen it is made by someone likethe High
Lord,” shesad.

He understood her then. “But . . . Gray.”

She nodded. “ That has been taken into account. Lady Angelline being the kind of Hedler sheis. ..
Beieve me, that has been taken into account.”

“No choice, then,” Theran said.

“None.”

“Then going to the town and hearing some of our music would be agood ides,” Shirasaid, her voice
sounding far more confident than thelook in her eyes. “1t will give you dl something to talk about.”

CHAPTER 21

KAELEER

Daemon glided through the Hall’ s corridors, avesse for the cold, silent fury that held asingle thought:
how many of these bitcheswould he need to kill before the rest of them finally learned to leave him
alone?

The sllence held until he reached his suite. Then he dammed the door, |etting temper and Craft enhance
the sound until it thundered through the Hall, warning everyone of what they faced if anyone dared disturb
him.

Moments after that came the knock on the door between his bedroom and Jaenell€'s.

Heignored it, so moments after that, Jaenelle opened the door just enough to stick her head in the room.
“Areyou dl right?’ she asked.

“Y ou do not want to step into thisroom,” he snarled, knowing his eyes were glazed and his temper was
lethdl.

It didn’t matter if she wanted to enter hisroom or not. He didn’t want her there. Not now.



“That doesn’t answer the question,” she said.

She pushed the door al the way open but stayed on her Sde of the threshold, which infuriated him even
more. Especialy because she was wearing one of hiswhite sk shirtsover apair of dim black
trousers—and her feet were ddlicioudy bare, reveding toenails painted an enticing rose color.

The only reason she painted her toenails was that he enjoyed seeing them that way—and since she did it
rarely, it never failed to catch his attention.

She mugt have painted them asa“welcome home’ surprise for him, which only stoked hisfury. Warlord
Princes were passionately violent and violently passionate. Trouble was, he was spinning between
violence and passion too fast to know which emotion would dominateif anyone gave him the dightest
push.

He wanted to pounce on her. Hejust didn’t know which kind of pouncing he wanted to do. Which was
her fault, actudly, because she' d painted her damn toenails, but it was clearly Jaendlle the Hedler rather
than Jeendle the Wife who was studying him.

And because he knew why the Healer would be asking the question, helet histemper dip the leash for a
moment.

“I'm not sck, I’'m not damaged, and as sure asthe sun doesn’t shinein Hell, I'm not fedling fragile in any
damnway,” heroared. “What | am fedingis angry. So leave. Me. Alone.”

Those sapphire eyes stared at him. Stared through him.

She stepped into the room.

Not sureif hewas acting on temper or sheer possessiveness, he dapped a Black shield around the room,
seding her inwith him.

If she noticed, shedidn’t react. Shejust took another step toward him.

“You'reriding alot of temper, Prince,” Jaendle said. “ But something was the cause of that temper, and
that something is going to be dedlt with one way or the other. If we have to work through al the temper
first, o beit.”

Hot. Cold. One moment he was Daemon, fedling furious and cornered; the next he was the Sadig,
wanting to step up for this dance. And, oh, how he wanted to dance!

That particular truth scared him enough to be furious with her, so he dropped the Black shield and
punched up histemper for the kind of fight that would get her angry enough to storm out of the room.
Which would be the safest thing for both of them.

Turning his back on her, he removed his black jacket.

“Y ou don’t want to bein thisroom right now,” he said in the cold, brutally dismissive voice that used to
flay women'’ sfedings so successfully.

“Why not?’

Her tone was so snippy, he saw the room through ared haze and stopped thinking.

“Because you can't defend yoursdlf against what | am!” As he said the words, he swung the jacket at her,
intending to smack her with it and prove that she shouldn’t bein aroom with him when histemper was
barely chained.

Her right hand lashed out.

Hdl'sfire.

Daemon dtared at the dicesthat went al the way through the back of the jacket. He flicked alook at her
right hand. Had he redlly seen clawsingtead of fingernailsfor just that moment when she lashed out?
“Tell meagan| can't defend mysdlf,” she said too softly.

Not while he ill wanted to live.

Histemper fizzled and agiddy joy filled him as he acknowledged that truth.

It was completely ruined, but he hung the jacket on the clothes stand to have something to do.

Mother Night, those claws were impressive. She wasimpressive. And such avita, needed part of his
life

How could some bitch think afew superficid tricks could make her a subgtitute for Jaenelle?

That thought brought his temper roaring back to acold, deadly edge.

Which his Lady recognized—and choseto ignore.



“Y ou went to visit two of the Province Queens,” Jaenelle said. Y ou came home aday early and furious.
What happened?’

He vented some of histemper in sheer volume. “This evening when | walked into my room &t Lady
Rhea s housg, that bitch Vulcherawas wearing one of my shirtsl”

Therewas alook in her eyes he’ d never seen before, akind of pissed-off incredulity.

“When in the name of Hell did you get so damn possessive about ashirt?” sheyeled. “1f you don’t want
me wearing one of your precious shirts, say so. Or have Jazen tell me, since he seemsto be just as
possessive of anything that resdesin your closet.”

“That’ snot—"

She ripped open the shirt, sending the buttons flying. Stripping it off, she scrunched it up and threw it
behind her.

He wasn't sure what she was wearing under the shirt, except that it was a combination of sheer fabric
and lace that veiled her nippleswithout hiding them.

His mouth watered, and his mind went wonderfully blank of everything that didn’t concern having their
two bodies come together in particularly ddlicious ways.

“ Daemon.”

Which was a problem, since he d finaly managed to get her well and truly angry with him.

You started thisfight, old son, so pay attention.

Besides, the sooner hefigured out away to end the fight, the sooner he could apologize for being an ass
and they could put al that energy and emotion to better use.

“Let’sgtart with some basic truths, Prince,” Jeenelle said.

Hewinced at her tone of voice.

“Y ou’re abeautiful man, Daemon. It's more than your face. It'sthe way you move, and the timbre of
your voice, and the sexua hesat that comes off you even when you' ve got it leashed. All of those things
are part of what you are. And women are going to be drawn to you because of it. Hell’ sfire, | was
drawn to you because of thosethings. | till am, you ass.”

Hislipstwitched, trying to amile.

“And you can't deny that the times when you walk into the bedroom wearing leather pants and nothing
else, you aren’t looking for the reaction you get.”

Just remembering her reaction was making him hard. Harder.

“No, | can't deny it.” Hisvoice turned husky, amost apurr.

“A lot of women are going to want the body they see. Some of those women will aso want the man who
livesingdeit.”

“Themanthey think livesingdeit.”

“Point taken.” She sighed, and the sound made him hopeful she was shaking off the anger. “ Aaron runs
into the same problem on occasion when he' s an overnight guest, especialy when Kaushisn't with him. |
don't know what to tell him either, except to make hisrefusal so embarrassingly public the woman won't
dare go near him again.”

“It wasn't that,” Daemon said, looking away. “Not al of it anyway.” Hisfury returned, but he worked to
keep it leashed. “Vulcheraisawoman, not agirl, and can't use the excuse of being young for being
stupid. She’ satrusted friend of Rheal's, so she was among the aristos Rhea had invited to provide
conversation and company after she and | reviewed the business | wasthereto review.”

“Was there any business?’ Jaenelle asked.

“Some. Anyway,V ulchera sflirting was too pointed and obvious from the moment we were
introduced—and not the friendly kind of flirting your coven indulgesin that’s meant to be nothing more
than fun. Y our friends taught me that there are ways awoman can flirt with aman that lets him know he's
safe” Hedipped his handsin his pockets. “ Thiswoman wasn't interested in doing anything that was safe,
and she certainly wasn't interested in my reputation or my feglings. She used the same scented soap that
you had purchased the last time we visited Lady Rhed' s court.”

“It’ snot an exclusive sogp or an exclusive scent. It's not even exclusive to the shopsin that Province.”
“Vulcherawasn't wearing that scent thefirst day,” Daemon said softly. “Sincewewere at Rhea's



country home, there was only one shop that carried items suited for an aristo purse. She paid one of the
clerksto find out what scent you used.” And he intended to have alittle chat with that fool very, very
soon.

“And then she put on one of your shirts” Jaenelle said, nodding asif she understood.

But shedidn't. “Do you know how | fed when | see you wearing one of my shirts?’ he asked. “Do you
understand how aroused it makes me, how much possessive pleasureit gives me? Because of who you
are, when you wear one of my shirts, you' re telling the whole household that you' re mine. And more than
that, that I’ m yours.”

“| fed surrounded by you,” she said quietly. “Comfortable. Safe. Loved.”

“And aroused?’ he asked just as quietly.

“Only if | pictureyou wearing it,” she muttered.

Her answer made him smile—and smoothed some of the jagged edgesinside him.

“Wadll, thisbitch did understand. Before we got through dinner that first evening, sheredized | wouldn't
invite her to my bed or accept an invitation to hers. So she used a scent | associated with you, put on a
piece of clothing that would carry my own scent. She wanted me to pretend she was you. She wanted
me to believe she could be a substitute for you.”

Jeendle studied him. “ So you were insulted on my behaf?’

Rage flashed through him before he got it back under contral. “ Of course.”

For the first time since she walked into the room, she looked wary. With good reason. He might
overlook aninsult amed at himsdlf, but he would never tolerate an insult aimed at her.

“Isshedill dive?’ Jeendlle asked.

“She'sdive” The Sadist smiled acold, cruel smile. “But | did inform her that the next time shetried to
seduce amarried man, shewould lose al feding between her legs, guaranteeing atota lack of pleasure
and no possibility of climax until the spdll ran its course.”

Jeendlle swdlowed hard. “How long?’

“Six monthsfor every married man she had tried to seduce, and ayear for every one she had successfully
Seduced.”

“Can ... canyoudo that?’

“The spdll isdready inplace”

Shelooked stunned. “Mother Night.”

He stepped closer. Sipped afinger under astrap of that whatever she waswearing.

“I don’'t want to talk about Vulcheraanymore,” he crooned. “I don't want to think about her. Not her.”
Heknew his eyeswere glazed, knew which side of himsdlf wanted to play.

And so did Jeenélle.

“Stay with metonight,” the Sadist purred. “Here. In thisroom. Let me play with you.”

“What . . . wh-what does that mean?’

The stutter pleased him. So did the nerves.

“Leavethison. | find it intriguing. Withiit, | want you to wear one of my shirts and those sheer white
stockings. Nothing se”

She made asmall sound. Might have been awhimper.

“I’'m going to plump up the pillows and make myself comfortable. Y ou’ re going to straddle me. Sheathe
me. And then, my darling, | am going to make you stay perfectly till. I'm not going to let you touch mein
any way except to give me sweet kisseswhile | enjoy touching you. I'm going to play with you, lover. |
promise!’ll bevery, very gentle, and by thetime I’ m through, I'll make you very, very happy.”

Her eyes were glassy, and she looked dazed by the force of sexua heat now surrounding her.

“Why don’'t you go into the bathroom and get ready?’ he said, taking a step back.

He hardly dared to breathe until she closed the bathroom door.

Hewanted her desperately at that moment, but he knew what he was asking, knew what he was going to
do. He had to give her enough timeto think clearly and decide if shewaswilling to play.

Hetook off his shoes and socks, removed his belt. He pulled back the covers, plumped the pillowsinto a
mound, and reclined againg them, waiting.



The Sadist aslover.

Oh, yes. He wanted to play.

When she came out of the bathroom dressed exactly as he' d requested, he knew in away he hadn’t
before that there was no part of him she feared—and that was the most arousing thing about her.

He was pleasure and trust—even asthe Sadist.

When she climbed onto the bed and straddled him, he caught the scents of nerves and excitement. By the
time he alowed her to sheathe him, she whimpered out of need.

And hours|ater, while he watched her deep, he knew he had made her very, very happy.

CHAPTER 22

TERREILLE

Theran walked out on the terrace and crouched beside Gray and the honey pear pots.

“Anything poking out of thedirt yet?’ he asked, even though he could see perfectly well there were no
seedlings.

“Too early,” Gray said, sounding distant and distracted. And sad. “Won't know for awhile yet if
anything will want to grow.”

You didn’t sound this discouraged when you found the things. And what does “ if anything will
want to grow” mean?

“Something wrong?’ Theran asked. “ Are you worried about going to the Keep for dinner tonight?”
Why wouldn’'t Gray be worried? He wasworried. They wouldn't be dealing with either the High Lord or
Yadanaor Sadi; they’d be dealing with all three. Asfar as he was concerned, those were three good
reasonsfor having nightmares.

At least thisdinner had been the leverage he' d needed to stop Cassidy from going into town for the
outdoor concert. She' d been disappointed—and unhappy with him—»but she had accepted his*request”
that she remain at the estate and not take risks.

The Darkness only knew what sort of excuse he could find the next time she wanted to expose hersdlf to
the Dena Nehele people.

“Cassie doesn’'t want to plant the seeds she brought from Dharo,” Gray said quietly, keeping his eyes
fixed on the pot in front of him. “When | asked her this morning why she hadn’t picked out aspot in the
garden for them, she said maybe it would be amistake to plant them, that maybe thingsthat aren’t from
DenaNehele shouldn’t be trying to put down roots here.”

“Makes sense,” Theran said. “We don't want our own plants pushed out because something else was
brought into our land.”

“She was't talking about the plants,” Gray said. “Not really.” He sghed and looked a Theran. “I love
you, Theran, and | am grateful for the way you’ ve taken care of me these past years.”

“There snothing to be grateful for,” Theran grumbled. “We refamily.” And you wouldn’t have needed
that care if you hadn’t been protecting me.

“When Cassie goes back to Dharo, I'm going with her.”

The words shocked him. Chilled him. Showed him a potentia lossthat wasn't about a physicd distance
separaing them.

“Gray,” he breathed. “Gray, thisisyour home. Here. In DenaNehele”

“She does't think there' s anything here for her. She doesn’t think she can put down roots and make a
life”

“Y ou'retaking about going to Dharo,” Theran argued. “ About going to Kaeleer.”

Gray nodded. “I’ve been thinking about it all morning, after she said that about not putting down roots.”
He shifted so he was sitting on the flagstones. “If Cassie doesn’t belong here because her bloodlines
began in adifferent place, do we belong here Theran?’

“What?’



“I guess you belong here because you have the Grayhaven bloodline, but I’ m wondering about me.”
“Hdl’sfire, Gray. Do | need to show you a map and point out the village where you were born? A
villagethat'sin Dena Nehde?’

“I didn’t beginthere,” Gray said. “1 can trace my bloodline to Theraand Blaed on my mother’ sside.”
“So canl,” Theran snapped. “Our mothers were Ssters, remember?’

“Theraand Blaed came over the TamanaraMountainswith Liaand settled in DenaNehele”
“ToservelLia”

“They put down roots, made alife for themsalves here, but they didn’t come from DenaNehele. Naither
did Jared. He came from Shalador. And his people, the oneswho came over the mountains to escape
the destruction of their Territory . . . Did enough Shaador blood get spilled defending Dena Neheleto
entitle the survivorsto put down roots?’

“Gray . ..” Thethought staggered him—and made him wonder how Ranon would respond to that
question.

“I'll begoing with her,” Gray said. “If she'll haveme.”

He d never heard hiscousin tak like this. “What would you do in Dharo?’

Gray shrugged. “I'll find work. Maybe | could work for Cassi€’ sfather.”

A Purple Dusk Warlord Prince working for aWarlord who wore Tiger Eye? What was Gray thinking?
If hewasthinking.

If any part of thiswas actualy Gray’ sidea.

Was Cassidy using Gray asapawn in some kind of game? Wouldn't be the first time a Queen had used
oneman in order to chain another.

“Wadl,” Theran said, rigng, “there’ s plenty of timeto think about al this. Right now, we both need to get
cleaned up and properly dressed. For Cassidy’ s sake, we want to make a good impression.”

Gray’ s eyesflashed with temper, turning afamiliar face into astranger’s. Then the temper faded, and the
man looking a him was more like the boy Theran had known during these ten years since Taon rescued
Gray.

“Yes,” Gray said, “we want to make agood impresson.”

Ebon ASKAVI

Settling on the arm of the sofa, Saetan crossed his arms as he studied his daughter.

“I"'m not sure what you' re looking for, witch-child,” he said. He'd listened to Jeendll€' s account of
Daemon’ sreturn from the visit to Lady Rhea' s country house, and he heard the concern in her voice.
Since he' d dready heard Daemon'’ s report about the incident, he didn’t understand why shewas
concerned.

“I wasn't hurt, and Daemon wasn't hurt,” Jaendlle said. “Don’'t you think his. . . punishment . . . isabit
harsh?’

“On the contrary, | think it showed aremarkable amount of saf-control.” Maybe too much self-control.
Shefrowned a him, and he suppressed asigh of annoyance.

“What do you want meto say?" Saetan asked. “Do | think Daemon isentitled to hisfury?1 certainly do.
Do | think his punishment was just? |’ ve dready said so. In fact, his solution probably will do nothing
more than buy alittle time for him to confirm what he dready suspects about Rhed sfriend. | doubt she'll
livedl that much longer. If Daemon doesn't kill her, another Warlord Prince will.”

“| understand that he' s uneasy about another woman being so attracted to him that she actsfoolishly,
but—"

“Take off the blinders, Jaenelle,” Saetan snapped. “Y ou’ re being obtuse about this becauseit’s you and
Daemon, and because of how he responded last pring when that witch tried to eiminate you in order to
have him. But if Lucivar had found another woman in hisbed, trying to play this particular game, and had
shrugged the incident off instead of doing something about her, you would have pinned him to awall,
either ashis Queen—"

“Former Queen,” Jeendle said.



“—or ashissgter. And before you use ‘former’ in front of ‘Queen’ again, Lady, | suggest you review
what the term *life-time contract’” means.”

She blinked. Shifted her weight from one hip to the other. Frowned a him. “Y ou' re redlly feding pissy
about this”

Insulted because the word “pissy” dismissed hisfedlingsin away hewouldn't tolerate, helet histemper
dip fromits sheath, sharp and lethal. He pushed away from the sofa, dlowing himsdlf one dash of power
to relieve some of therage.

Jaenelle pressed her lips together and studied the pile of ash that, moments before, had been a sofa
“My gpologies, High Lord,” shesaid quietly. “Pleasetdl mewhat I'm not seeing.”

Theformality of the words no longer made this discussion personal. He appreciated that. He didn’t want
to fight with his daughter, but he was more than willing to enlighten his Queen.

“Firg,” he said as he prowled in front of the destroyed sofa, “you’ re forgetting that when Daemon was a
pleasure dave, the kind of gathering Rhea had arranged at her country house had been his hunting
ground. Better than anyone e se there, he would have recognized another hunter.”

“Hunter.” She didn’t make it a question, which could be interpreted as doubt, but her tone asked for
confirmation.

“Indulge me for amoment in a possible scenario.” Saetan waited for her nod of consent. “ Daemon walks
into hisroom at the Province Queen’ s country house and finds awoman waiting for him, awoman who
has been openly flirting with him and now indicates that she wantsthe kind of attention amarried man
reserves for hiswife. He demands that she leave, and she does, wearing his shirt. A month later, a
package arrives at the Hall, addressed in such away that you' re the most likely person to open it, even
though it's not blatantly aimed at you. And inside the package is your husband’ s shirt, smelling of another
woman' s perfume. Smelling of another woman. And there sanote, carefully phrased, that says
something like *Hope your wife didn't notice that a shirt was missing.” What would you do?’

“Since shewas clearly trying to hurt my husband by sending that package, | would find her, and we
would havealittle chat.”

A razored chill in her voice. A look in her sapphire eyes.

Y es, she and the woman who sent that package would have alittle chat—and the webs Jaenelle would
weave around the bitch would be afar more terrifying punishment than the physica pendty Daemon had
devised.

And that, Saetan redlized, was the reason Jaenelle didn’t understand. She knew the depth of Daemon'’s
loyaty, so she would react as though he was under attack and move to defend her husband—in the same
way she had always responded whenever she thought her father was under attack.

Remembering how she responded to attacks on her family, he pulled back. Chained his own temper as
he considered the best way to explain.

“Although,” Jeenelle added thoughtfully, “I suppose another woman would ether file acomplaint with the
Province Queen or the District Queen who ruled her hometown.”

“And some of the men would have filed acomplaint as soon asthey got home, especidly if they felt
vulnerable because they had young children, and acharge of infiddity could end with paternity being
denied at their children’ s Birthright Ceremony.” Saetan shook his head. “I think once Daemon begins
making discreet inquiries about that Lady’ s activities, he Il find that anumber of complaints had been
submitted—but were somehow lost before they reached someone with enough power or authority to
make thewoman’ s activities public.”

“Y ou don't think this was about Daemon?’

“It wasn't about Daemon—and it wasn't about you. Not thistime. Oh, | think she would have enjoyed
the opportunity to bed him—uwhich only proves she' s an arrogant fool—but | think she was more
interested in having the Warlord Prince of Dhemlan owing her for her silence.”

“| see. Blackmail.”

Saetan nodded. “ She' s not the first to play this game. Shewon't bethe last.”

“You didn’t know about her?’

“Things can dways be hidden, witch-child. Theruler of a Territory depends on the integrity of the



Province Queens and District Queensto keep the land and the people in balance. If I’d known about this
bitch, shewouldn't fill be among theliving.”

A memory. A flash of thought that made him wonder if he had known about her.

Helocked that thought away until he could consider it in private.

“What happens now?’ Jaenelle asked.

“That will befor Daemon to decide,” Saetan replied. “ The redl question now isn't about the witch who
likesto play thisgame. Thered question iswhether Lady Rheawas aware of the game. Did she know
what her friend was doing at these house parties? If she did, her slence wastacit approva. Evenif she
didn’t know, even if she disposed of the complaints because she didn’t believe they could betrue. . .
Widl, everything hasaprice.”

As he came abreast of her, he stopped his prowling.

“Daemon is going to ask Rheato dissolve her court and step down,” Jaenelle said.

“Yes”

“Won't the rest of the Queens and their courts wonder why she' s stepping down?’

“He rules Dhemlan, witch-child, and he wears a Black Jewdl,” Saetan replied dryly. “I doubt anyoneis
going to ask.”

Obvioudy there were afew things Daemon |eft out when he' d told Jaenelle about thisincident. Likethe
fact that Rhea had pissed hersalf when Daemon exploded into the drawing room. Hisrage and his
opinion of her friend left no doubt in anyone’ s mind that Prince Sadi now viewed Lady Rheaand her
friend asenemies.

“I imagine Daemon was quite upset when he arrived home,” Saetan said.

“Y ou could say that,” Jeenelle replied, sounding vague.

“Iseverything al right between you?’ He hadn’t seen any signs of distress or sensed any distance
between Daemon and Jaenelle when they arrived at the Keep. But Daemon had side-stepped questions
about what had happened after he told Jaenelle about thisincident. Not that it was any of his business,
but . .. Hell’ sfire. They were his children, so he was damn well going to make it hisbusiness. “Did you
work things out?’

Jeendll€ sface blazed with color, and she looked everywhere but at him.

“Oh,” shesaid. “Yeah. We worked things out pretty well.”

“I see” he said faintly. Maybe he wouldn’'t make it his business after dl.

He cleared histhroat to find hisvoice. “In that case, why don’t we join the rest of the family? Our guests
should be arriving anytime now.”

“Won't that be fun?

Not sure how to judge the words, he smply guided her to the door, and said, “1 don’t know about fun,
but it should be interegting.”

Lucivar was waiting for them when they stepped through the Gate that brought them from the Keep in
Terrelleto the Keep in Kagleer.

Theran wasn't sureif that was because Lucivar knew all of them or because he was probably considered
the least dangerous of the three men who were waiting to pass judgment on him and Gray and, possibly,
al of DenaNehdle.

“Lady Cassdy,” Lucivar said, tipping his head in the dight bow that indicated respect from someone of
hisrank.

“Prince Yadana,” Cassidy replied. “It'sa pleasure to be here.”

For you, maybe, Theran thought. He expected to dance around questions that were no on€' s business,
and since he was't there by choice, he didn’'t expect any part of this evening to be a pleasure.

Lucivar gaveTheran and Gray anod of greeting,then said,“Why don’'t we join the others and take care of
al theintroductions?’

Cassidy smiled as she placed her |eft hand on top of Lucivar’ sright, accepting his offer of escort. “I'm
looking forward to seeing Jaenelle again. There are acouple of things|'d liketo talk to her about.”
Jaenelle, Theran thought as he and Gray followed Lucivar and Cassdy. Not Lady Angelline. Jaenelle.



An unintentiona reminder that Cassidy knew the Queen who had ruled Ebon Askavi well enough to
address her casualy. Should he warn Gray about who—and what—Jaenelle Angdlline had been?
When Lucivar opened the Sitting room door, Theran still hadn’t decided how much to tell Gray about the
people they were going to see. Then it wastoo late to decide because as the people in the room turned
to greet the newcomers, Gray rushed toward the golden-haired woman standing next to Daemon Sadi
and stopped when he got close enough to touch her. Hisface wasfilled with aved delight, and he looked
at her asif he'd spent hislife in adesert and she was the pool of water he' d searched for.

“Ladies, thisis Prince Jared Blaed Grayhaven and Prince Theran Grayhaven,” Lucivar said. * Gentlemen,
thisis—"

“The Queen,” Gray said, sounding alittle breathless as he stared at Jaendlle.

Jaenelle amiled. “I wasthe Queen. Now—"

“Shel sl the Queen.”

Three mae voices, each sounding equaly annoyed.

“—I’'m Daemon’ swife.”

“The Lady honorsme,” Daemon purred.

Oh, thelook on Gray’ sface. The look in his eyes as he gave Daemon, Lucivar, and the High Lord an
ng glance before focusing on Jeenelle.

“Of courseyou are,” Gray said. The words sounded sincere. The tone said he was siding with the other
males

Jeendlle studied Gray through narrowed eyes. Then she shook her head and sighed. “Why do | bother
arguing with any maefrom your caste?’

“Becauseit’ sentertaining?’ Lucivar replied.

“Before we throw our guestsinto the family game of ‘ sngp and snarl,” why doesn’t someonefinish the
introductions?” Saetan said.

The Eyrien woman standing near the High Lord clapped ahand over her mouith to try to muffle her
laughter.

“I’'msorry,” shesaid. “But it' saperfect description of some of these discussions.”

“The woman who findsme amusing ismy wife, Marian,” Lucivar said.

This Purple Dusk-Jeweled witch was married to Yadana? How did she survive?

As soon asthe introductions were made, Jaenelle said,” If you gentlemen will excuse us, Marian and |
would like sometime for a private chat with Cassidy before dinner.”

Leaving him and Gray done with Lucivar, Daemon, and the High Lord. Could the evening get any
worse?

Of courseit could. If Cassidy complained about him, Marian and Jaendlle would tdll their husbands, and
the odds of his surviving long enough to get home. . .

Who was he kidding? If eitherY adanaor Sadi turned on him, he had no chance of surviving.

A bottle of wine was opened and glasses werefilled. As everyone el se settled comfortably, Theran
braced himsdlf for the interrogation about Dena Nehele and Cassidy’ s court.

If they intended to question him, they never got the chance because Gray blurted out, “ Cassie doesn't
want to put down roots.”

Something quiet, terrible, and predatory filled the room. Something he' d never felt anyplaceelseor in
anyone else—not even Tdon, who was the darkest-Jewel ed male back home.

“Explain,” Sagtan said softly.

“ She brought seeds from her mother’ s garden,” Gray said, “but she doesn’t want to plant them, doesn’t
want them to grow in DenaNehele soil.”

A moment’ ssilence asthat terrible feding faded from the room. Then Daemon said, “ That' s a prudent
decision, Gray. Windblown seeds could spread for miles.”

Gray looked stricken, and Theran wanted to erase Daemon’ swords, even though he' d basically said the
samething earlier that day.

“What about bulbs?’ Lucivar said. “ Something that could be contained in pots? Marian doesthat in her
garden when she wants a particular plant but wants to control whereit grows.”



“So does Jeendlle,” Daemon said.

“That's certainly apossibility,” Saetan agreed. “But perhaps finding common ground would be a better
ideafor thisfirst year.”

“Common ground?’ Gray asked.

“For example, some form of daisy growsin most of the Territoriesin Kagleer,” Saetan said. “If you put
them dl together, you'll notice differences, but if someone saw one growing in its own soil, it would be
recognized as ‘daisy.” Maybe you should see what plants are native to Dena Nehele that would look
gmilar to the seeds Cassie brought with her.”

“A flower bed like that would remind her of Dharo but still belong to the place she now cals home,”
Daemon said.

“I don’t know what the plantslook like,” Gray said.

“Writeto Lord Burle,” Daemon replied. “Ask him for descriptions of the plants that come from the seeds
Casse brought with her.”

“But he doesn’t know about gardens,” Gray protested. “ He told me that when hewasin DenaNehde.”
“He has awife who knows about gardens,” Saetan replied. “A wife who will remember exactly what
seeds she gave her daughter. But you send your request to Lord Burle whether he knows about gardens
or not.”

Gray nodded. “Because amae doesn't interact directly with alLady unless he' s been formally
introduced, especidly when he knows amae who is connected to the Lady.”

“Y ou’ ve studied your Protocol,” Saetan said, hisvoice warm with approval.

“Yes, gr. Casseishelping me”

| don’t know him, Theran thought, feeling apang of loss as he watched Gray. | don’t know this man
who is sitting there chatting with the High Lord of Hell asif he did it every week.

“Add your note to the next batch of reportsthat are sent to me,” Daemon said. “I'll seethat it getsto
Lord Burlein Dharo.”

Gray smiled. “Thank you. I’ [l write it tomorrow.”

Theran cast about for something to say, but he wasn't comfortable around those men, didn’t want to
share anything with them that he didn’t have to share.

“I have scars,” Gray said quietly, his eyesfixed on the carpet between hisfeet.

Another of those strange silences, asif Saetan, Daemon, and L ucivar were hearing more than words.
“Has Cassie seen them?’ Saetan asked gently.

“Some of them,” Gray mumbled.

“Do any of them interfere with your ability to have sex?’

Gray blushed and shook his head.

“Wel, then...”

“I have scars.”

The painin those wordsripped a Theran's heart.

Another best of silence.

“If you kissagirl the right way, shewon't notice the scars,” Daemon said.

“Theright way?’ Gray dowly lifted hishead. “ There saright way?’

Daemon smiled.

Gray dtared at L ucivar, and therewas ahint of chalengein hisvoice. “You didn’'t tell metherewasa
right way.”

“You'reinthefirg stage of courtship,” Lucivar said. “Beginner kisses. Aslong asyou don't drool on the
girl or chew her face, you're doing fine.”

Saetan and Daemon made pained sounds.

“What?’ Lucivar said. “Let him figureit out for himsealf. He s not kissing her bel ow the neck—or he
shouldn’'t be.”

“I'mnot,” Gray said hotly. “But—"

“We ll discusstechnique later,” Daemon said quietly.

Gray swallowed whatever he' d been about to say and sat back.



“Oh, the joy of dealing with young men,” Saetan said dryly as he looked toward the sitting room door.
“Thank the Darkness, | think the Ladies are returning.”

Theran rose to hisfeet with the rest of the men, feeling awkward, exposed. Gray had been the one
dumping intimate worriesin front of men he barely knew, but Theran fdt asif he had been stripped
naked aswell.

Then Cassidy walked into the room between Jaenelle and Marian—and Gray gasped and rushed over to
her, knocking Theran out of the way.

Gray clamped his hands on either Sde of Cassidy’ sface, his expression horrified.

“What happened to her face?’ His voice began rising to that desperate keening. “Whereis her face?’
“Gray,” Cassdy sad, “what’ swrong?’

“WHERE ISHER FACE?’

Saetan and Daemon grabbed Gray’ swridts, trying to pull his hands away from Cassidy’ sface.

Theran legped toward them, wanting to stop them before Gray got hurt, but Lucivar grabbed hisarm and
yanked him back.

“Easy, Gray,” Daemon said.

“WHERE ISHER FACE?’

Saetan snapped out a sentence that sounded like a command. Theran didn’t recognize the language
Saetan spoke, but the tone was sharp, commanding, and angry—and Jeenelle jerked back asif she'd
been dapped.

A moment later, Gray’ s keening changed to gasping sobs as he smiled and said, “ Thereit is. There' s her
face”

“Gray,” Saetan said. “Come with me now. We need to talk.”

Seeing naked fear on Gray’ sface, Theran tried to shake off Lucivar’ s hold on his arm—and almost got
yanked off hisfeet.

“Jared.”

Green eyes ared into gold. Gray’ s hands relaxed and were gently drawn away from Cassidy’ sface.
“Comewith me,” Saetan said, till holding one of Gray’ swrists while wrapping his other arm around
Gray’ s shoulders. “Wewon't leave the room. We |l just go over there so we can talk for aminute.”

At first there was that audible hitch in Gray’ s breathing, the prelude to one of his bouts of mindlessterror.
Then the breathing evened out. Looking beaten, he let Saetan lead him to another part of the room.
Thistime when Theran tried to shake Lucivar off, the Eyrien let him go. Sadi was between him and where
the High Lord wastalking to Gray, and he wasn't foolish enough to think Daemon would let him interfere
with the discussion.

“Itwasjust anilluson spdl,” Cassidy said, sounding shaken. “To hidethe freckles.”

He hadn’t noticed, hadn’t seen anything different about her. The room wasn't brightly lit. How inthe
name of Hell had Gray seen the difference hafway across the room?

“I'm sorry,” Jeenelle said, looking at Daemon. “It never occurred to methat it would upset him.”

“Not your fault,” Daemon replied. “But | think Gray does better with changes when he has plenty of
waning.”

The movementslooked casud, asif they were drifting from one position in the room to another without
any real reason, but when they stopped, Daemon and Lucivar were flanking the women. Theran had the
impression that no matter what they personaly thought about what had just happened, they would
support and defend their wives—and Cassidy.

Gray looked anxious and uncertain when he and Saetan rejoined their tenselittle group, and he stared at
Cassdy’sfacefor so long dl three women squirmed.

“Now,” Saetan said, hisvoice a velvet-coated whip.

Theran felt his shoulderstighten in response to that sound. Thiswas avoicethat dlowed no chalenge, no
discussion, no defiance.

“Every relationship requires compromises,” Saetan said.  So those compromises are going to be
established here and now.”

A moment of slence, asif the High Lord was giving dl of them an opportunity to be dumb enough to



argue.
“Since Lady Cassdy’ sfreckles are important to Gray, they will not be altered in any way,” Saetan said.
“But...,” Cassdy began.

“In. Any. Way.”

Cassdy hunched her shoulders. “Yes, Sir.”

“In return, Gray, you must accept that women like to paint their faces, adding color to eyes, lips, and
cheeks.”

“Why do they want to do that?’ Gray asked, hiseyes till fixed on Cassidy’ sface asif something might
disappear the moment he looked away.

“Boyo,” Saetan sad, “I’ ve been observing femaesfor over fifty thousand years, and | can't tell you why
they do what they do. Don’t expect to understand how they think;just understand that somethings are
important to them that are incomprehensible to us, and learn to work with their way of thinking when you
haveto.”

“Like putting color on her face?” Gray asked.

“Exactly,” Saetan replied. “Although . . . awoman using face paints to enhance her beauty can be
intriguing.”

Theran watched Gray’ s face change, watched anxiety shift to curiosity.

“Darkening the lashes, for instance, to draw more attention to her eyes,” Saetan said.

“Cassie has pretty eyes,” Gray sad.

“Putting alittle gold dust on the cheeks—and other places—so the skin glittersin candldight,” Daemon
purred. “But that’ s usudly reserved for romantic dinners.”

“Daemon.”

Watching Jaenelle blush gave Theran agood idea of how those romantic dinners ended—and the room
suddenly got much too warm.

“Now, the hair,” Saetan said.

Gray whimpered.

“Changing the color would be an insult to every man who admires beauty, so it will not be changed.”
Now Cassdy whimpered.

“However, you, Gray, have to accept that, like their faces, women like to play with their hair, putting it up
in different styles or even cuiting it.”

“Cut?’ Gray sounded darmed.

“Compromise, Prince,” Saetan said in that voice that alowed no challenge.

After amoment, Gray nodded. “Okay. | won't get upset if she cuts her hair.”

“Thenwe reagreed.”

Theran hadn’t heard anyone but Gray agree to anything, but judging by the look on everyone' sface, that
was't going to be mentioned.

Daemon looked a Gray. “ There' s ill afew minutes before dinner. Why don’t we get some fresh air and
discussthat other matter?” And he winked.

Gray’s eyeswidened. He started to move, then stopped and looked at the High Lord. “Sir?’

“WEe re done here, so you two go on.”

When Daemon and Gray |eft, Sagtan fixed his attention on Cassidy, and Theran felt sorry for her. After
al, she' djust wanted to get rid of those awful spots and look alittle better. It wasn't her fault Gray had
gotten fixated on the damn things.

“I didn’t know,” Cassidy said in asmdl voice.

“Now you do,” Saetan said in that implacable voice.

Cassdy brushed her fingers against one cheek. “Maybe. . .”

“Witchling, if you redly think that boy isn't going to notice if asingle freckleis missing, then you have not
been paying attention.”

The whiplash without the velvet coating.

Theran winced.

Jeendle squared her shoulders. “If you gentlemen will excuse us, my Sistersand | need afew minutesto



seitle before dinner.”
Saetan tipped his head in abow and walked out of the room.
Lucivar kissed hiswife' s head and |eft the room, giving Theran no choice but to follow him to another

gtting room.
“I need someair,” Lucivar said. “How about you?’
Theran shook his head.

AsLucivar opened aglass door that led to some kind of courtyard, Theran said, “| guessthe High Lord
wouldn't have lashed at them likethat if Lady Angelline had till been the Queen of Ebon Askavi.”
Lucivar gave him an odd look. “Then you would have guessed wrong.”

CHAPTER 23

KAELEER

No sex tonight, Daemon thought as he took off his robe and dlipped into bed. Propped up on one
elbow, he sudied Jaenell€’ sface. She' d been broody and unhappy al the way home, and it didn’t look
like her mood had changed.

“Wadll, thingsdidn’'t go too badly,” he said.

Jeenelle made a sound that was one part laugh and two parts disbelief. “What dinner party were you at
tonight?’

“The point of the evening wasto give Gray afoundation for interacting with aKaeleer Queen, and in that,
| think we did quite well.”

Her eyeswidened. “I created an illuson spell to give Cassie more confidence about her looks and ended
up scaring Gray out of half hiswits, and aso managed to somp on Papa stoes hard enough to have him
angry with me twice, and you think we did well?’

Daemon raised ashoulder in ahdf shrug. “Gray got to ask about things that were bothering him, he now
has ameasuring stick for how to react the next time Cassidy does something that upsets him, and he
learned that he doesn’t haveto give up the thingsthat are most important to him if he/ swilling to yield
about other things.” Gauging her mood—unchanged—he added,” And | learned that Lucivar’ sideaof a
romantic kissisnot drooling on the girl or chewing her face”

Jeenelle popped up so fast she dmost clobbered his chin.

“No,” shesaid. “You remaking that up. Heisnot that . . . that . . .”

“Eyrien?’

“Mother Night.” Jaenellelooked alittle stunned, but when her sapphire eyes focused on him, he wished
he had the width of the bed between them. And he was beginning to think that teasing her about

Lucivar’ ssexud skills hadn't been the best idea. Especially since he knew Lucivar had said that for
Gray’ s benefit.

“Y ou have to do something,” Jeenelle said.

“Likewhat?’

“No woman should haveto put up with that. And certainly Marian shouldn’'t have to put up with that. If
that’s Lucivar’ sidea of romance, you need to teach him how to kiss properly.”

“If aman isdoing it right, there’ s nothing proper about aromantic kiss,” Daemon murmured.

“ Daemon.” She poked his chest with afinger. “ Do something.”

So hedid. He kissed her. And when he was done, one of her hands wasfisted in his hair, encouraging
him not to go too far away.

“| gave Gray sometips about romantic kissing,” he said as hislips drifted across her face, leaving atrall
of delicate kisses,

“You did?" She sounded breathless, and her scent had shifted toward arousal enough to warm his blood
very nicdy.

“Hmm. | don’t think he had his mind on much e se through the whole of dinner.”



“That explainswhy he was so cheerful,” Jaenelle murmured, tipping her head to one side so that he could
nibble on hisfavorite part of her neck.

“Lucivar isamoredifficult chalenge.” He dipped one hand under her nightgown and hisfingertips
whispered up and down the insides of her thighs.

Nothing in her eyes now but desire. Nothing in her touch but love as she dipped a hand under the covers
and stroked him.

“| should practice my technique,” he said as he licked the valley between her breasts.

“Daemon,” she gasped when hisfingers found other interesting bits of her to play with. “How much
practice do you need?’

He settled over her, enjoying, for the moment, the thin barrier of fabric between them. “I’ll let you know
inthemorning,” he purred.

Her reply was amoan of pleasure.

TERREILLE

Theran walked into the parlor in the family wing and flopped on the sofa.

“Want some brandy?’ Taon asked.

“Sure”

He accepted the glass Taon poured for him, then dugged back half theliquor.

“How did it go tonight?’ Taon asked, settling into achair near the sofa.

“Wel enough.”

“IsGray dl right?’

Theran made a sound that might have been alaugh. “Better than | am.”

“You hurt?’

He shook his head. He didn’'t want Talon to be darmed; he just didn’t know if he should repeat what
he' d been told. Wasn't sure he wanted Talon to agree with the High Lord’ s assessment.

“Gray islikethem,” he said, swirling the brandy so he wouldn’t haveto look a Taon. “Hefitinlike he
was just another piece of an intricate pattern. The way he talked with them, listened to them. If he
decidesto emigrate to Dharo, they’ll help him.”

“If he decides what?’

Theran winced. Of course Tdon didn’t know about it. Gray hadn’t mentioned it until this morning.

“I didn’t know him tonight,” Theran said. “Hehad one of his. .. scares...”

“Damn,” Taon muttered.

“...and they handled it, Sadi and the High Lord. Soothing spells and power. They got him settled in
minutes”

“Did you think to ask about the spell?” Talon asked. “ Sounds like a handy thing to know. Hdll’ sfire, I've
tried everything | know and couldn’t get him settled when he was having abad night.”

“The High Lord took me aside after dinner and taught me the soothing spell he' d used. He considered it
abasic spdl and was surprised that it wasn't part of our usua training.”

Talon studied him, then sat back in hischair. “Y ou're circling around something.”

“Theran'sblade,” Theran said quietly. “Gray and | used to joke about him being my gresat protector. But
Jawels only measure one kind of power, don't they? Two men can wear the same Jewd, even havethe
exact same depth of power, and one might be a dominant male, while the other is better asafollower. If
Gray hadn’t been captured twelve years ago, if we' d both grown up as we should have, he would have
been my defender. He would have stood in front of me. Overshadowed me. Because he'saWarlord
Princelike they are—like Sadi and Y adana—or he would have been. | could dmost see him changing,
hour by hour, as he taked with them. The High Lord said that even with hisemotiond scars, Gray won't
have any trouble settling in Kadleer if that’ swhat he decidesto do.”

Theran drained his glass and poured himself another. “ Gray remained achild dl theseyears, so0 | had to
become aman.”

“Y ou would have become aman no matter what,” Talon said. He shifted in hischair, arestless



movement that wasn't like him. “ So you don't fit in with Sadi and Y adana. There aren’t many who
could.”

“Guessnot.”

“Goto bed,” Taon sad. “Thingswill look different after some deep.”

Theran rose and lifted hisglassinasdute. “I’ll do that.”

Taon waited until Theran |eft the room before he got up to pour and warm aglass of yarbarah.

.. . Jewels only measure one kind of power. . . . would have stood in front of me.. . .
Overshadowed me. . . he’'sa Warlord Prince like they are....

Taon raised the glass and studied the blood wine. “ Theran, my boy, I'll never say thisto your face, but
you're right about Gray. He would have overshadowed you. Not deliberately. He' d been taught from the
cradle on up that he was your sword and your shield. Had been raised to believe it was his duty to
protect and defend the Grayhaven line. Men have followed you because of your name, but being aleader
isgill anill-fitting coat on you. For Gray, being the dominant Warlord Prince of Dena Nehdle would have
been as naturd as breathing.”

Hetook aswallow of yarbarah. “'Y ou might have ended up hating him for being what everyone expected
you to be. And as much as my heart achesto say it, and as much as | wish he’ d never been harmed,
maybeit’sjust aswell he swaking up now when you' re old enough to hold your own.”

Tdon drank therest of the yarbarah and sghed. “Maybeit’'sjust aswell.”

Gray leaned againgt the outsde wal of the stone shed and studied the glow of witchlight coming from his
window. Soft light, Daemon had said. Enough so nobody was stumbling around in the dark, but not so
much to spotlight desire. It was easier to yield just alittle morein the dark.

And wasn't that awonder? he thought as he waited for Casse. Taking to Daemon was like having an
older friend who not only knew things about women but waswilling to tell you things.

Waswilling to do more than tell.

“ Put your hands on her waist. Like this. She'll be so concerned with apologizing for that damn
illusion spell, she won't even notice your hands until the warmth seeps through her clothes. That
moment when she becomes awar e is when the romance needs to begin. She' s feeling vulnerable
tonight. She'll try to shy away. Thisis the moment when you offer just enough to make her want
more. Let her lose a few hours' sleep because you' ve given her a reason to think about you. To
wonder about you. To dream about you.”

Then Daemon had shown him. . . .

“Gray?’ Cassecdled softly. “Gray, areyou in there?’

“Back here,” he cdled.

Redlizing atactical error, he shifted so0 his back was againgt the shed. That way, once she was standing in
front of him, it would be easy to shift so she wasin the soft light and he wasin the shadows.

She came around the corner, hesitated a moment, then hurried to reach him.

“Is something wrong?’ she asked, sounding like she was braced for bad news.

“Why would something be wrong?”

“You'reoutsde”

“It sasoft night in early summer,” hereplied, smiling. “Theair isddicioudy scented with dl the things that
aregrowing.” And | was waiting for you.

“Gray, I’m sorry about theilluson spdll. | didn’t know it would upset you. | just wantedtolook . ..” She
pressed her lipstogether.

He shifted away from thewall and put his hands on her wais, holding her lightly. “How did you want to
look?’

“Pretty. Or as pretty as someone like me can look.”

He heard pain and bitternessin her voice, and he suspected someone had inflicted a degp wound at
sometimein her life, but he didn’t understand what that wound had to do with her using that stupid
illuson spell. “Why do you want to be pretty when you' re dready beautiful ?”



Sovulnerable.

Shedidn’'t beieve him. Couldn’t believe him.

She drew in abreath, probably to deny what he' d said. Instead, shelooked at him, and he saw the
moment she redlized his hands were on her, redized how close they were standing, redlized what the
brush of her body wasdoing to his.

“Casse” Gray whispered.

He placed the first feather kiss at the corner of her mouth and worked hisway aong a cheekbone up to
her temple. “Casse”

“ She doesn’t understand yet how you see her, boyo,” Daemon had said, “ so don’t waste your
breath on words that will cause her to pay attention to the wrong things.”

Hedidn't waste his bregth. He diligently practiced the things he' d been taught that evening and felt her
melt againgt him, caught the intoxicating scent of her arousal, both physica and psychic. When she
pressed her lipsto hisand dipped her tongue in his mouth, he wrapped his arms around her and almost
ignored the last ingtruction.

His sdlf-preservation kicked in when he remembered who would demand an explanation if heignored
that last ingtruction.

Hewaited until she broke the kiss before he eased back—and added the footnote to the evening.
“Everything hasaprice, Lady,” Gray sad, smiling. “Y ou owe mealittle something for that illuson spell.”
A jumble of emationsin her hazel eyes, wariness and arousa being dominant. “What do | owe you?’
“The answer to aquestion.”

Sherdaxed alittle.

“Arethefreckles only on your face?’

Her face colored. She swalowed hard and eventually said, “No, they’re not just on my face.”

“I'm looking forward to seeing the rest of them.” He stepped back, not sureif he wanted to snarl or
whimper about that particular ingtruction. “Comeon. It'slate. I’ [l walk you back to the house.”
Shelooked alittle dazed during the walk back to the house. She looked more than alittle confused ashe
nudged her insde and closed the door.

And he thought the light would be burning in her bedroom for awhile longer that night.

Returning to hislittle room in the shed, he stripped and got into bed. He wanted to write the letter to
Lord Burle and ask about the plants, but he didn’t fedl quite ballsy enough to write apolite letter to Burle
when he was having these kinds of fedings about the man’ s daughter—and wanting to do things with that
daughter that were less than polite.

So heturned off thelamp and lay in the dark, thinking about the evening. He d made friends tonight. He
was damaged, and they didn’t dismissthat, but even though nothing had been said, the High Lord,
Lucivar, and Daemon had made it plain that they expected him to live up to his potentid. And if he
asked, they would show him how.

“ Daemon? Have you kissed men before?”

“1 have.” Sadi’s mouth curved in a predatory smile. “ Some even survived the experience.”

“ Have you taught other boys to kiss the way you just taught me?”

The smile softened, and there was an odd expression in Daemon’s gold eyes. * | taught Jared. And
Blaed.”

Ebon ASKAVI

Saetan swirled the brandy in the snifter.

“1f I’d known about this bitch, she wouldn’t still be among the living.”

He should have known about her. Daemon had said the witch wasn't agirl, and it was hard to believe
thisincident wasthe first time she d flirted that way with amarried man—especialy because the detall of
taking ashirt asatrophy kept tugging at him, making him think the scenario he’ d told Jaendle wasn't just
ascenario. It was also hard to believe she waited decades between her victims, which meant she'd been
playing thisgamewhile he' d actively ruled Dhemlan.



And no one had told him. Even if the Queens, for some inexplicable reason, had chosen to remain
ignorant of the bitch’ sactivities, at least one Warlord Prince should have had balls enough to cometo the
Hal and inform him.

His conclusion? Some of her prey had helped cover her tracks and hide her games.

Hewasn't interested in the men. Not yet, anyway. But the witch who had dared try to tangle up hisson
in her petty littlegame.. ..

A flicker of memory, there and gone. A man’ sanguish. A child' sface.

Or what was |eft of the child'sface.

There and gone.

Taking the brandy with him, he went out to one of the courtyards.

“When | stepped away from the living Realms, and Dhemlan,” hetold the night sky,”1 thought I’ d given
Daemon a hedthy Territory and aclean dateto begin hisrule. But it lookslike | have some unfinished
busness fter dl.”

CHAPTER 24

TERREILLE

Severd days after the dinner party at the Keep, Theran walked into Powd |’ s office so soon after
breakfast, the Steward wasn't settled behind his desk yet.

“Did the letter arrive?’ he asked.

“The messenger just returned from the Keep with the sack,” Powell replied. “1 haven’t even opened it
yet.”

“Wdl, get onwithit.”

Before Powdll could say what he looked like he wanted to say, Ranon and Shirawaked into the office,
with Archerr following right behind them.

“Did the letter arrive?’ Ranon asked.

“Hel’sfire,” Powdl muttered. “ Thelast time this many men wereinterested in asingleletter, it was
because dl the young men in my village were waiting to see who the prettiest girl had asked to be her
escort to the harvest dance.”

“It' sbeen enough time,” Theran muttered. “How long can it take to write down the names of afew
plants?’

Shirarolled her eyes. “Men are so dim about some things. The moreit matters, the moretimeit takes.”
Theran gave Ranon asharp smile. “So what’ s Ranon hurrying that he shouldn’t be?

Ranon snarled a Theran.

“I wasn't talking about him,” Shirasaid.

“If anyoneisinterested,” Powell said, “Lady Cassidy hastwo |etters here—no, three. And there’ sa box
for Gray. Lookslike Prince Sadi’ swriting on the label, and that’ s definitely the SaDiablo sedl.”
“Damn,” Theran and Ranon said.

Theran sghed, then raked hisfingersthrough hisdark hair. “ Giveit tome. I'll takeit out to Gray.” And
try to figure out what to say today when that ook of disappointment fills his eyes.

Powell handed over the box.

Breskfast fdt like acold, heavy lump in Theran’ s ssomach, and it got heavier and colder with every step
he took toward the ground Gray was breaking for this new planting.

He' sworking too hard, hoping for too much, Theran thought. These past few days, he had the feeling
that Gray had made a blind leap and had broken the life he' d cobbled together, but wasn't sure of what
kind of life hewould haveinits place. What kind of life he could build.

If he could build anything & al.

“Gray?

Gray set aside the spade and reached for the water jug. He glanced at the box Theran carried, but he



didn’t ask about it. He drank, then pulled a scrap of towel out of the waistband of histrousers and wiped
hisface.

“No letter,” hesaid.

Therewas aflatnessin Gray’ svoice, alack of light in his eyes, that worried Theran.

“No letter,” Theran said. “But this box came from Prince Sadi. Gray, it hasn't been that long since you
sent the letter.”

“Long enough for amother to decide that she doesn’t want a particular man showing interest in her
daughter.”

Mother Night, Gray, what are you thinking?

Thehurt in Gray’ svoice madeit clear exactly what his cousin was thinking: he wasn't good enough to be
morethan afriend.

“Open thebox,” Theran said. “Maybe there’ s an explanation.”

Gray wiped his hands on histrousersto clean off some of the dirt. Then he took the box and set it on the
freshly turned earth, which made Theran wonder why he' d bothered to wipe off his hands.

The box had asimple hook closure, so whatever was inside couldn’'t be valuable. Or it meant that no one
would be foolish enough to take anything from abox that had the SaDiablo sedl.

Gray opened the box. He sat back on his hedls. He lifted one Craft-preserved flower out of the box.
Then another—and another until he was holding abouquet.

“There sanote and abook in there,” Theran said, looking into the box. “ And something else.”

Handing the bouquet to Theran, Gray opened the note.

“*Prince Gray,’ " Gray read.

“ A common-ground planting is a wonderful idea. The seeds | gave Cassie were meant to span the
seasons, so there aren’t many yet that | can show you. I’ ve sent flowers from the late-spring and
early-summer plants, but hopefully you'll be able to match the others from the sketches in the
book. The bulbs can go in pots. Those, too, span the seasons—a reminder of family as she makes a
new home. Burle spoke highly of you. I’m beginning to see why. | hope we can meet one day.
Dewvra.”

Gray set asde the note, picked up the book, and riffled the pages. “ Plants from Dharo. There are
drawings and information about planting, and . . .” He closed the book and studied the cover. “Cass€’s
mother wrote this book. Cassie said her mother knew alot about gardening, but | didn’'t redlize. . . . No
wonder she understands the land so well.”

“Sothisisgood?’

“Better than good. It' s—" Gray’ s eyes widened and his face paled. He grabbed the bouquet from
Theran and shoved it in the box. “ Cass€ scoming. Y ou have to distract her. She'll notice I’ m breaking
new ground, and she'll ask about it, and | can’'t lieto her. | can’t. And she can’t see what her mother
sent. Shel'll know then, and it will spoil the surprise.”

“What am | supposed to do?’

“Theran.”

Sep up to the line, Grayhaven, and be his shield. What he feels for Cassidy is something you' ve
never felt for anyone. Not even in passing.

“Get that stuff tucked away,” Theran said as he rose and turned toward the house.

“Thanks, Theran.”

He watched Gray balt for the stone shed, then hurried to intercept Cassidy.

“Is something wrong with Gray?’ Cassidy asked as soon as he got close enough to hear her.

“He' sfine” Theran replied, taking her arm and turning her back toward the house. “He s got a bundle of
work he wantsto get done today.”

She wasn't dressed for spending time in the garden this morning. Wasthat good or bad, since she
always spent time in the garden after breakfast?

“Maybe| should give him ahand?’

Cassidy sounded doubtful. Was she trying to back away from Gray? She had been acting abit skittish
about being around him. At first Gray had been pleased about that, but that had changed more and more



asthe hoped-for letter didn’'t arrive.

“I was going to come out and work in the garden, but Ranon is going back to hishome villagefor a
couple of days, and he and Powell said there was something urgent | needed to do before Ranon left, but
they weren't clear about what that was, and said | should talk to you.”

Theran tossed a psychic thread toward Ranon. * Next time you decide to be helpful, give me some
warning.*

*We gave her areason to come looking for you instead of Gray, so figure out why she's supposed to be
stuck at adesk for the next few hours.*

Go pissyourself. Hedidn't say it, but the fedling traveled through the link between them—and the
feding was quite mutud.

Wheat could he ask her to do that had to be done before Ranon |eft?

They were on the terrace and almost to the door before he had an answer.

“The Shdador Queens,” Theran said. “Y ou need to write aletter inviting the Queens on the Shaador
reserves to meet you. Ranon will take the letter when he goes back to hisvillage. That’ swhy it' s urgent.”
“Y ou don’t want me to contact the Queensin DenaNehele,” Cassidy said. “Y ou’ ve opposed that
suggestion every timel’ ve madeit.”

“ Seemed more important for the court to adjust to working with each other. Now . . .” He shrugged.

“Y ou redly want me to contact the Queens on the reserves?’

“Yes, | do.” Besdes, he added slently, it’s not likely any of themwill come.

He opened the door for her. “Come on. Once you wade through the paperwork Powell seemsto create
overnight, you'll befreetherest of the day to save the posies from the nasty weeds.”

She stopped in the doorway and looked at him asif she suddenly saw a different man.

“You don't have afed for theland, do you?’ she asked. “It’ sjust dirt and boundariesto you.”

“I don't fussover it like you and Gray seem to,” he said dismissively. “It’ sthe people that matter. It' sthe
people that need tending.”

“How do you take care of one without taking care of the other?’

Since shedidn’t wait for him to answer, he guessed she didn’t expect one.

Gray st the itemsin the box on the potting bench, one by one, and marveled at this gift.

Cassie' smother had written this book. Cassi€' s mother had sent this box. No hasty reply to his|etter,
but a bundle of information from awoman who seemed to understand that he was hoping to put down
rootsin her daughter’ s heart.

And the flowers, preserved in shields so he could study them at hisleisure.

His own mother had given him afierce kind of love. He didn’'t know if it was because she was unable to
be soft, or if because he’ d been degtined for the killing fields, she hadn’t wanted to give him anything a
warrior wouldn't need.

He could still see her face, filled with hard pride, on the evening when Talon came to take him to the
mountain camps. He' d been seven years old, but there had been no tears, no hugs. To her, hewas
aready awarrior. To her, he aways had been.

Hedidn't think Cassie€' s mother was a fierce woman. Didn’t mean she couldn’t be dangerousiif there
was need, but he thought, maybe, she' d be the kind of woman who wouldn’t be afraid to hug a boy.
Was his mother il dive? Did she know how to find him—if she wanted to find him?

He hadn’t wondered until now. Maybe Powell, being the Steward of the court, would know how to find
out.

A knock on the shed’ s door. He used Craft to vanish the box before the door opened and Ranon
wakedin.

The Shalador Warlord Prince glanced at the empty potting bench.

“None of my business,” Ranon said, “but | saw the box thismorning. Well, afew of usdid, and we
wondered. . . .”

Gray called in the box and showed Ranon what Devrahad sent to him.

“Look at thisone,” Ranon said, picking up one of the cuttings. “1t’ s got one flower open and one dtill in



the bud. Maybe that’swhy it took her afew daysto send areply. She must have waited for some of
these flowers to bloom so she could send them to you.”

“I hadn’t thought of that.”

Ranon st the cutting down. “L ook, Gray, planting this bed isgoing to be alot of work.”

“I know.”

“When are you planning to do this?’

“I'll need afew daysto study the book and select the plantsthat will work best in the place I’ ve cleared.
Then I'll need to seewhat | can find.”

Ranon nodded. “I’'m heading to my village, but I’ll be back in acouple of days. Three at the most. When
you'reready to plant, I'd like to help. Shirasaid she'd help too. And | think there are a couple of other
men in the Firgt Circle who would be willing to help.”

Gray studied Ranon, seeing more than a Warlord Prince who seemed to rub against Theran the wrong
way.

“You liked Yadana, didn’t you?’

Ranon gave him aconsidering look. “ That one scares the shit out of me, but I’d follow him into battle
without a doubt or second thought.”

And you’ d have both if it was Theran who was leading.

“Thanksfor the offer,” Gray said. “I’ll figure out the planting day and let you know.”

Ranon smiled and walked to the shed door. Then he paused. * Shirawanted me to ask. Are you the
reason Cassidy isn't degping well?’

Gray grinned.

After amoment Ranon laughed. “ Good for you, Gray. Good for you.”

Cassidy sat on the edge of her bed, fingering the key she' d found in the old wish pot—something she'd
done every day, hoping the key would provide some clue to the treasure that was supposed to exist on
the estate. Of course, her mind wasn't on treasure. Not tonight. Her mind wason. . .

“Liaand Thera, your mae descendants are apain in the ass.”

At least Theran and Gray could share the blame for her being unable to deep tonight. Theran had run hot
and cold al morning—wanting her to write to the Shaador Queens and then being opposed to her
writing to any of the other Queens who must have heard by now that there was a Territory Queen to
whom they owed alegiance. Then thisevening, Gray had just run .. . . hot. But not hot enough to do more
than kissing and petting. Not hot enough to go to his room and make use of his bed.

But that could be Lucivar’ sfault because at one point this evening, when Gray pulled away because what
he really needed was more, he had snarled something about writing to Daemon to find out if he really
had to follow that stupid schedule.

She hadn’t met Daemon before the dinner party, but she' d spent enough time around L ucivar to know
the Eyrien wouldn't hesitate to give Gray afew bruisesif Gray didn’t stay within the boundaries Lucivar
had set. So until Daemon convinced Lucivar to ater the rules, she wasn't going to ask Gray for more,
Wasn't sure she' d have the courage to ask for more anyway.

Doesn’t matter who decided what, she thought sourly as she turned the key over and over. It still
means another sleepless night.

A scratching on her suit€' sdoor. She got up to let Vae in, mostly because the sofain her sitting room
was a comfortable place to brood.

*Casse? Cassel You are not deeping. Why aren’t you deeping? It isdeep time. Everyoneisdeegping.
Except Tdon. But it isnot hisdeep time.*

Cassdy barely had time to settle into a corner of the sofa before VVae was beside her, pressing close.

“Y ou need to be brushed,” Cassidy said, noticing how much loose fur was now coating her trousers.

*1 will nip Theran tomorrow,* Vae said. * Then hewill brush me*

Oh, good. Serves you right, Grayhaven, for being a brainless ass.

*You have smdls* Vae sad happily.

Cassidy was about to remind Vaethat it wasn't polite to talk about human smells—especidly the femae



kind. Then she redlized the Sceltie was focused on the key in her hand.

“It sakey,Veae. It'smade of metd. It doesn't have smélls.”

Vae sniffed the key again, jumped off the sofa, and trotted into the bedroom. *I will find the smells*
“Youdothat.” If the dog was hunting for nonexistent smells, at least she' d stay out of trouble. Maybe.
Keeping one ear cocked toward the bedroom in case V ae began rummaging where she shouldn't,
Cassdy dumped in the corner of the sofa, fedling frustrated and wrung ot.

Sometimes when Gray kissed her, she knew she was being kissed—and held—by a grown man. But
other times, shefdt like she was kissing afifteen-year-old boy who was fumbling through hisfirst
exploration of afemaebody. And in some ways she was. But she wasn't fifteen anymore, and those
times when he seemed more boy than man made her uncomfortable.

And yet she couldn’t back away from the intimacy or end the relationship atogether, because her heart
recognized something in Gray that she had never felt with or for any other man.

*Casse?*

Maybe it wasfor the best that Lucivar had set such firm boundaries around what Gray could—and
couldn’'t—do in terms of sex. Physicaly she was ready—more than ready—for more. Emotionaly . ..
*Cassel*

“What?" Shefet frustrated and snappish, and her voice proclaimed her mood.

*| found the smdlls.*

“Whet amdIs?’

*The smellsthat match the key.*

Cassdy tangled her legs and almost fell off the sofain her haste to get to the bedroom.

She didn’t see anything messed up or displaced. She dso didn’'t see a Sceltie.

“\/ 267"

*Herel The smellsare herel*

“Where?’

Thetip of Vae stall suddenly stuck out from under her bed, wagged at her, then disappeared again.
Cassidy hurried to the bed, dropped to the floor, and lifted the bedcovers. “ Get out of there before you
Oet stuck.”

*Won't get stuck,* Vae said. *Smellsare here*

Under the bed. The treasure had been hidden for centuries. Wouldn't someone have looked under the
bed?

That wish pot had been in the shed for centuries too and hadn’t been found.

“Get out of thereVae,” Cassidy said. “| haveto movethe bed, and | can’t do that while you' re under it.”
She waited impatiently while VVae wiggled out from under the bed. Then she used Craft to lift and shift the
bed asfar as she could.

Vae went back to sniffing the carpet, then began scratching.

“Wait,” Cassdy sad firmly. She moved the night tables and rolled up the carpet.

No trapdoor. No visble sign that there was anything different about that part of the floor. No lock
embedded in the wood.

*Here*Vae said, placing asmall white paw near the spot that held the smells.

Cassdy ran her fingers over and over that spot. And found nothing until she held the key over that part of
thefloor.

A shadow s0 subtle she wasn't sure she was seeing anything. But the key dipped into that shadow likea
well-oiled lock, and when she turned it, arectangle of floor aslong as her arm popped up. When she
moved it aside. . .

Vae sniffed. Sneezed.

Ignoring the box in the secret compartment, Cassidy took out one of the books and openeditto a
random page.

Likethe letter in the wish pot, theink had faded, although not as badly.

“Ajournd,” shesaid softly.

Paper?V ae asked, sounding disappointed.



“Yes, paper. But vauable.” It didn’t take more than reading afew linesto redlizethiswasLia's
journd—and afew lines more to redlize the entries were made near the end of her life.

Cassdy riffled the pages until shefound the last entry. Which was written by adifferent hand.
Liaisdead. And Dena Nehele grieves.

Without the Gray Lady, Dena Nehele will fall to the twisted ideas Dorothea SaDiablo spews. It
won't happen next year, or the year after that. The dreams and visions | seein my tangled webs
all show me the same thing—Lia’'s granddaughter will hold the land for a while. Long enough to
keep the bloodline from dying out with so much else that will die in the years ahead. And Jared
and his grandsons will continue fighting to keep the shadows at bay.

| will die before the seasons change, slaughtered here at Grayhaven, which should have been the
safest place, while Jared, Blaed, and Talon are fighting elsewhere. | will not tell them because if
they are here, they will not survive—and they must survive a few years longer. They must.
Liaisdead. Tomorrow | will grieve. Tonight | will set in motion all the spells we created to keep
the treasure safe—and the hope that is hidden with it.

Thera

Cassdy closed thejourna and started to put it back. Then she hesitated. If sheleft it al whereit had
been safely hidden for so long, would the key work a second time? Or was this part of the spell done,
and thiswas the only opportunity to retrieve these items?

Not willing to take that chance, she pulled al the journals out of the compartment and set them aside
before she removed the last item—the trinket box.

During al this, Vae stayed with her, not redly interested or curious, but still watchful.

Cassidy opened the trinket box and smiled as shelifted afew pieces from the jumble of jewelry.

No expensive pieces here, no precious stones. Sheimagined that, during Lia slifetime, the pieces
weren't jumbled to deceive someone into thinking they weren’t important. Because these trinkets were
important. When she went through the journd's, she' d find each piece recorded. Giftsfrom Lia s children.
Sentimenta presents from her husband. Not expensive, but pricel ess nonethel ess.

She spent an hour wiping the journals and trinket box clean of dust before hiding them in the bottom of a
trunk of her own belongings.

Then she put the piece of floor back in place.

*Thesmdlsaregone* Vae sad.

The key was embedded in the wood, and when shetried to removeit, it broke cleanly, becoming nothing
more than an odd gold glint in the wood.

She put the rest of the key in her own trinket box, then finished putting the room in order.

Time had made its shift from late night to early morning before shefindly climbed into bed withVae
stretched out beside her.

Just before she fell adeep, she redized why the servants had acted so oddly when she’ d chosen these
rooms over the fancy Queen’ssuite.

Thismust have been the suite that had belonged to Lia.

CHAPTER 25

KAELEER

Vulcheradipped into the bedroom and looked around. The maid had turned down the bedcovers and
plumped the pillows. Everything was ready for the Warlord when he bade the other guests good night
and came up hereto his chaste bed.

Damn Sadi for hislack of discretion. Why in the name of Hell did he haveto explode like that? She
hadn’t been aiming for him at that house party. Not initialy. But when he wouldn’t even flirt with her,
when he looked at her with those cold yellow eyeslike she was some kind of scabby street whore, when



every remark he did make to her had been blandly worded but so heavily laced with contempt everyone
knew he wouldn't consder soiling himself by being with her . . .

Well, she had her pride, didn’t she? She' d wanted only to give him atwinge of discomfort, alittle
payback because the other men who had been present at Rhea’ s country house had taken a good
measure of Sadi’ sfedlings and avoided her.

She' d wanted only to make him uneasy. She certainly hadn’t intended to do anything that would upset
Jeendlle Angdlline. Anyone who had heard about what Sadi had done to Lady Lektralast spring knew
better than to aim anything, even abarbed comment, at Sadi’ s wife.

But he had exploded when he found her in his room, had heaped his rage on Rhed s head to the point
where the Province Queen had “suggested” she leave thair little house party—and had madeit clear there
would never be another invitation.

They had been friends, and she' d truly liked Rhea. Besides, having a Province Queen as afriend had put
her in contact with the kind of men who could be most useful, and it had provided her with some clout
she wouldn't have had otherwise when she’ d asked for favors from those men, even if Rheahadn’t been
aware of providing that clout. Now it was al spoiled because she had misca culated the depth of Sadi’s
rage.

None of that mattered now. Rhea gtill wanted to believe that she had intended to meet alover who was
an available mae and had gotten the rooms mixed up. But they both knew Rhea’ s court was going to
break under the weight of Sadi’ stemper, and that the friendship wasjust the first thing to break because
of her mistake.

It wasn't prudent to play this game again so soon, especialy at this particular friend’ s house. Hiswife
didn’'t like her. He didn't like her, but he was an aristo Warlord who had wanted a bit of spice instead of
what he usually found in his marriage bed. The shirt she’ d kept as amemento of that evening gave her a
ganding invitation to his house—at least until hisyoungest son went through the Birthright Ceremony and
he was granted paternity.

But she had to know—had to—if Sadi’ sthreat had been an empty one. She' d goneto her Hedler and
was assured there was nothing wrong. She' d gone to a Black Widow, who assured her therewas no
sgn of any kind of spell around her.

Assurances. But not enough assurance, not when the person aiming aspell at her was a Black-Jeweled
Warlord Prince. She had to know if Sadi redlly could strip her of the ability to get any pleasure out of
$X.

She' d picked the Warlord at this house party because he was married and he' d madeit clear he wanted
to romp. At any other time, she wouldn’t have done more than flirt with him, because he wasn't wedthy
enough or influential enough to do her favors. But he would help her prove that nothing would happen to
her—as |long as she avoided crossing paths with Sadi.

The candle-light in the lamp on the table beside the bed was on alow setting and, oddly, lit only one side
of the room, leaving the other sde midnight dark. She shrugged off that detail even quicker than she
stripped off her clothes until she was down to high-heeled shoes and sheer panties.

And wasn't that considerate of him? she thought when she noticed the shirt draped over achair.

Heavy sk, lovely to touch. She hadn’t seen him wear anything like this, wouldn't have guessed he could
afford ashirt likethis.

Unlessthiswasthe shirt he offered women for aromp.

The thought wasn't gppedling, and even less gppedling was the possibility that he might not think her
being here was anything specid.

But there was a hint of spice risng up from the shirt where her hands had warmed the silk. Not cologne,
just aspicy male scent that made her fed fluid and femade.

She dipped on the shirt, loving the way it settled over her skin. She buttoned the cuffs, then buttoned half
the buttons down the front.

Shetwirled once, twice. The shirt caressed her skin asit settled around her.

A bead of swest tickled her asit followed the channel of her spine.

Damn, damn, damn. She didn’t want to sweat. At least, not before she and the Warlord were heavily



into the romp part of the evening.

Then she caught sight of hersdf inthe mirror over the dressing table.

Dark specks on the shirt, growing bigger by the moment.

More swest trickling down her spine.

What in the name of Hell was going on?

She waked over to the mirror to get a better look. The shirt was clinging to her shoulders. Asshe
reached the mirror, she pressed her fingers on a patch of now-dark silk.

When sheraised her fingers, they were wet—and red.

She was sweating blood. How could she be sweating blood?

The shirt. Had to be something in the shirt.

She grabbed the fabric with both hands, intending to tear the shirt off.

Blood gushed from her hands.

She released the fabric and stumbled toward the door.

Help. She needed help.

The door wouldn’t open.

She pounded on the door, leaving bloody handprints.

“Help me! Somebody, help me!”

No response from the other side of the door.

“They can’'t hear you,” adeep voice said in asingsong croon. “ They won't help you.”

She turned toward the voice coming from the dark side of the room. “My lover will be coming up to bed
at any moment.”

Movement. Then aman appeared on the edge of the dark side of the room. Mot of hisfacewas till in
shadow, but his smile was vicioudy gentle. “ The Warlord? No, my dear, he won’t be coming up here.
He was encouraged to leave and is, by now, on hisway home.”

“What do you want?’ she cried.

The shirt got wetter and heavier, clinging to her skin. Her legs trembled with the effort to remain standing.
“Odd how much terror can be produced by apiece of cloth,” he said in that singsong croon. “Don’t you
think it'sodd? A smple shirt can destroy aperson’slife. How doesit fed to be on the receiving end of
that fear”’

She heard the splat of blood dripping off the shirt and hitting the carpet.

“I’velearned my lesson. Do you hear me? | won't play with married men ever again.”

“I know you won't.” There was nothing gentle about the gentlenessin that deep voice.

“Why are you doing this?’ she screamed. “1 never played with you!”

He took a step closer. Got agood look at her face.

And fdt something insde him snap.

A man’sanguish. What was eft of achild’ sface. A ceremony. A betrayd. Rage.

Memories collided, spun, became atwisting storm that hurled him over the border and into the Twisted
Kingdom—where aterrible, and familiar, clarity waited for him.

“Who areyou?’

She knew. How could she not know? But he would play her game alittle longer, snceit would be the
last time.

“I’'m the Prince of the Darkness, the High Lord of Hell. And Daemon Sadi’ sfather.”

The storm inside him gathered speed, gathered power, gathered the cold, deadly rage. The swedt,
cleanangrage.

“Y ou took my boy.”

She shook her head.

Lying bitch.

“Y ou tried to hurt my son.”

“I wouldn’t have done anything,” shecried. “It wasjust agame!”

“It sdwaysjust agame, isT't it?’ he said too softly. “Y ou like playing games, shettering lives.”



“|—" She sank to the floor, too wesk to stand.

He breathed in the exciting scent of blood but had no desireto tasteit. Not hers. Not that disgusting, foul
brew that flowed in her veins.

But after thisfirst payment was made. . .

Shewas. . . but shewasn't. It didn’t matter. She and the other were enough dike.

Shetried to hurt his son—and everything hasaprice.

Hesmiled acold, vicious amile. “Dorothea, my darling, it' sfindly timeto pay the debt.”

CHAPTER 26

KAELEER

Someone tapped lightly on the first of Daemon’ sinner barriers, waking him from asound deep.

*Prince Sadi >

*Bede? The butler wasn't in the bedroom, but Daemon still pulled the covers up around Jeenelle' s
delightfully naked body before he shifted far enough to turn over without disturbing her. * Bed€?*

*Y ou're needed downgtairs, Prince,* Bedle said.

Hetook amoment to sift through the messages coming from the controlled tone of Beal€ svoice on the
psychic thread aswell asthe butler’ s psychic scent. Whatever brought Beale up here to wake him
required hisimmediate atention but didn’t require aWarlord Prince rising from deep primed to fight.
Understanding the careful line the man needed to walk in order to get the desired response rather than
the ingtinctive one, Daemon redlized just how skilled Bedle was at hisjob. *What timeisit?

*A little after threein the morning.*

Daemon dipped out of bed, pulled on his robe, and went into the Consort’ s bedroom, where Bedle
waited. After putting an aurd shield around the room so Jaenelle wouldn’t be disturbed, he said, “What's
wrong?’

“A Warlord arrived afew minutes ago,” Bedle said, keeping hisvoice quiet despite the shidd. “From the
Province Queen’ scourt.”

Dhemlan had several Provinces, each ruled by a Queen. But there was an edge in Bed € svoice that told
Daemon exactly which Province Queen was asking for help.

Something must have happened to make Rhea desperate enough to ask for his help.

“Apparently there has been sometrouble,” Bedle said. “Under other circumstances, | would have
assigned the Warlord to aguest room and had him wait to speak with you at a more convenient hour.”
“BUE?"

“He svery frightened, Prince. Whatever he heard, whatever he saw . . . He svery frightened.”

“All right. I'll seehim.”

“Mrs. Bedleismaking coffee and will have aplate ready for you. Just alittle something until she can
make you a proper breakfagt.”

“Thank you. I'll be down in afew minutes”

Bedle hesitated, and Daemon noticed a curious kind of tension in the other man.

“Something 2?7’ Daemon asked.

“You'll be going to that Provinceto talk to the Queen?’

The thought of going back to that damn Province and being aguest of Rhea s again made his chest
muscles tighten so much it was hard to breathe. “Probably.”

“One of the SaDiablo estatesisin the neighboring Province, dmost a the border of the two,” Bedle said,
sounding asif hewasfeding hisway over very shaky ground. “I1t’ sashort distanceto travel when a
person isriding one of the darker Winds. I could send amessenger and let the staff there know you'll be
staying for aday or two.”

He hadn’t thought that far ahead, but now that Beale mentioned the ease of staying somewhere dse, he
redized it would be some time before he viewed any Queen’ s residence as anything but a potential



battleground.

Which was exactly how he had viewed the Queens courts when hewas apleasure davein Terrelle.
“Thank you, Bedle”

Why had Bede mentioned it?

Look at his eyes, old son. When he did, Daemon felt the ground shift under him just alittle.

“Itisnot aways a pleasure to work in an aristo house,” Bedle said. “ Even among the Blood, sometimes
the employer forgets that the servant is also aperson.”

What are you driving at, Beale?

“The High Lord was an excdlent employer. No man who worked on any of hisestates or in any of his
houses needed to fear that he would be cornered into doing something that would smear his reputation,
perhaps irreparably. No woman needed to fear the males around her during the days when shewas
vulnerable. The High Lord took care of hisown. Always.” Bede paused. “ And so do you. The smal
courtesies have not gone unnoticed by those who work for you, and the feding of safety istill here.”

“| appreciate you tdling me.” But they hadn’t gotten to the point of this conversation.

“Y ou take care of your own, Prince.” Bedle tapped afinger againgt hisown chest. “So do we. Whichis
why, when you need to visit the Provinces from now on, the nearest residence that belongs to the
SaDiablo family will be ready to accommodate you.”

“Theresidencesare dwaysready. . . .” No, Daemon redlized. It wasn't about the houses. It was about
him. It was about staying in a place where he wouldn't have to be on guard dl the time. It was about
having servants around him that he could trugt.

It was about other people—one Lady in particular—being safe around him because he felt ssfe.

“I should giveyou araise,” Daemon said, not sureif hefelt grateful or embarrassed.

“Y ou dready pay me quitewell,” Bede said with alittle smile as he l&ft the room.

A few minutes|ater, dressed in trousers and a dressing gown, Daemon was down in his study listening to
the barely coherent report of amurder. When he left the study, he found Jeendlle waiting for himin the
great hall, with Bede and the footman Holt in watchful attendance.

“Have one of the Coaches brought round to the landing web,” Daemon told Bedle.

“I'll dothat,” Holt said, looking at Bedle.

Beale nodded. “I'll ask Mrs. Beale to prepare something you can eat on the way.”

When the two men headed for their assigned tasks, Daemon led Jeenelle into the informal receiving
room.

“Problem?” Jaenelle asked.

“The bitch who tried to play with me has been murdered,” Daemon replied.

“That didn’t take long,” she muttered.

“Apparently it'show she died that' s causing darm. The host’ swife has also been injured, but | don't
have aclear idea of how or how badly. | haveto go there.” He could keep his pride or he could ask for
what he needed. “Come with me.”

Her smile was gentle and teasing. “Y ou want me to come as your escort and protect you from dl the
negty witchlings?’

“Yes, | do.”

Her smilefaded.

Did she understand what it cost him to ask?

Of course she did. She was Witch. In some ways, she knew him better than he knew himsdlf.

She placed ahand againgt his cheek, atouch full of comfort. “I’ll make abargain with you, Prince. I'll
stand as your sword and shield when you need it if you'll do the samefor me.”

He pressed akissinto her palm. “I’ll take that bargain. Gladly.”

She stepped back. “Find out as much as you can, then ask Bedle to dip that Warlord the sedative |
prepared. | don't think either of uswantsto ridein a Coach with ahysterica man, and | could fed him
losing control even before | came downgtairs. I’ pack some clothes and ask Jazen to pack a bag for
you.”

She was about to open the door when Daemon said, “ Jaenelle, they think it wasme.” Shedidn’t turnto



look at him. Shefrozein place, listening. “ Rhea sent her man hereto ask for help because everyonein
that aristo Warlord' s house is more than scared. The Warlord who brought the message is afraid to say
asmuch as he knows, but | got the impression that there’ s something about the way Vulcheradied that . .
. They think they’ re asking for help from the same man who killed her.”

“Itwasn't you,” Jeendle said, finally turning to look at him. “May the Darkness have mercy on her,
becauseit wasn't you.”

She looked pale, and that confirmed his own suspicion. And the worry that went hand in hand with that
suspicion.

“I'll get packed,” she said.

He went back to his study and reviewed the information with the Warlord again but didn’t learn more
than he had gleaned thefirst time. Leaving the man in Beal€' s care, he returned to his suite and took a
quick shower before getting dressed.

The sun—that lazy bastard—was just beginning to think about dawdling its way to the eastern horizon
when he tucked the lightly sedated Warlord into the back of the Coach with Holt and took a seat in the
driver’ s compartment.

Jeendlle hovered in the doorway between the two compartments, frowning at the large urn of coffee
Beale had put in the Coach, dong with avariety of foods to provide them with acold but substantial
breakfast.

Daemon lifted the Coach off the landing web, then caught the Black Wind and headed for the house of
the aristo Warlord and hiswife.

“Anurn of coffee?’ Jaenelle said. “Riding on the Black, it won't take that long to reach Rhea s Province
and that Warlord' s house. Why would Bedle give us that much coffee?’

Heknew better. Heredly did. But he tucked histongue firmly in one cheek and said as casudly as
possible, “1 guess he wanted to make sure | would get acup with my breskfast.”

Hefdt her sapphire eyesfix on a spot between his shoulder blades, and he really wanted to twitch.
Findly she growled, “ Drive the damn Coach.”

He waited until he was sure she was occupied with fixing aplate of food before he alowed himsdf to
grin.

And hedid, eventually, get acup of coffee with his breskfast.

Standing in the hallway beside Jaenelle, Daemon looked at the bedroom and the body—and swallowed
hard.

It wasn't the blood. There had been times when he had drowned roomsin blood, so the sight of a
sodden carpet and smears on the wals and furniture didn’t bother him.

And it wasn't the body, which, from the shoulders down, looked relaxed, asif she' d falen adeep on the
floor.

It was the rage—the cold, dark, glittering rage—that made him shiver. It filled the room and yet felt
elusve, wispy. Asif it could be brushed aside. And there was something more in that rage, some quality
to it that he knew he should recognize.

“Mother Night,” Jeenelle said softly.

“And may the Darkness be merciful,” Daemon added.

“She came updtairs early, said shewastired,” Lord Collyn, the aristo who owned the house, said. There
was abitternessin hisvoice, in hiseyes. “ She often got tired at house parties and went to bed earlier than
the other guests”

“Thiswasn't her room?’ Jaendlle asked.

“No,” Collynreplied. “My wifeand | werethelast to retire, and when we were about to go upstairs, our
butler mentioned that one of our guestsleft in ahurry and was very upset. Having heard about what had
happened at Lady Rhed s country house”—he shot a nervous look at Daemon—"my wifewent up to
confirm that my ‘friend’ wasin the guest room that had been assigned to her. Shewasn't, of course, S0
my wife cameto thisroom. . . and found her. | don’t know what she could have been thinking. It was
clear Vulcherawas dead, but Rosalene touched the body. That’ s how she hurt her hands.”

“What' swrong with her hands?’ Daemon asked.



“The Heder isn't sure.” Another nervous glance at Daemon.

“Or doesn’t want to say. But she' stried everything and hasn’t been able to heal the wounds.”

“I'll look &t them in afew minutes,” Jaendlle said. “ Examining the body won't take long.”

*How do you know that?* Daemon asked on a private psychic thread.

Shedidn’t answer him. Instead, she removed her flowing, calf-length black jacket and vanished it.
“You'll want to air walk when you'rein thisroom.”

“I’ve walked on blood-soaked ground before.”

“That may be, Prince, but you don’t want the scent of blood on you. Not thisblood.”

He watched her walk into the room, standing on air afinger’ slength above the floor. He made sure he
was standing the same distance above the floor before he walked into the room.

Jeendlle circled the body dowly. Once. Twice. Thrice.

He circled the body too, and was almost certain they weren't picking up the sameinformation. At leadt,
not al the sameinformation.

If he’d come across abody like thiswhen he'd lived in Terrellle, he would have recognized there was
nothing gentle about this death, despite there being no sense of violence in the room. That would have
made him sufficiently wary to back away. Because it took more than control and power to do what had
been donein thisroom.

Jaenelle crouched on one side of the body and stared at it. He crouched on the other Side, trying to make
sense of the pieces of information he could glean.

He put aBlack shield around his hand, then reached for the shirt, intending to pull back the collar enough
to seeif therewasatailor' slabe.

Jeendlle grabbed hiswrigt. * Don't touch the shirt. I'm fairly certain the spell wasn't triggered until she put
the shirt on, but now that the silk has been saturated with blood, | think it will hook into any flesh.*

*My hand is shielded.*

Shelooked at him, just looked a him. A chill went down his spine.

Releasing hiswrigt, she held one hand above the witch's chest. The Twilight’s Dawn Jewd in her pendant
changed to Red edged with Gray. The Jewe in her ring was the equivaent of Ebon-gray with veins of
Black.

He couldn’t tell what spell she used. The power that flowed out of her felt like nothing more than a puff of
warmair.

But when that power flowed through the fabric, silvery strands shone in the blood-darkened silk. Silvery
grandsthat had nothing to do with clothing and everything to do with adifferent kind of weaving.
*Tangled web,* Jaenelle said.

The slvery strands faded.

*Can we remove it?* Dagmon asked.

*No.*

*Can we destroy it?*

Shelooked grim. *Yes. It . . . offersthe answer to destroying it. But the Darkness only knows what that
will unleash.*

*Jeenelle. . . *

*We need to talk about this. About al of this. But not here. Not now. Right now, | want you to walk out
of thisroom and close the door.*

*Why?*

*Wood and stone remember.*

He couldn’t be understanding her. *Y ou' re going to use the Hourglass s Craft to recal what happened
here and watch the execution?

* YS*

*Then I'll stay with you.*

*No. | want you out of thisroom, Daemon. Now.*

And the Queen commands, he thought as he walked out of the room—and wondered if his heart could
bruise his chest, the way it was pounding.



What was it she suspected that she didn’t want him to see?

It felt like he' d been standing in that hallway for days, but when Jeendle walked out of the room, hewas
fairly certain she'd been insgde lesstime than it had taken for VVulcherato bleed out.

“You'll haveto burn the body,” Jeendletold Lord Collyn. “If you don’t, that shirt will continueto bea
danger to your household.”

“Can’'t wewait until the spdll fades and then ded with the remains?” Collyn asked.

“The body will rot before those spellsfade,” shereplied sharply. “ Use Craft. Don't touch anything you
don't have to. Build a bonfire Warlord, because this hasto burn. Usewitchfireaswell asnaturd fire,
Both will be needed to break the spells. I'll leave a cleansing web Lady Yadanaand | developed to
remove emotiona residue from aroom. That should make it possible for your people to be in the room
long enough to take care of the physica cleaning.”

Of coursg, it would be along time—if ever—before any guest would willingly stay in that room, cleansed
or not, Daemon thought.

“Now,” Jeendle said, “I’ll seeyour wife”

Blood seeped from finelines on Lady Rosalene' s hands, asif she' d pressed down on wires that had cut
deep into her skin. Except the skinwasn't cut. If you wiped away the blood, al that wasvisble were
those slvery strands on the surface of her skin—until the blood welled up again from those strands.
Rosaene had pressed her hands on the shirt. She had walked into the bedroom, seen the body, seen the
blood, and grabbed that bitch Vulchera' s arm in some shocked effort to help before she saw the reason
there was no possible way to help.

Silver grands. Like the tangled web that had been woven into that silk shirt.

Ignoring Collyn, who hovered in the doorway, not quite daring to come into the room, Daemon stood
near Jaendlle and watched her clean the blood off Rosalene' s hands again.

“I’vetried everything | know.” The Hedler was amiddle-aged woman who sounded both frustrated and
anxious. “I’'vetried every hedling spell | know, but there’ s nothing to actudly heal ”

Jeendlle called in asmall, short-bladed Hedler’ sknife and made a shallow cut in Rosalene' s hand,
following the path of one of those slvery strands. Setting that knife aside, she called in another and
pricked her own finger.

Daemon snarled, areflex to smeling his Queen’ s blood, to knowing her blood ran.

A phantom caress down his back—a caress that reassured enough for him to leash the ingtincts of a
Warlord Prince.

Asonedrop of her blood fell on the shallow cut she had made in Rosalene' s hand, Jeenelle said,“ And
the Blood shdl sing to the Blood. And in the blood.”

The Hedler wet asmdl square of cloth with ahealing lotion and handed it to Jaendlle, who murmured her
thanks—and didn’t grumble at him when he took the cloth and cleaned her pricked finger.

“Clean off her handsagain,” Jeendletold the Hedler.

The silvery strands showed once more, but this time when they faded, no blood seeped up through the
in.

“I didn’t think to do that,” the Healer said.

Jeendlle shook her head. “It wouldn’t have made a differenceif you had.”

* Because the spdll was made to recognize your blood? Daemon asked.

* And yours*

“I would recommend drinking a healing brew severd times aday for the next couple of days,” Jaenelle
told Rosalene. “ That will help your body regain its strength and replace the blood you' ve lost.”

“I can take care of that,” the Hedler said.

“Then | think we re done here.” Jaendlelooked a him, clearly letting him make the choice.

He was more than ready to get out of that house, but he had duties asthe Warlord Prince of Dhemlan.
“Everyone needs somerest,” hetold Collyn, who was still hovering in the doorway. “I’ll return this
afternoon, and you and | can discuss what happened yesterday.”

He escorted Jaenelle out of that room and down the stairsto the main floor . . . and escape.



*Daemon, | know you have duties, but | don’'t want to stay in thishouse,* Jaendle said.

*We're not going to,* he said asthey left the house and wa ked to the Coach. * Arrangements have
already been made for usto stay at the estate house for aslong asit takes to settle this*

She stuttered astep. * Isthat why Holt came with us? It seemed odd that Bedle would assign afootman
to look after usfor a Coach ride, but | had other things on my mind.*

*Holt went on to the house to let them know we' re coming.*

*Ah*

She had seemed grimly calm while she’ d looked at the body. She had taken care of Rosalene' s hands
with her usua kill asaHeder.

So he wasn't prepared when she flung hersdlf in hisarms and held on with shuddering distress the
moment they were safely insde the Coach.

“Jeenelle. ..” He held her, not knowing what €l se to do—and more unnerved by this reaction than he'd
been by anything ese. “ Jaendlle, what’ swrong?’

“Not yet,” shewhispered. “Please. | don’t want to talk about it yet, think about it yet. | don't want to be
completely sober when wetalk about this.”

Mother Night. “Isn’t there anything you cantdl me?’

Her eyes were so haunted when she eased back enough to look at him. “Do you know the story of
Zuulaman?’

They had a summer blanket tucked around them—more for theidea of comfort, snceit couldn’t relieve
what chilled them—and they were both working on their third very large brandies before Jaenelle
stopped shivering.

Daemon kept one arm wrapped around her. He would have preferred the privacy of the bedroom to a
locked parlor, but he understood her choice. She wanted this conversation over with before they got into
bed to offer each other some comfort and get some deep.

“Hée s not sane, Daemon.”

Hewasn't sure he’' d heard her correctly. *Y ou think Saetan got so pissed off about this bitch that he
decided to take awalk in the Twisted Kingdom in order to ded with her?’

“I don't think he decided anything,” Jaendle said. “I think something about this shoved him over the
border. Freefdl into madness—and the rage insde that madnessishuge. . . and terrible.”

He had walked in the Twisted Kingdom for eight years, lost in madness. He had lost none of his power
during that time, but his madness had been saf-destructive. If he'd understood Jeendl €' sreference to
Zuulaman, Saetan’ s madness tended to look outward. Toward an enemy.

“Why?’ he asked. “What did you seein that room?’

She shook her head. “The spell in the shirt was an execution, a brutal kind of justice. He was in that room
with her asthe Executioner. But something changed toward the end.”

Shivering, shetried to tuck hersdlf closer to him. Since that wasn't possible, he put awarming spell onthe
blanket.

“It changed,” Jaenelle said. “It became persond. For him. Personal enough to break something inside
him”

She drained her glass, then used Craft to float the decanter of brandy from the table in front of the sofa.
Shefilled her glass and topped off his before sending the decanter back to the table.

Daemon narrowed his eyes and considered the wobble as the decanter settled back on the wood. Then
he congdered hisdightly glassy-eyed wife.

Y es, this was the firgt time she' d tossed back enough liquor to fed the effects snce she' d heded and
begun wearing Twilight's Dawn. She hadn't taken into account that since she no longer wore the Black,
her body wouldn't burn up the liquor asfast.

So hisdarling was alot less sober than she redlized. Which meant he could ask the questions he didn’t
think she would have answered otherwise.

“Hetook Vulchera shead,” he said, keeping his voice soothing. “Why did he take her head?’
“Itwasall he needed.” Jaenelle sipped her brandy. “He didn’t break her Jewels, didn’t strip her power.



She'll make the trangition to demon-dead. He' [| make sure of it.”

“But...it'sjust her head.”

“Which contains the brain, which contains the mind, which is the conduit to the Self. Or one of them,
anyway. All he needs. He' s going to finish the execution. She bled to death. Sowly. That was what the
shirt was intended to do. Bleed her out. He would have sealed her into that room. She would have tried
to get out, would have tried to get the shirt off. When she couldn’t do elther, when she knew she couldn’t
do ether . . . There was so much fear in that room. Could you fed it?’

“Yes, | could.”

“Bleeding out because she put on ashirt.” Jaendlelaughed, but it was a hollow sound. “1 imagine when
they burnthe body . . . Whatever spdll that releases. . . | guessthere will be afew men who will deep
better for whatever message rises from that fire”

There is nothing he has done that | couldn’t have done, Daemon thought. So why am | so uneasy?
“That fear while she bled out, that was the first part of the execution,” Jaendle said. “ After she makesthe
trangtion to demon-dead . . . That’ swhen the pain truly begins.”

HWI,,Iy?l

Shelooked deepy. Her body was relaxing against him.

“Because of you. Thisisabout you, Daemon. About him . . . and you. That'swhy you need to be the
onewho hdps him come back from the Twisted Kingdom. He' Il answer you.”

“I don’'t know how to do that,” he protested. “I don’'t have any training to do that.”

“Y ou don't need training. Thisis about fathers and sons. Lucivar needsto go with you.”

“Héll’ sfire, Jaendlle. Saetan ismy father. Do you redly think I’ [l need Lucivar there to watch my back?’
She smiled gently. “No, think of hisbeing there as stacking the deck in your favor.”

Suddenly exhausted, and scared sick of what he might be facing, he rested his cheek against her head.
“When?’

“Tomorrow after sunset,” Jaendlereplied. “He Il be done with the execution by then, and | think he'll go
back to the Keep after that.”

“All right.” His bresth came out in ashuddering sigh. “Come to bed with me. Just be with me.”

They went to bed for rest, for comfort. And as he went through the motions of the rest of the day, talking
to Lord Collyn and dedling with the aftermath of thekill, hetried not to think about what might be waiting
for him at the Keep tomorrow.

CHAPTER 27

TERREILLE

“Psst. Gray.”

Gray tensed. When he d been in captivity, that sound usualy preceded some boy’ s attempt to “ befriend”
him so that he could be blamed for whatever mischief the boy and his friends had done.

He turned toward the sound—and wondered why Ranon was hiding behind the stone shed.

He moved toward the other man dowly, reluctantly. Ranon seemed hesitant, uncertain. That initsef was
areason to be wary.

Then Ranon crouched and rested his hand above the ground. When he dropped the sight shield and
reved ed the wooden box, Gray rushed behind the shed to join him.

Plants. Lovely little plants reedy for agarden.

“| talked to my people,” Ranon said. “ Some of the elders, dong with the Queens, traveled to my home
village to meet with me. To hear about the new Queen. | told them about Cassidy. | told them she knew
about witchblood—a plant that is not unknown in the reserves even though we' d forgotten what it meant.
| told them about the flower bed you wanted to plant for her. | mentioned that some of the flowers
Cassdy’ s mother had sent looked similar to plantsthat grew in the southern part of Dena Nehele, so they



sent these back with me. The Ladies sent noteswith the plants.” He called in several folded sheets of
paper. “They said some are perenniass, some are annuas. Some can winter over. They tried to give me
more of agardening lesson than | wanted, but | figured you' d know what they were talking about.”
Each plant had acarefully written label attached to its pot. Gray touched each one gently, moved that
strangers would be willing to help him make this specid part of the garden.

He looked up, and was about to ask why Ranon was acting so uneasy about offering the plants. But
when he looked into the other man’ s dark eyes, he understood the risk—and the hope—that had been
carried with these plants.

Would someone from the house of Grayhaven accept plants that came from the Shalador reserves?
Would the new Queen accept agift from the Shalador people?

“Thank you,” Gray said. “ Thiswill make the flower bed even more specia.”

Ranon’ s shouldersrelaxed, and he smiled.

“I'll be ready to plant tomorrow,” Gray said. “1 just need to talk to Theran about keeping Casse
occupied for afew hours.”

“Won't that be interesting?’

He was't sure what that meant, but judging by Ranon’s amusement, he didn’t think Theran would share
the opinion that tomorrow would be “interesting.”

Ebon ASKAVI

When Daemon arrived at the Keep at sunset, he didn’t know what to expect.

What he found scared him to the bone.

A sparely furnished room that was heavily shielded, but he couldn’t tell if the shields were Black or had
been made by a power more ancient than the Blood—the power of the dragons, who had gifted the
Blood with their magic long, long ago.

Heaso couldn’t tdll if the shields were meant to contain the man who waited for himin that room or
contain therage. The cold, dark, glittering rage.

He entered the room and walked toward the table that was set afew paces from the door. An awkward
place for the thing, which made him think it had been placed there so that no one would have to crossthe
room under that feral gaze.

He moved toward the table and the man waiting besde it, and he swallowed hard. When he looked into
Saetan’ s eyes, he saw the Warlord Prince who had destroyed an entire race so completely, there had
been no trace of them left behind—including the idandsthey had called home.

And he saw atruth about himself.

“Prince” theHigh Lord said.

Oh, no. He had no chance of reaching the man if they kept to formd titles.

“Father,” Daemon said—and saw aflicker of emotion in those glazed gold eyes. He stopped when he
reached the edge of thetable, till out of reach of lethally honed naills—and the venom in the snake tooth
under Saetan’ sring finger nall. “Father, talk to me. Please.”

No response. Just aterrifying assessment being made by a powerful man who was walking who knew
what roadsin the Twisted Kingdom.

| can take him. If it comesto that, I’ m strong enough to stop him.

Strong enough to win—maybe—but not strong enough to come out of that fight intact. Not when he'd be
pitting alittle extraraw power against thousands of years of experience.

Which made him glad Jaendlle had held Lucivar back instead of having both of them go to the Keep.
One of them needed to surviveto take care of the rest of the family.

If it came down to that.

Sweet Darkness, please don't let it come down to that.

“Fether,” Daemon said again.

Saetan looked at the table. Pressed the fingertips of his right hand on the polished wood. Two sheets of
paper appeared beside hisfingers.



Wary, Daemon took a step closer. “What are these?’

“Names,” Saetan said, hisvoice ahoarse, sngsong croon. “ The names of men who didn’t take the bait
but were till caught by thetrap.”

Moving dowly, painfully aert in case asimple action gave offense, Daemon drew one of the sheets closer
S0 he could read it.

Names and places.

He took her head, Daemon thought. All he needed. What kind of pain did the High Lord extract
along with these namesin order to collect the full debt Vulchera owed the people she had
harmed?

“Wordsthat were said cannot be unsaid,” Saetan whispered. “But sometimes hearts can forgive when a
lieisreveded, and maybe, for some, the truth will et them hold what is most dear.”

Daemon frowned at the list as he sorted through the layers of messagesin those words. Marriages had
been broken by Vulchera s games. There weren't many women who would forgive ahusband' s betraya
of the marriage bed, especialy when fiddlity was one of the things aman offered as part of the marriage
contract. But Jeendle was sure Saetan’ s dide into the Twisted Kingdom was about him and was
persond. Soif it wasn't about the wives and broken marriages, it had to be about the children.

Daemon pushed aside the chill of fear. He couldn’t afford to have Saetan pick up that particular psychic
scent.

Children. Dangerous ground where the High Lord of Hell was concerned.

“Y ou want meto contact the families of these men?” he asked.

Saetan’ s fingertips brushed the second sheet of paper. “ Their lives were torn apart because of alie.
Because some hitch liked to play games.”

The words started softly and ended in a savage snarl.

Who are we talking about? Dasmon wondered—and felt something shiver through him.

Therage dtill filled the room, but something else was building under the rage. Something that could bethe
spark that would light the tinder and unleash the High Lord' stemper.

“You don't know what it'slike,” Saetan whispered. “Y ou don't know the agony aman can f-fed when
he hears those three words: ‘ Paternity isdenied.” ”

The hoarsenessin that deep voice. Asif Saetan’ sthroat had been strained by the effort of keeping the
rage in—or by screaming to get some of the rage out.

Daemon had to choose. Had to commit to the fight. If Saetan lost control of that madness-driven rage, he
had to strike without hesitation—because hesitating would, most likely, leave him open to an attack that
would cripple him enough to take him out of thefight . . . and leave Lucivar anding alone on thekilling
fidd.

“Father. Tdk tome”

The sllence held for dmost too long.

“When the burden of existing as demon-dead becomes too greeat, sometimes Hell’ s citizens will seek out
the High Lord and ask him to finish what was begun,” Saetan said. “ So even though | wasn't informed by
any of the Dhemlan Queens, as| should have been, | heard the Story anyway.”

“What happened?’ Daemon asked, watching Saetan’ s eyes become lifeless and blank of everything but a
memoary.

“By hisown admission, the Warlord had flirted afew timeswith the idea of becoming another woman's
lover, but he hadn’t done anything that would force hiswife into making a choice about their marriage.
They had a son who had gone through the Birthright Ceremony and wasirrevocably his by law. But they
aso had alittle girl who hadn’t gone through the Ceremony yet.

“Whatever trouble he had with the woman, he adored the little girl, and it was for her sake that hetrod so
carefully when it cameto his marriage vows.

“A few months before his daughter’ s Birthright Ceremony, he went to visit aclose friend for afew
days—an annud house party he and hiswife had goneto for severa years. But hiswife didn’'t go with
him that year because their boy was feding poorly, so it was prudent to keep the children a home.”
Daemon nodded, seeing where the next part of the story was going. “Vulcherawas at the house party,



playing her games. Did he take the bait?’

“No. He came closeto it because he and his wife were growing more and more unhappy with each
other, but he walked out of the bedroom and went to find hisfriend. By the time they got back to the
room, the bitch was gone.”

“She denied being in hisbedroom?’ Daemon said.

“Of course. But hisfriend’ swifetold her to pack her things and leave, and that didn’t sit well with the
Lady.”

“She sent ashirt to the Warlord' swife.”

Saetan nodded. “With enough details about his body to makeit clear she' d seen him undressed. The day
before she' d set her trap, he' d gotten a soaking during some game the men were playing and had
gripped off hiswet shirt—which she had kindly offered to take into the laundry room, along with afew
others.

“The marriage broke. He' d played too close to that line too many times, and hiswife had not been as
unaware as he' d believed. As sometimes happens, he began to regret the loss of what he'd
had—including the woman, who hadn’t seemed as exciting after she’ d become familiar. And therewas
his daughter, hislittle girl, to consider.

“So they tried to rebuild what had been broken. He wasn't living with them, but he visited every evening,
doing chores he'd previoudy resented, playing with his children. Taking to hiswife and rediscovering the
woman.

“A month before his daughter’ s Birthright Ceremony, hel d worked hisway back to living at the family
home half the time and had earned hisway back into the marriage bed.”

Daemon said nothing. Saetan’ s eyes till held that blankness, but Daemon felt aterrible something
building under the words. Building and building.

“The Warlord going to hisfriend had caused problemsfor the Lady—the kind of problemsthat can be
resolved only by relocating to another Province where her previous activities wouldn't be common
knowledge. So she hired ayoung actress and purchased an illusion spell from aBlack Widow to play a
prank on a‘good friend.’

“The Warlord was going to move back to the family home &fter the Birthright Ceremony. Hiswife had
aready told him shewould grant paternity, assuring hisrightsto his daughter, but hisforma return as
husband and father would come after the Ceremony. So he wasn't at the house when the package
arrived with the second shirt and anote that was skillfully written and indicated that the Warlord had
been leaving hiswife' sbed and going straight to hislover’ sfor somereal pleasure instead of duty sex.
“The words were meant to cripple awoman’s pride and kill apiece of her heart. In that, they succeeded.
“That afternoon, the Warlord watched hislittle girl be gifted with her Birthright Jewel, and he waited for
the last part of that ceremony that would give him back what he’ d learned he held desr.

“Then hiswife looked a him and said three words:* Paternity isdenied.” ”

Saetan closed hiseyes. “ There are moments in aman’ slife when adecision is made, and once made,
thereis no going back, no changing it.” When he opened his eyes, they were no longer blank. They were
filled with aterrible, and growing, grief.

“The shock. The pain,” Saetan said. “Y ou don't know what it fedlslike to hear those words.”

“It' sasupid law,” Daemon said.

Saetan shook hishead. “No, it’s not. Considering the nature of Blood males, there are good reasons for
that law. That was true when that irrevocable custom began, and it' s till true. That law protects more
thanit harms But it ill . . . hurts”

“What happened to the Warlord?’” Daemon asked.

“He backed away. He saw the shock on the faces of friends and family—people who had been aware of
the reconciliation. He didn’t know what happened, but he knew something had gone very wrong.

“ S0 he backed away, but when he turned, she was standing there. And shelaughed a him. That’sdl she
needed to do. Shelaughed at him, laughed at his pain and hisloss—and something inside him broke.
“Hedidn’'t remember what happened after that. She laughed, something insde him broke, and the next
thing he remembered was standing in the middle of adaughter. The witch, the young actress who had



been hired to wear an enemy’ sface as a prank, was dead. So was the Warlord' s closest friend, two of
hiscousdins. . . and hisdaughter.

“When he saw hislittlegirl . . . In that moment when he wondered, he dropped his shields, ddliberately,
and the blasts of power from other maes fighting to defend friends and family ripped into his body and
killedhim.”

“Mother Night,” Daemon whispered. A terrible story, but he had the fedling that it was the crust holding
back something even moreterrible.

“Insane rage—and no memory of who had fallen by hishand,” Saetan said. “And the fedling, the fear,
that he had killed hislittle girl.”

“Did he?’

Saetan finally looked up, finally looked himin the eyes. “Yes” He smiled—and the insane rage within
that gentle smilewas aliving thing. “ She had been trying to reach him, had been trying to protect him with
her newly acquired Jewe.”

Daemon fdt tears sting his eyes and blinked them away.

“Hisblast of power took haf her face. Part of her shoulder,” Saetan said too gently. “He made the
trangition to demon-dead, and when he reached the Dark Realm, he begged for an audience. Then he
begged meto finish thekill.”

“Didyou give himmercy?’

“Yes, | finished the kill, and he became nothing more than awhisper in the Darkness.”

Daemon’ s stsomach rolled as another thought occurred to him. “Thelittle girl became cildru dyathe,
didn’'t she?’

“Yes, shedid. But shedidn't stay long. When | found her, | told her that her father loved her, and that he
was very sorry she had gotten hurt, and if he could take that moment back and do it over, he would have
walked away. For her sake. To keep her safe from what wasinside him.”

“Father ...

“It could have been you, Daemon. She could have been you.”

Helooked at those gold eyes glazed with madness and took a step back.

Pain. Shock. A moment to make a choice before insane rage eclipsed al ability to think.

Manny’swords, when shefinally told him about hisfather.

So he left. Went to that house you keep visiting, the house you and your mother lived in, and
destroyed the study. Tore the books apart, shredded the curtains, broke every piece of furniturein
the room. He couldn’t get the rage out. When | finally dared open the door, he was kneeling in the
middle of the room, his chest heaving, trying to get some air, a crazy look in his eyes.

When Dorothea betrayed Saetan at Daemon’ s Birthright Ceremony, the High Lord had walked away.
Because he had known the depth of hisrage. Because the boy, like the girl centuries later, would have
tried to reach the father, would have gotten caught in the fight.

Would have died.

Saetan’ seyesfilled with tears. “It . . . could have. . . been you.”

Hereit is, Daemon thought. Here is the cascade of memories that sent a strong man tumbling into
the Twisted Kingdom—and almost ignited a cataclysmic rage.

Hedidn't think. Didn’t have to think. He threw hisarms around his father and held on as Saetan broke
down and wept.

“I’'m here, Father. I'm here. I'm safe. I'm well. Y ou protected me that day. Y ou walked away and kept
mesafe” And please, sweet Darkness, please don’t let him think about what that boy’ s life had
been like after that day. Not now. “I’m here, Father. I've got you. I'm here.”

Choices. And taking chances.

While Saetan wept, Daemon quietly descended until he stood in the abyss at the leve of the Black.

| am my father’s son. Not much to distinguish between their psychic scents or their power. Hewas
counting on that as he carefully created alink between Saetan’ s Black power and his own—and began
using his power to absorb Saetan’s, draining them both in the process. Quietly. Carefully. It would leave
them both vulnerable, but if he couldn’t bring hisfather out of the Twisted Kingdom, Saetan wouldn't



have areserve of Black power, so he would end up tapping into his Birthright Red. Lucivar would be the
dominant power coming into that fight—and L ucivar would do whatever needed to be done.

Thinking of his own Birthright Ceremony and the moment of that betrayal, Daemon wondered how much
strength and courage aman needed to take that kind of emotiona gutting and walk away in order to
protect what was held dear.

“I’'m here, Father. I’'m safe. Y ou kept me safe that day.”

Running out of time. Draining the power faster and faster, hoping he could drain enough.

Another shock asaflick of temper sizzled dong that link.

Saetan had been aware of being drained. Had been aware al dong—and had |et him drain the power
ingeed of fighting.

Now the High Lord pushed back, shutting off his ability to drain the Black without turning the effort into a
fight. Saetan aso pulled away from his embrace, turning toward the door.

He and Saetan were till linked, mind to mind, but it wasn't an intrusive connection, more an emotiona
awareness now. Enough to tdl him that hisfather was still on the wrong side of the boundary between the
Twisgted Kingdom and sanity. Enough for Daemon to fed bristling temper being added to an dready
messy emotiona stew.

As hewondered what had changed, Lucivar dropped the sight shield and spread hiswings dowly, giving
him an intimidating physica presence.

How long had Lucivar been standing there? He hadn’t sensed his brother. He' d been too focused on his
father. But Saetan had responded and had turned to face an adversary.

Red shidd. Hell' sfire, Lucivar needed more than that. Knew better than to come into a potential fight
with lessthan his strongest shield.

Then Lucivar amiled the lazy, arrogant smile that aways meant trouble, and Daemon redlized the Red
was smply hiding the Ebony shidld in the Ring of Honor Jaenelle had given Lucivar years ago when she'd
been cornered into accepting him into service.

“You've upset your daughter,” Lucivar said in the conversationd tone that he usudly followed with afist
in someone sface. “Y ou remember her? Well, you' ve upset her enough that she skipped over being
pissed off about it and went Straight to the scary kind of bitchy. Y ou remember that mood? It' sbeen a
whilesncewe ve seenit.”

Therewas still enough of apsychic link between them that Daemon felt Saetan’ s response to the
emotiond punch—the equivaent of afist inthe gut. And through that link came one flash of memory.
Oneimage of alarge golden spider, an incredible tangled web—and one small strand of spider silk
threaded with a chip of an Ebony Jewe!.

Mother Night.

Hetightened his own control, closed off more of hisinner barriers. Now wasn't the time to share hisown
memories—especialy since neither he nor Saetan had missed the threat under Lucivar’ swords.

Lucivar held up a stoppered bottle. “ She sent me hereto give you this. It'sasoothing brew. A few
hours deep will help you regain your balance.”

Saetan snarled.

Lucivar bared histeeth in asmile. “Now, we could tusse about this, which, persondly, | think would be
fun, but that would get Jeendllemad a al of us. So I'll just give you achoice.”

No, Lucivar, Daemon thought. Not one of your choices.

“Y ou can drink thisand get some rest—or | can let Daemonar loose in the library, unsupervised, and the
only way you'll get your grandson away from dl that old paper isby going through me.”

Crackling tensgon—and something more.

Daemon felt Saetan recoil. Lucivar had drawn the line and would hold it with everything he had in him.
And something about meeting Lucivar on akilling field was making the High Lord sumble away from that
line

Saetan sat on the table, called in a handkerchief, and blew his nose.

Cornered. Trapped.Nowhere for Saetan to turn that wouldn’t bring him up against an adversary he
didn’t want to fight.



Grandson. Sons. Daughter.

Jaenelle had chosen her weaponswell.

“You prick,” Seetan finaly snarled. “You' dredly doit.”

“Damnright | would,” Lucivar said. “If you' re going to scare the shit out of your sons, you deserveto be
threstened.”

Good. Fine. Wonderful. Let’sjust start a pissing contest and threaten the High Lord of Hell while
he’ sin the Twisted Kingdom and might not remember who we are. Damn you, Lucivar.

Except it worked. The madness-driven rage faded, replaced by exasperation and annoyed
amusement—maybe because no one but L ucivar would dare piss on the High Lord sfoot.

Saetan took those last steps across the border and walked out of the Twisted Kingdom. His shoulders
sagged. He looked exhausted, but he ralied enough to hold out a hand. “ Give me the damn brew.”
Lucivar pulled off the stopper and handed Saetan the bottle.

Saetan gulped down the brew and handed the bottle back. “Well,” he said severd momentslater, “at
least this brew of hers doesn't kick like a demented draft horse.”

“Lucky for you.” Lucivar vanished the bottle and hauled Saetan to hisfeet. “Come on, Papa. WE Il dll
have anice nap and then play round-robin snarling.”

Daemon rolled his eyes and tucked a hand under Saetan’ s other elbow. Whatever wasin that brew was
hitting the High Lord hard and fast. They didn’t bother trying to get him to his bedroom. The room they
were in had a sofalong enough to accommodate a grown man, so they stripped off Saetan’ stunic jacket
and his shoes and settled him on the sofa, tucking blankets around him.

Barely awake, Saetan struggled to focuson them. “Lucivar .. .”

Lucivar grinned. “Nah. | won't |et the little beast in the library until you' re feding frisky enough to chase
him”

“You pri—’

They watched their father deep for acouple of minutesto be sure he redlly was settled.

Lucivar shook his head. “ She said he' d go down fast. I'm glad she wasright.”

Daemon tipped his head, an unspoken question.

*Not here* Lucivar said on apsychic thread.

They found another sitting room nearby. One moment, they were staring at each other. The next moment,
they were holding each other, shaking.

“Y ou stupid prick,” Daemon said. “What were you thinking of, drawing alinelike that?’

“Me?" Lucivar squeezed hard enough to leave Daemon breathless. “Y ou' re the one who left yourself
open to every kind of attack. Hell’ sfire, Bastard. You didn't even try to shield.”

“Couldn’t take the chance of igniting hisrage.”

“I know.”

Daemon eased back enough to rest hisforehead againgt his brother’s. “ Scared me, Lucivar. Seeing him
likethat. Watching you draw thet line. All of it. Redlly scared me.”

“Scared metoo.” Lucivar hesitated. *'Y ou would have killed him. If it came down to that, you would
havekilled him.”

Daemon closed hiseyes. “Y es. Would have tried to anyway. Actudly, | figured the best | could do was
weaken him enough before he crippled me, so that you would be ableto finishiit.”

“Wéll, that’ sgood to know.” Another hesitation, then Lucivar said,”We re not the only oneswho have
scars. He hides his better than most men, but he’ s got some.”

“Yeah.” Hewasn't about to forget this particular scar anytime soon.

“Daemon...” Lucivar eased back alittle more, but still kept his hands on Daemon’s shoulders. “ There's
something I'd like to ask you. If you can't tell me, I'll understand.”

“All right,” Daemon replied, not liking the wariness now filling Lucivar’ s eyes.

“I meant what | said about Jaenell€' stemper riding the scary kind of bitchy.”

“Not the sde of her temper asmart man would choose to tangle with.”

“It was Witch' s Sde of her temper. Morethan that. Thelook in her eyes. . .” Lucivar shook his head,
frustrated. “For amoment, when | looked into her eyes, it felt like the abyss had opened up right under



meand. . . | haven't fdt that kind of power since. ..” Hesighed. “Hell’ sfire. | don't even know what
I’'m asking.”

Yes, you do, Daemon thought. Making a choice, he brushed lightly against Lucivar’ sinner barriers,
asking to enter his brother’ smind.

Lucivar hestated a moment, then opened all hisinner barriers, giving Daemon accessto everything he
was. Leaving himsalf completely vulnerable.

Daemon moved carefully and went deep because what he was about to give his brother was information
that had to be kept secret.

When he reached the most protected part of Lucivar’ s mind, he offered two images. Sagtan’ s memory of
atangled web that turned dreamsinto flesh, and his own memory of the Misty Place and aspirding web
of power—the power Witch had chosen to give up in order to have amore ordinary life.

“Mother Night,” Lucivar whispered, his eyes widening. “ Then the power is il there”

“It sill there”

“Could sheclamit agan?’

Didn't Lucivar understand?

“Could she surviveif something pushed her into claiming it again?’ Lucivar asked.

“I don’t know if her body can gtill be avessd for that much power. | think she could reclaimiit . . . but |
don't think shewould survive very long.” He swalowed hard. “That’ swhy I’ m going to make sure she
never hasto make that choice.”

Lucivar gave his shoulders afriendly squeeze. “ We re going to make sure she never hasto make that
choice”

Of course.

Daemon huffed out alaugh that dso held afew tears. 1 love you, Prick.”

“I loveyou too, Bastard.” Lucivar stepped back and rolled his shoulders. “We re going to camp here
today and keep an eye on him? Make sure heredly is stable when he wakes up?’

“Y s

“So let’ s send amessage to the scary little witch so she stops being scary, and then see what we can find
to eat.”

Neither of them would shake off the past hour quite that easily, but Daemon felt some of the weight dide
off hisshoulders. He smiled and dipped his handsin histrouser pockets. “Let’ sdo that.”

CHAPTER 28

TERREILLE

With hisears till ringing from Gray’ syappy list of ingtructions, Theran knocked on Cassidy’ sdoor. He
hoped she' d il be taking a bath or otherwise occupied, so he' d have alittle more time to figure out
what to say, but she opened the door before he decided to knock a second time.

“Prince Theran.”

Wary. Surprised to see him. And thelook in her eyestold him plain enough that she remembered the
other time he’ d come knocking.

“May | comein?

Hesitation. Then she stepped aside to let him enter her Sitting room.

Who was with her? Not that it was any of his business. He was First Escort, not Consort, and the Queen
could command the attention of any man in her court.

Except it would kill Gray if Cassidy had taken another lover.

“Am | intruding?’ he asked when he heard some movement in her bedroom.

Her look said Of course you are, but shereplied, “Not at dl.”

Which was when V ae nudged the bedroom door open and joined them.

“Jud females here?”



“Gray ign't herg, if that’ swhat you're asking.” Her voice had asnippy edgetoit.

He knew that defendve tone. He' d usad it enough timesin his youth when Taon had caled him on
something and he' d tried to dide around admitting he’ d done something he wasn't supposed to do.
What did she think he was going to do if she was with Gray? Go running to the Kegp to tell Yadanaso
he could storm down here and pound on everyone?

Maybe that' s exactly what she thought. They had to work to get along on their best days, and he had
given her enough reasonsto didike him. But getting into an argument now would end with her somping
out to the garden, and that wouldn't make Gray happy.

Theran scratched his head and resisted the temptation to pull out some hair. “L ook, it slikethis. Gray is
putting together asurprise for you, and my part of the task isto keep you occupied for afew hours.”

Her face tightened, the pleasure of learning Gray was planning a surprise gone before it had been fully
realized. She took a step back.

He dmost asked why she was acting that way when he consdered what he' d said and where they were.
“Not that way,” he growled.

“That' s good, because the sun will shinein Hell before that happens.”

She didn’t need to be so vehement about it. He gave a good accounting of himsalf in bed.

He brigtled. Before he said something about the amount of work aman had to do in bed being in direct
proportion to the attractiveness of his partner, he remembered why he' d cometo Cassdy’ s suite to begin
with.

“| thought we could go into town—not for an officia visit or anything likethat, butto. . . | don’t know . .
.shop . . . or whatever femalesdo.”

“ “Whatever femaes do’ ? Haven't you ever spent an afternoon with agirl when you didn’t want sex?’
Histemper dipped the leash, and he didn’t try very hard toreiniitin. “1 grew up in the rogue campsin the
TamanaraMountains, not in some comfortable village where girlsflirt with boysin order to have a
packhorse for the afternoon’ s shopping.”

“Girlsdon’t need packhorses, you brainless ass,” Cassidy snapped. “We re perfectly capable of carrying
our own packages. Y ou'd know that if you spent any time talking to women.”

“There weren’t many women in those camps, and there certainly weren't fancy shops. We were thereto
fight, to protect Dena Nehele, to escape being endaved by a Ring of Obedience and made uselessto our
people. So | don't have town manners, Lady. | didn't need them in the mountains, and Talon didn’t
wadte time teaching me anything | didn’t need.”

He saw her effort to pull back, to assess. And he saw something he hadn’t expected—and didn’t want:
pity.

“My gpologies, Prince Theran,” Cassdy said quietly. “1 didn’t redize you had such adifficult life”

“I had agood life,” Theran snapped. “1 survived. A lot of men didn't.”

Hetook amenta step back, regaining control of histemper with effort. They didn’t like each other. So
beit. Hedidn't careif she understood him. Gray was stupid in love with her, and there was nothing he
could do about it. He had to tolerate her as best he could because Gray and that damn contract with
Sadi chained him to her.

“Arewe going to town or not?’ he asked.

Cassidy looked away. “ Y es. Give me afew minutes to change clothes.”

“I'll get the pony cart and meet you at the front door.” Because he needed air and open space.

Because stlanding herein her suite, he had the odd sense that something delicate was being weighed
down by their words and fedlings—and was about to break.

| survived. A lot of men didn't.

Thewords circled round and round in her mind.

Cassdy didn't want to get into a serious discussion, and Theran’s fiff posture as he drove the pony cart
into town didn't invite small talk. So she kept silent and absorbed the ook and fedl of the land during the
ghort rideinto town.

| survived. A lot of men didn't.



Those few words told her more about Theran Grayhaven than she' d learned in the past few weeks,

No, hedidn’t want pity. He wasn't the only boy who had been taken into the mountainsto be trained to
fight. Hewasn't the only boy who had been hidden from the Queens who had been corrupted by
Dorothea SaDiablo. And there had been other boys who had suffered far more than he had.

Gray, for instance.

But she saw his quest for a Queen differently because of those words. It hadn’t been as smple as having
a Queen who knew Protocol and the Old Ways of the Blood. It had been about having a Queen who
could dazzle, who could restore the heart in men weary of fighting—men who might be asked to fight
some morein order to restore Dena Nehele and then keep it safe from the Blood in the rest of Terrellle.
The Queen wasthe heart of aland, itsmora center.

Theran had needed a heart he could bdlieve in without reservation. He hadn’t found that. Not in her.
That was something she was going to have to think about. But not today. Today she would be avistor
from Kadleer who was being given atour of her host’ s home village. Today she would be Cassidy
instead of a Queen.

Tomorrow was soon enough to think about who she would be in the days ahead.

Asthey entered the town of Grayhaven, she reviewed amentd list of what she could use against what
she could shop for with aman trailing dong. Y esterday she would have dragged Theran into shopsthat
were bound to make most men uncomfortable. Now she considered which kinds of places her brother,
Clayton, had gone into without balking; she figured those probably wouldn't discomfort Theran ether.
“Any particular place you want to go?’ Theran asked, sounding like he' d bitten into something sour.
“Like tendsto gather with like, so every town has communities. | would like to ride through the town and
see asmuch of it aspossible, but, for now, I’ d like to see the shops where the court usualy makes
purchases.”

She' d made an effort to keep her tone “interested visitor” instead of Queen. He eyed her for amoment,
asif he knew something had changed, but he wasn't sure what.

“All right,” hefindly said.

The shopping district had severd carriage parks—plots of 1and where conveyances could be left while
people were going about their business. Each park had a couple of youths who kept an eye on the horses
and would even deliver acarriageif itsowner didn’t want to walk back and claimiit.

Sincethat took care of the pony cart, Cassidy was quick to suggest walking and wondered why Theran
hesitated.

Shedidn’'t wonder long. The men who recognized Theran nodded in greeting, then jolted when they saw
her and redlized who she must be.

“| gather the Blood here don’'t make a distinction between aforma and informa vist?’ Cassidy asked,
stopping in front of a shop window. She wasn't paying attention to the merchandise; she just wanted a
moment to ask Theran about this behavior.

Which was when she focused on amovement close to the window and caught a glimpse of the
proprietor’ s face before the man rabbited out of sight.

Theran placed a hand on her elbow and tugged her away from the window.

“What ... 7?7
“That particular shop catersto men.”
1] &?i

“Let’sjust say you were staring at things that most ladies pretend don’t exist.”

Which made her sorry she hadn’t been paying attention, because she had no ideawhat he wastaking
about—and she was certain he wouldn't let her go back and look.

“What digtinction?” Theran asked.

“What wasin that window?’

He shook his head.

“If ladies aren’t supposed to know about it, why were those things in the shop window?’

“Forma and informal,” Theran said, getting that Warlord Prince turning stubborn tonein hisvoice.
Fine. She' d just make note of the shops nearby and she' d come back with Shira one day soon.



“When aQueen is going about her own businessin her home village, she streeted like everyone else.”

“I doubt that.”

“All right, she might get alittle extra attention from the shopkeepers, but the people we' ve passed . . . |
don’t know how to respond to them.”

“They don’t know how to respond to you either,” Theran replied. “I don’t think any of them has
experienced an ‘informd’ visit from aQueen.”

“The Queens declared Protocol to go shopping?’

He stopped walking. Since she didn’t want to upset anyone el se, she focused on his shoulder.

For thefirgt time since she'd met him, she saw genuine amusement.

“We re ganding in front of abakery,” hesaid. “Y ouwon't cause ascandd if you look in the window.”
She knew her face was turning bright red, but she dutifully shifted positions so she could look in the
window.

“I can't say for afact,” Theran said, “but | don't think any Queen haswalked around thistown informally
inyears. Might not be Protocoal in the strictest sense, but the Queens didn’t walk among the people
caaudly.”

“They’ve never donethat here?’

“Not sncelLia”

Hefrowned so fiercely after he said that, Cassidy ended up giving him anudge with her e bow.

“If you keep glaring at those pastry things, you' re going to turn the sweet cream sour,” she said.

Oh, the expression on hisface when he focused on what wasin front of him!

Hiseyes did sdeways and looked at her. “Maybe we should buy afew, just to save other folk from that
soured cream.”

“Maybe we should,” she agreed too politely.

Boy. Bakery. Memories of Clayton, the time he' d gone into a bakery with afistful of coinsand no parent
to hold him back.

Ah, well. Theran wasn't deven. Surdly he had enough sdf-discipline to avoid eating himsdlf sick.

When they entered the bakery, shewasn't sureif the baker was going to fawn or faint, but they walked
out with abox of treats that Theran was more than happy to carry.

The morning was turning out better than he' d expected—although he probably shouldn’t have eaten that
last cream-filled pastry. But, Hell’ sfire, he' d dways had a weakness for the damn things, and it had been
along time since he' d eaten one with any enjoyment.

Twelve years, asamatter of fact.

A boy who was hunted couldn’t afford to have weaknesses—or habits that people noticed and would
sharefor theright price.

There had been ahandful of villages near the Tamanara Mountains that had been considered safe ground.
Places where the rogues would get supplies, visit lovers or whores, collect news. Armed camps of a
different kind, where people were trusted because they were loyal to Dena Nehele rather than the puppet
Queens.

But everything has a price—including information about aboy with aweaknessfor cream-filled padiries.
Except, at fifteen, the lure of awoman proved stronger than the lure of abox of tredats.

A young whore, not that much older than he was, who was willing to show one of the “brave fighters’
some pleasure. He and Gray had dipped away from their escort—something that would have earned
them afew licks of astrap if they’ d both come back that day—so that he could romp with the girl. But
he' d wanted that damn box of sweetstoo, so Gray went done to the bakery they visited every timethey
cameto that village, even though sweets of that kind didn’t have much apped for him.

That too was known. Which was why the Queen’ s guards who caught Gray coming out of the bakery
were sure they’ d captured Theran Grayhaven.

Gray il screamed when he saw one of those pastries, which was another reason it had been so long
since Theran had tasted one.

None of which excused him from egting himsalf stupid thismorning.



Still, Cassidy wasn't atorturous companion on a shopping trip. He d caught afew wistful glancesfrom
her asthey passed shops where, given a choice of going in or being whipped, he' d take the whipping, but
she hadn’t ingsted on going inside.

Sadi would walk into a shop like that, Theran thought as he waited for Cassidy to finish purchasing a
few books. Hell’ sfire, Sadi wouldn't just walk into a shop like that; he’d dominate the place and
have opinions about satin and lace and the advantages of each when worn against a woman’'s
privates.

Would Gray walk into ashop like that?

Cassidy turned away from the counter and studied him. “Y ou look alittle green.”

Widl, waan't that just fine?

She shook her head. 1 guess males don’t outgrow it.”

“Outgrow what?” Glad to be out of the stuffy shop, Theran took a deep breath. Didn’t help. It was afine
summer morning, but it was starting to fed abit too hot and sticky.

But that might have been him and not the wegther.

“Put aman in abakery and heturnsinto aboy.”

“You're gtarting to sound like Vae.” Who was home sulking because he wouldn't et her come with
them. The townsfolk had enough to contend with, having a Queen trying to act like she was one of them,
without ayappy dog around telling everyone what to do.

Cassidy bit her lip and shook her head.

Damn. And the morning had been going well. For the most part.

“It' samogt time for the midday medl,” Cassidy said.

“I don't think s0.”

“| want a steak, and you need one. Choose adining house, Prince.”

You turn Queen fast enough when you want something, Theran thought. But the idea of a stesk—and
just Stting gtill for abit—had more appea than hel d first thought, so he led them to adining house that
had an enclosed courtyard for private outdoor dining.

The courtyard needed to be cleansed by a Black Widow. Blood had dined there—and done other things
there.

It was clear that the owners of the establishment had made an effort to scour away the past, so Cassidy
said nothing to upset anyone. Such things were best done quietly anyway. And since they had been
outlawed, finding a Black Widow might not be the easest thing.

Maybe Shirawould know how to get in touch with other Black Widows.

A task for another day, Cassidy thought. The food was excellent, and even though she wasless
comfortable than she might have been, she could see hersdlf being aregular guest here.

AsforTheran . . . Wdll, the steak was waging war on the pastries, and judging by the color of hisskin
now, the steak was winning. So was the way aman who wore a Green Jewel burned food.

Shewaited until he' d eaten three-quarters of his steak. Then she reached over and snagged the rest with
her fork.

“Hey,” Theran protested. “I wasn't finished eating that.”

“Yes, youwere,” Cassidy replied, setting that piece and the one she' d kept from her own meal on her
bread plate.

“What . .. 7" Theran stared at her as she put the bread plate on the ground beside her.

“Thereyou go,Vae,” Cassdy sad.

Theran'seyeswidened and his jaw dropped as the Sceltie dropped the sight shield and gavehim a
tail-tip wag. She sniffed the steak and wagged her tail with more enthusiasm.

“When did she get here?’ Theran asked.

“She caught up to uswhen we left the carriage park,” Cassidy said, giving him awide amile.

“How’ d she avoid being stepped on when no one could see her?’

“Grf

Guess Vae is still sulking, Cassidy thought. At least where Theran is concerned.



“Shecanarwalk,” Cassdy said. “ Shewastrotting above us.” Shefiddled with her spoon and wondered
how to ask a question she knew wouldn’'t sit well with awarrior. Especialy aWarlord Prince. “You
weren't aware of her, wereyou?’

“No, | wasn't. Wereyou?’

“Yes. But kindred have adifferent feel from the human Blood, and it takes practice—and awvareness—to
detect their presence.”

“If they’re Sight shielded and not yapping, they’ d be hard to find,” Theran said.

“Grf,” Vaesad, finishing the last bit of steak.

“They don't haveto sight shield to go undetected,” Cassidy said. “If there were twenty Scdltiesin ayard,
could you pick out the one who was kindred? Especidly if you weren't aware of the existence of
kindred? Kindred Scelties and horses lived around humansfor alot of years with no oneredlizing they
were Blood. They don’t reved their presence unlessthey chooseto, Theran.”

She watched him absorb her words. Someone who wore a darker Jewd could have gone undetected
and followed him, but he should have sensed a Purple Dusk witch who had been trailing him for hours.

A witch isa witch, Theran. Don’t dismiss one because she looks different from you.

A lesson the Blood in Kaeleer were ill learning when it came to the kindred.

“Coffee?’ he asked.

“Yes, please”

She wanted to linger alittle longer, sinceit was alovely summer day. And now that Vae' s presence was
acknowledged, she thought the two of them could persuade Theran to show her aparticular part of
town.

How did | get talked into this? Theran asked himsdf. He knew how. Sure he did. Two femaes
yapping at him. One of them even growled a him when he' d refused to do this, and it wasn't Vae.

So here hewas, driving the pony cart into the landen part of the town.

“Landensusudly havetheir own villages” Cassidy said.

Theran nodded to the guards who patrolled this part of Grayhaven. Two nodded back and mounted their
horses to provide an escort.

“Mogt il do,” Theran replied, “but some landens were resettled as part of Blood villages after their own
villages burned during the uprisngs” And making them live so close to the Blood kept them on a very
short leash.

That didn’t mean the Blood liked having alanden dum attached to their town.

Bitterness laced his voice as he looked at the shops they passed and the people who watched them.
“Damn landens are nothing but aboil on the town’ s backside.”

“They're people,” Cassidy said. “They belong to thisland, same asyou.”

“They would have driven us out if they could. Took ustwo yearsto crush the uprisngs.”

“How many died in those two years?’ Cassdy asked.

“More Blood than we could afford to lose.”

“And how many landens?’

“Not enough.”

She sighed. “All the more reason for me to seethis part of the town.”

Exactly the reason she shouldn’t be there. But it was pointlessto argue now that they’ d crossed that
boundary, and there were other Blood wandering these Strests.

Market day, Theran redlized. When power—and the unspoken thresat of its being unleashed—was
another marker on the table, afew coins could buy a Blood family provisonsfor aweek at the landen
markets.

“What' sthat?’ Cassidy asked, Sitting up Sraighter.

“A craftmen’ s courtyard,” Theran replied, glancing in that direction. “Potters, weavers, and others of that
sort put out their wares. Some even work on a piece to—"

“Stop,” Cassdy said. “Theran, stop the cart, | want to—"

“No.”



*Theran? Theran!*

Shit. Thelittle bitch would yap a him for the rest of the day. And Cassdy wouldn't be much better.

He gave the guards a psychic tap to dert them ashereined in.

Cassidy and Vae were out of the cart and walking back the way they’ d come before he could set the
brake and tie off thereins.

One of the guards dismounted and came to stand at the horse’s head. “I’ | keep an eye on the cart, but
you' d best shield those packages. Lots of quick fingers here could lift a package and be on the next
street before you know you’ ve been robbed.”

“Thanksfor the reminder.” Theran put a Green shield around the back of the cart, then hurried to catch
up to Cassdy. If the packages were stolen, it would give the Blood a reason to shake this part of town.
If the Queen wasinjured . . . Well, he wasn't sure who would be going to war with whom, especialy
once Sadi andY adana heard about it, but no matter who stepped onto the battleground, alot of the town
would burn before the fighting was done.

Cassidy had stopped before aweaver’ stable.

Family group, Theran decided. Man, woman, adolescent boy, and young girl. The man had ahard face
and alook in his eyes Theran recognized.

Fighter.

“Thisislovely work,” Cassdy said, amiling a thegirl. “And thisisyours?’

“Y-yes, Lady.”

Cassidy stepped closer to the loom and the unfinished piece—and the girl.

The man diffened.

Theran descended to the depth of his Green Jewel and prepared to rise to the killing edge.

But Cassidy pointed at the loom, not touching child or work.

“What kind of pattern isthis?’

“It'satraditional pattern, Lady,” the woman said. “ Dena Nehele hastraditiona patternsfor each season.
Thegirl isweaving asummer pattern.”

“Lovely colors,” Cassidy said, directing her remarksto the girl. “Did you choose them?’

Thegirl nodded.

“Y ou have agood eyefor color.”

By now the other merchants and their customers had stopped their own bartering to watch this exchange.
A few had even sidled closer.

But not too close. One dashing look from him was enough to have them reconsidering the wisdom of
Qgetting too close.

“Areyou planning to sdll this piece when it'sdone?’ Cassdy asked.

Tension flashed through the landens, the emotion so strong it surprised agrowl out of Vaein response.
“Why?" the man asked roughly.

“Because!’d liketo buy it,” Cassidy said, looking confused. “As| said, it'slovely work. Thetraditiona
design would gppedl to my mother, so I'd liketo buy it for her asaWinsol gift. If you think it would be
completed by then,” she added, once more addressing the girl.

Thegirl nodded.

“We would be pleased to make a gift of it,” the man said.

If you were any more pleased, you’ d choke on the words, Theran thought, hearing the man’ sanger
and bitterness from being obliged over the yearsto provide agood number of “gifts’ to keep hisfamily
safe.

Brigtling, Cassidy straightened to her full height. “Y ou'll do no such thing. If the pieceisbeing madeto
s, then you should make areasonable profit on it. Besides, it’snot for you to decide. Thisis between
me and the young lady. When she ddlivers the piece to the Grayhaven estate, we' ll sit down and discuss
the price”

Landens in my home? Never!

But Theran saw the man’ s face turn white with fear, and he wondered what had happened to other
landens who had gone up to the estate.



“Isitabargain?’ Cassdy asked, holding out a hand.

Thegirl glanced at her father, confused enough by the tenson to hesitate.

*Y ou are supposed to shake hands now,* Vae said. * That iswhat humans do for bargains.*

Stunned looks al around as the people stared at the Sceltie.

*| like this human puppy,* Vae said, wagging her tail. * She has good smells.*

The woman clapped ahand over her mouth. Her eyeswere bright with laughter. The man looked like
he' d been whacked in the head.

“I know thefeding,” Theran muttered.

A flash of humor intheman’seyes.

Seeing the change in her father, and intrigued by ataking dog, the girl shook hands with Cassdy, seding
their bargain.

And that, thank the Darkness, would end thisvisit.

After bidding them al agood day, Cassidy headed back to the pony cart. She smiled at him as hefell
into step beside her, asif nothing unusua had happened.

It hadn’t, he redlized. Not for her. Thiswasn't the first time she had purchased something from alanden.
Wheat kind of place was Dharo that a Queen would shop in alanden village? Or wasit that, wearing a
Rose Jewel, Cassidy didn't fed as different from landens as the darker-Jeweled Blood?

Hedidn't have answers. Wasn't sure he wanted any. But he had to let the rest of the First Circle know
about their Queen’ s potentia for doing the unusud.

Vae growled. That was the only warning he had before he heard a child scream in pain and aman roar in
outrage.

Theran spun around to meet the threat. When he saw the two adolescent Warlords standing afew paces
away from the weaver’ stable, he hesitated.

Cassdy didn’t. Sheran back to the landen family.

He—and the guards—felt the punch of Rose power and saw one adolescent Warlord get knocked of f
hisfeet. The other young Warlord staggered under the punch, but he wore a Summer-sky Jewel and was
able to absorb most of Cassidy’ s strike.

Rose shidldswent up in front of the landens. Rose shields went up around Cassidy asshecdledina
round-headed club and settled into afighting stance.

“You bitch!” A man old enough to bethe Warlords' father ran toward them. “I’ll teach you alesson,
bitch.”

Hell’sfire.

Theran took astep toward Cassidy, intending to yank her out of afight she shouldn’t have gotten
involved in, Snceit wasn't Blood againgt Blood.

Then Vaelaunched hersdf at the man, and Theran saw asmal dog who knew her Craft yank a
full-grown man off hisfedt.

And heard bone snap as jaws enhanced by Purple Dusk power closed on the man’s forearm.

The Summer-sky Warlord launched himself at Cassidy. Theran received another shock when Cassidy
bared her teeth and met the attack, using the club with enough savagery to bresk through shields stronger
than her own and drive the Warlord back.

By then VVae was beside Cassidy, Purple Dusk shields around them both.

*Theran? Theran!*

*Prince? one of the guards said. *What should we do? Damned if he knew. They shouldn’t have been
inthisfight inthefirgt place.

*| smell blood,* Vaesaid.

Of course you do, you little bitch, Theran thought. You bit a man and tore up hisarm.

But Cassidy looked behind her, then screamed, “ SHIRA!”

The Craft-enhanced sound probably wouldn't reach the estate, but it was going to shake up the Blood
closest to this part of town.

“You hurt my boys!” the older Warlord shouted as he got to hisfeet, cradling the broken arm.

“They hurt thegirl,” Cassdy snarled.



“Landen dut,” the Warlord snarled back.

“Girl. | am the Queen here, and that makes her one of mine. And no one laysahand on one of mine.”
“Queen, isit? Rose-Jeweled bitch, you don’t have the power to be a Queen.”

“Try me.” Cassdy shifted her stance. “Y ou want afight? Draw the line.”

The Warlord hesitated. Theran felt the guards recoil in shock.

And he saw everything he’ d hoped for going down in ruins because of Cassidy’ sfoolish actions.

And he saw Gray breaking under the pain of losing her because she wouldn't survive thisfight. Cassidy
and V ae againgt those three Warlords? Even wounded, the males would rip the witchesto pieces.

He hated her. In that moment, when he knew what he had to do and choked on the knowledge, he hated
her.

But making a choice, he stepped across the boundary of that small battleground. “If you want to draw
theline, you do that,” hetold the Warlord. “But you won't be meeting her. Y ou’ Il be meeting me on the
killingfidd.”

“And me.” Ranon dropped the sight shield as he moved to guard Cassidy’ sleft side, his Shalador blade
flashingin the sun.

“Us” Archerr said, flanking the three Warlords.

More sight shields were dropped. More blades flashed in the sun.

Except for Powell and Tdon, thewhole First Circle wasthere.

*How . . . ?Theran asked Ranon.

*Veae cdled us*

The bitter anger in Ranon’ s thoughts made it plain that he thought the First Escort should have been the
oneto cdl the court to the Queen’s defense.

Which wastrue.

“I need Shirahere,” Cassidy said, glancing a Ranon.

“I’m here. Drop your shield, Cassidy, so | can get to the girl.”

More shields. Layers of them going up in front of Cassidy and curving around to close off the areawhere
the landen family huddled.

Layers of shieldsformed by the Warlord Princes who served Cassidy.

But not the Green. His strength wasn't needed, and if he added it now, it would fed likealie.

“Y ou can drop your shield now, Lady,” Ranon said.

The Rose shidds behind Cassidy vanished. Shirarushed over to the girl, who was till wailing.

“Let me havealook.” Shirapulled the girl’ s hands away from her face. “I’m aHeder. I’'m going to
hdp—"

“Shira?” Cassdy sad.

“Hell’sfire” Shirasaid. Then shelooked at the girl’smaother. “ Give me ahand. Come on, darling. Come
back here with us.” She hustled the girl to the back of the family’ s space, where they had a canopy for
shade and asmall table and chairs.

“ Shira?” Cassdy said.

“Let mework!”

It's bad, Theran thought, remembering other Hedlers who had that particular tonein their voices.
“That Hedler should be looking after my arm, not some dut’sface,” the older Warlord said.

“If he' sthe one who threw the stone, I'll be happy to take care of hisarm,” Shirasaid. “And | promise
there won't be much left of it when | get done.”

All the men, even Ranon, looked startled by the words. Cassidy just nodded.

“Waell,” the older Warlord said,”1 guessit’'sdone. We'll be on our way.”

“Itisn't done,” Cassdy said. “ Everything hasaprice, and your little bit of sport isgoing to cost you.”
“Now, look here.. . .,” the Warlord began, taking a step toward Cassidy.

Bladeswereraised in warning. Cassdy and Vae bared their teeth and snarled.

“What isthe Queen’ swill?’ Theran asked.

Cassdy waked over to the loom and stared for too long before she turned back to the men.
“Theweavingisruined,” shesaid. “From the smdll of it, ther€' s horse manure along with some other



muck. Since the Sreets are dry, the only way to make thiskind of shit soup is by making it somewhere
eseand bringing it here”

A quick glance at the youngsters' faces confirmed it.

“So that ruined piece of weaving will cost you one hundred gold marks,” Cassidy said, her eyesfilled
with awild fury as she stared at the older Warlord.

“What?’ the Warlord yelled. “For that piece of—"

Vae snarled, and the sound rumbled through the whole street.

“One hundred gold marks as compensation for the lost work and as a pendty for not teaching your boys
some manners. Asfor them. . .” Cassidy’ s eyesfocused on the two younger Warlords. “ Ten days
labor, without using Craft, or ten lashes.”

“I'll handle thewhip if it comesto that,” Ranon said. “And I’ll strip flesh from bone.”

“Shaador bastard,” the Warlord growled.

“Since you understand the Sha ador temper so well,” Cassidy said, “ your little bastards will work under
Prince Ranon’ s supervison.”

“Don’'t you insult my boys.”

“Ten daysor ten lashes,” Cassidy snapped. “Choose.”

“It'snot right, making my boyswork like landens,” the Warlord protested.

“It will help them appreciate what someone without Craft hasto do in order to accomplish atask.
Choose.”

“You'vegot no right!” the Warlord shouted.

Something in the air. Something delicate being weighed down by words. Bending, bending. Almost
breaking. If it broke. . .

Theran stepped closer to Cassdy. “ Sheisthe Queen of DenaNehde. Her will isthe law. Y ou' ve been
given achoice, Warlords, and the Queen’ sFirst Circle standswitness.” And may the Darkness help
me, | stand witness.

Thefeding inthear wasgone, asif aquestion had been answered.

“Tendays labor,” the Warlord said. “And I’ ll bring the gold marks when—"

“No,” Cassdy said. “Thethree of you are forbidden to set foot in the landen section of thistown. Y ou
come here again, you'll be exiled from DenaNehde.”

The guards gasped. Even the Warlord Princes who supported her looked stunned.

“Y ou will report to the Steward of the court and give the payment to him,” Cassidy said.

“Can’'t come up with that much all at once,” the Warlord said.

“Thenyou' Il work out apayment arrangement with the Steward—and if you don’t show up with the
payment, the First Circlewill be showing up on your doorstep to find out why. And they can take the
payment however they seefit.”

*Mother Night, Cassidy,* Theran said. *Y ou’ ve just told him the Warlord Princes can rip him apart
without penaty.*

Shelooked a himwith eyes il filled with fury.

Hedidn't know thiswoman. Didn’t know this Queen.

But he knew with cold certainty that he was seeing the Old Ways of the Blood, and that under the same
circumstances, the Warlord Princesin Kagleer wouldn't hesitate to do the Queen’ swill.

And hewondered for thefirst timeif bringing the Old Ways back to Dena Nehele had been amistake.
“One other thing.” Cassidy stared &t the two younger Warlords, findly settling on the one who wore the
Summer-sky Jewel. “If the girl loses her eye because of the stone you threw, you forfeit ahand. Thisis
the Queen’s Justice.”

“Queen’s udtice.”

It was ashout, abattle cry. And Theran heard his own voice raised with the others.

No morefight in the Warlords. No more thinking they could somehow dide out from under what they
had done. The predators had gathered and were held by the Queen’sleash. And by nightfall, the whole
town would know for certain that these Warlord Princes belonged to Cassidy.

“Prince?’ asked one of the guards who had escorted the pony cart.



“Prince Ranon isthe Master of the Guard’ s second-in-command,” Theran said, nodding to Ranon,
acknowledging another truth.

“Escort those three back to their home,” Ranon told the guard. * Prince Archerr will assst you.”

The guard glanced at Cassidy. “I’ll inform the others of the Queen’s command. We' Il make sure these
Warlords don’'t come back to this part of town.”

The Warlords were led away.

13 LW’

At the sound of Shira'svoice, they al turned.

Cassidy looked at Shira, then past her.

“Therock came damn close, but it didn’t takethe girl’seye,” Shirasaid. “1 can’t say for sure yet that
thereisn't any damage. There waslots of muck and grit in the eye, plusthe cut just beside it from the
rock. But I’ ve got the eye cleaned out and have thefirst stage of healing salveson theinjury. | gave her a
sedative. I'll give her mother another dose for the girl, since her face is going to hurt and deep will help
her hedl. I'll come back tomorrow morning for the next stage of the healing.”

The man stepped forward. “Lady, if we' d sold that piece in the market, we would have asked for fifty
slver marks and been happy to have gotten thirty.”

“Today it was worth one hundred gold marks,” Cassdy said.

Theran felt her shudder. That was the only warning he had before her legs buckled.

He grabbed one arm. Ranon grabbed the other.

“Fetch achair,” theman told his son.

The youth darted under the canopy and came back with achair. They dumped Cassidy in it and pushed
her head down.

“Areyou hurt?’ Shiraasked. “Isshe hurt?’

“I fed wobbly,” Cassdy said.

“Keep your head down,” Theran said, tugging the club out of her hand.

“I’ve never attacked anyone before,” Cassidy said. “Lucivar taught me how to usethe club. He said |
didn’'t have theright temper for aknife. | worked on the moves|ots of timesin practice—L ucivar hasa
lust for practice—and | kept practicing because it was good exercise and akind of menta discipline. But
I’ve never hit anyone before and meant it. Well, my brother, Clayton, but that’ s different.”

“I'mnot finding anything,” Shirasaid. “What' swrong with her?’

“Hra-fight nerves,” Ranon said. “ She' sjust shaky.”

“I've got abit of something that might help that,” the man said.

Theran exchanged alook with Ranon. They both knew about the “bit of something” that was brewed in
dillsand cost alot less than the liquor that didn’t require aman to bring his own container.

*|t will fuzz her nerves* Ranon said.

“Thanks,” Theran said as he rose to follow the man.

Theflask was tucked away with the water jugs and makings for tea. The man took acup and saucer,
then filled the cup hafway from the flask. He glanced a Theran, then poured abit more.

Theran accepted the cup and took asip. His eyeballs sang and his teeth danced.

“Mother Night,” he wheezed.

“It'sgot somebitetoit,” the man agreed.

When he brought the cup over, Cassdy got awnhiff of the stuff and refused to drink it until Shira snapped,
“Y ou can drink that tonic or | can make you one that tastesworse.”

She gulped it down, draining the cup.

Her throat didn’t catch on fire, and her lungs didn’t explode.

Theran wasn't sureif he should admire her for that or be afraid of her.

“Give meaminute to check onthegirl,” Shirasaid. “Then I’ll ride with you and help you get Lady
Cassdy home”

“Um aright,” Cassidy said.

“Uh-huh,” Theran replied as he hauled her to her feet.

Vae was stretched out on the seet, looking quite pleased with herself. Theran dropped the Green shield



around the packages and said, “1n the back.”

She grumbled a bit, but she stepped over the seat and walked on air while she nudged packages around
until she’d made a Scdltie-sized spot. Then she lay down with asigh.

Cassidy was more of ahandful since the liquor and the fight were catching up to her and coordination
became avague concept. But hefinally got her on the seat and wrapped a Green shield around her to
keep her from falling out of the cart.

When he turned to find out what was keeping Shira, he saw Ranon holding the Hedler back—and the
landen man standing within reech.

“I’ve got something to say to you,” the man said.

Theran stiffened. “Then say it.”

“What happened today . . . What those boysdid . . . That’'s happened before. Not to me and mine, but
to others”

He nodded.

“Been along time since someone looked at us and saw peopleinstead of less.”

He nodded again, not knowing what to say or what this man wanted.

“I fought in the landen uprisings”

“Sodidl,” Theran replied.

The man glanced at the cart. “If there had been someone like her around two years ago, maybe we
wouldn’'t have felt the need to fight. | just wanted you to know that.”

Histhroat closed. Something ached inside of him. Heraised ahand in farewell, then climbed up to the
seet. A moment later, Shirajoined him, and they drove away with Ranon riding behind them as escort.
“Exciting day,” Shirasad.

“Yeah.” Too many things had happened too fast. There were too many thingsto think about.

And he wasn't sure how hefelt about any of them.

CHAPTER 29

KAELEER

Daemon shifted the wooden delivery box to one hand and knocked on the cottage door.

He understood Jeendll€ sreason for waiting in solitude. Witch would not have been an easy companion
last night, and Witch wouldn't have been soothed by the company of al the women who had rdlied
around Marian. Lucivar had placed the Eyrien warriors on dert, and that had been enough warning for
the women. For thewarriors, seeing Lucivar go to the Keep armed and shielded told them everything
they needed to know. If afight broke out at Ebon Askavi between the three strongest Warlord Princesin
the Realm, it would shake the whole damn valley. Or worse.

So the Eyrien women had gathered to keep Marian company, to keep Daemonar distracted. To wait.
But the Queen would have waited in silence, in solitude. Because if she d felt the need to reclaim what
she had given up, shewould haveterrified dl of them.

He wasn't sure who—or what—would open the door, and he began to worry when she didn’t answer.
Then the door opened and Jaenelle stood there, studying him with those haunted sapphire eyes that
aways saw too much.

“Why were you knocking?’ she asked, the tension visible in her sance—and audiblein her voice.
“Becausethisisyour private place”

Like hissuite of roomsat the Hall.

Relaxing, she nodded, acknowledging his reason. “What did you bring?’

“A loving man—and bregkfast.”

Her lipstwitched, fighting asmile. “In thet case, Prince, comein.”

Hewas s0 glad to see her, he didn’t try to fight a smile. There were shadows under her eyes, testimony
of adeeplessnight, and her hair was sticking up every which way, making her look like ascruffy waif . . .



who was wearing snug trousers and one of hisslk shirts.

Screw breakfast, he thought as he set the box on thetable. I' [l just nibble on her for an hour or two.
Then Jaenelle peered into the box and her sscomach growled so loudly, hefigured it was prudent to
change hispriorities.

“Where did you get this?’ Jaenelle asked.

“| stopped a The Tavern after seeing Lucivar home. There' sasteak pie, a vegetable casserole, and
somefruit.”

“TheTavernisn't usudly openthisearly.”

Daemon hesitated, then wondered why he bothered. She would have been aware of the mood of the
Blood in Riada. “ They werejust closng when | got there.” Merry and Briggs had stayed open because
so many had been deepless and uneasy last night, and a gathering place offered comfort.

He reached into the box for the steak pie. “The food needs to be warmed a bit.”

Her hands settled over his, sopping him.

“Daemon, why don't you say what you need to say? The food will settle better on an easy
stomach—and an easy heart.”

He removed his hands from the box and dipped them into his trouser pockets. He wanted to hold her,
but he chose to keep the table between them.

“I ammy father’sson,” he said.

Shetipped her head. “That shouldn’t come as asurprise to you, Prince. Y ou’ re more than his son. You
areyour father’ smirror.”

“Yes, | am. But despite dl the things I’ ve done, that wasn't as clear to me before asit waslast night.”
Hetook adeep breath, then let it out dowly. He and Lucivar had taken shifts, one standing watch while
the other rested, and during one of those vigils, as he replayed that dance with Saetan, he'd
acknowledged adifficult truth.

“Lagt night | saw the man who had destroyed an entire race, and | understood something about mysaif.
That kind of rageisin me, Jaendlle, inaway it'snot in Lucivar. | am capable of doing what Saetan did to
Zuulaman, and unlike my father, | wouldn't need to be drowning in grief or insane rage before | made
that choice. Given theright provocation, | could do what he did.”

“I know.”

That stopped him, had him rocking back on his hedls. When he d first met her, those sapphire eyes had
looked through him and she had made some decision about him, passed some judgment. Had she known
then, at twelve, the depth of histemper, his potentia for violence?

Probably.

“And yet you loveme,” hesad, “despitewhat | am.”

Jeenelle walked around the table and took hisface in her hands. “No, Daemon. | love you because of
what you are. Because of all that you are. Right now, you' re fedling raw, which is understandable, and
you' re shining alight on one truth about a complex man and not seeing therest. So I’ll see the whole of
who you are and not let you shine alight on one part for too long.”

Hewrapped hisarms around her. “Do you know how much | love you? How much | need you?’

Her armstwined around his neck. “Why don’t you show me—"

His stomach growled.

“—dfter breskfast?’ shefinished, laughing.

They ate, they dept, they made love. When they were hesting up the remainder of the food for amidday
medl, Daemon said, “Y our strategy was quite brilliant. In case you were wondering.”

“Strategy?’ Jaendle said, setting two plates on the counter in anticipation of smply dividing the food.
“Having Lucivar draw thet particular line.”

She gave him apuzzled look. “1 told Lucivar to give Sagtan anudge that would remind him of hisfamily
asitis, here and now. Y ou would be able to get him to the border, but that reminder iswhat Saetan
would need to take those last steps out of the Twisted Kingdom.”

Daemon laughed. “Well, it was adamn good bluff, threetening to toss Daemonar into the library
unsupervised and let him at the books.”



Jeendlle dropped the slverware. “What? Lucivar said what?’

Daemon turned away from the stove and studied Jeendll€' s pae face.

“That was your bluff, wasn't it?” Daemon asked, feding the blood draining out of his head.

“I would never threaten Papathat way.”

“Hdl’sfire”

“Daemon? Daemon!”

One moment he was standing by the stove. The next moment he was sitting on the floor with Jaenelle
knedling besde him.

“That wasn't your idea?’ he asked weakly.

She shook her head.

“Lucivar isEyrien.”

“I know,” shesaid.

“He wears Ebon-gray.”

“I know.”

“He does't bluff.”

She plopped on the floor beside him. They sat there for severa minutes before she said, “Did Saetan
think it wasabluff?’

“I"'m sure he did—at least after he woke up and thought, as| did, that you had told Lucivar to say that.”
“Oh”

They pondered that for afew more minutes while their med got cold.

“So,” Jeendlefindly said, “how long do you want to wait before we explain thisto Papa?’

No point having children who could match aman’ stemper if they weren't going to beapainintheasson
occasion.

“Let'sgive him acouple of days,” hesad. “ By then hewon't be expecting anything.”

“That'smean,” Jeendlesad. “I likeit.”

Picturing the look on Saetan’ s face when he discovered the library threat had been Lucivar’ sidea,
Daemon wrapped hisarms around Jaendlle, lay back on the kitchen floor—and laughed.

CHAPTER 30

TERREILLE

Shirawaked into the Steward' s office and shook her head in response to the men’ s unspoken question.
“Shewouldn’t answer the door, and Vae says Cassidy till doesn’t want to talk to anyone.”

“Why not?’ Gray said, hugging himsdf. “ She didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Shewasin afight, Gray,” Theran said. “ That’ s bound to unsettle anyone, and it would be more
unsettling for aQueen.”

A hard look from Ranon and an equaly hard look from Ta on, who had delayed going to his room when
the sun rosein order to hear the morning report.

Since they’ d come back from town three days ago, Cassidy hadn’t left her suite, claiming to be unsettled
by the fight—afight Theran could have ended before it began.

Should have ended.

Taon had made that abundantly clear when he' d heard their account of what had happened.

And Gray . . . Since the two young Warlords were working on the estate to pay off their debt of ten
days labor, Gray had turned into a merciless taskmaster, and Ranon’ s job wasn't supervising the
Warlords so much as holding Gray back and providing some balance.

Theran didn’t know what to think, didn’'t know what to do. Cassidy hadn’t been hurt, hadn’t been
harmed. Not redlly. Shaken up, sure, but not harmed.

Except she hadn't |eft her suite sinceit happened, hadn’t talked to any of them.

Not even Gray.



What in the name of Hell was she thinking?

Cassdy brushed her fingers over the cover of each journa, asif touch could be a conduit, and wisdom
would seep into her fingersfrom the legther.

She had been hiding in her room for the past three days. It wastime to stop hiding. Timeto do the right
thing.

Liahad reveded her heart in the journals, but Cassidy had found no wisdom that would help a Queen
who didn’t belong. Could never belong. She' d shocked her court, shocked the Blood in the town. Hell’s
fire, she'd even shocked the landens by standing up for them. What had made her think she could rule
these people when she saw and thought about things so differently from them? And what made her think
any of them would accept the way she thought about things? Shewasn't Lia. Could never beLia

“I wish | had found some of the journas from when you were my age,” she said as she stacked the
journas and set them on one sde of the bed. “1 wish.. . .”

She opened the trinket box and took out each piece of jewelry. Memories. Family heirlooms. Tdismans
of alifefilled with love. She would give the jewery to Theran, dong with the journds—and her
resignation. Thistime, shewouldn’t wait for the court to resign from her. She' d release these people from
their unwilling loyaty, and she' d go home before the roots she’ d begun putting down sank in too deep.
Before going would hurt as much as saying.

She put each piece of jewelry back in the box, one by one. Would Theran let her take oneasa
keepsake? Would she have the courage to ask him?

Her lower lip quivered and her vison blurred. She pressed her lips together hard enough to stop the
quiver, then blinked back tears.

Just go. Just get it done.

She picked up the trinket box, intending to set it on the desk while she wrote the letter that would
dissolve her court. She heard the crack asthe bottom of the box broke and fell, spilling the jewelry over
the bed.

“Hel’ sfire,” Cassdy muttered, shaking her head. Something el se she couldn’t do right.

When she picked up the bottom of the box to seeif it could be repaired, she discovered it was made of
two thin layers of wood.

Then she discovered the paper that had been hidden between those layers.

And when she opened the paper, she found the map—and another key.

*There are bad smells up here.* Vae pressed against Cassidy’sleg.

“I' know.” The psychic ondaught was bad enough for her. Who knew what € se the dog might be
sensng?

The attic was agraveyard of furniture. Nothing physically wrong with most of it from what she could see,
but the psychic scents that had been absorbed by the wood—the pain and despair or the glesful
cruelty—had probably reached a saturation point where no one could stand being in the same room with
the Suff.

Of course, piling it up herein the attic got the furniture out of sight but did nothing to cleanse the house.
Theweight of emotions pressed down on everyone living here, and most likely, none of them realized
why.

Why would they? Cassidy thought. Theran and hisfamily had returned to Grayhaven shortly before
bringing her here, the rest of the court hadn’t lived here before, and the servants were probably so used
to these fedlings, they had no reason to think things might be different.

They could be different. There were cleansing spdlls that could remove psychic residue from an object.
Shiramight know some, and if she didn’t, Cassidy could ask Jaenelle and send the information back to
Shira

“And if that doesn’t work, burn the damn stuff,” Cassdy muttered.

*Fire? The Sceltie sounded much too eager to use witchfire to take care of the bad smells.

“Not up here.” Crouching, Cassdy held up the key. If VVae had been ableto find the hiding place under



the bed by smelling akey, maybe she could find what this key opened. “We relooking for the thing that
fitsthiskey, that hasthe same amdl.”

Vae sniffed the key. *Not much smell, even for kindred.*

Damn. Well, she hadn’t expected thisto be easy. “Come on. Let’ s seeif we can find the Sarting point
that’ s shown on the map.”

Grayhaven was abig mansion, so there were several ways up to the attic, and the map, by accident or
deliberate omission, didn’t indicate direction. So she was hot and dusty, and Vag stall wasveiled in
cobwebs, by the time she found the attic entrance that |ooked like the starting point for this stage of the
treasure hunt.

Of course, that assumed no one had removed or added windowsin the past few centuries or made other
structura changesto the house. And the map had been made |ong before generations of furniture had
been disposed of by tossing it up here.

Cassdy tipped the paper toward the light to read the small print around the section of the attic that had
been marked as the end of the search.

“We need to find alarge wardrobe that hasamirror beside it and a clothes trunk in front of the mirror.”
She looked around at dl the discarded furniture. “Hell’ sfire, Lia. Didn’t you consider that someone else
might tossatrunk or two up here?’

The attic had been divided into sections. Theinterior walsdidn’t go dl the way up to the roof, but they
did offer sufficient privacy. Would shefind remnants of servants quarters at the other end of the attic, or
would she find more out-of-reach shelves?

“Shetellsme the number of pacesfrom hereto thetreasureif | walk inastraight line,” Cassidy muttered.
“So were the walls here then, and she assumed whoever was searching would use Craft to pass through
the wood, or were the walls added later?’

*Casse?*

“Dowewadk in agtraight line as the map indicates, going through the walls and furniture?” Cassdy
asked, more as aquestion to hersdlf.

*No.* Vae shook hersdlf. * Don't want to walk through the bad smells.*

The dog had a point. Cassidy was feding mucky enough just being near this furniture. The thought of
passing through it and having some of that psychic residue cling to her was nausesting.

“All right, then. | guesswe do thisthe hard way.”

“She’snot in her room,” Shirasaid when she returned to the Steward' s office later that morning. Talon
had gone to hisroom for some rest, which was arelief to her, but Powell, Ranon, Theran, and Gray were
ill waiting for her report.

Gray hugged himsdlf. “ Captured?”

The sharp look Ranon gave her said he was wondering the same thing. The fact that any of them would
ask that question now . . .

She could dmost fed Dena Nehele dying around her.

Shirashook her head. “No sign of struggle. No fed of anything wrong.” She hesitated, then decided
againgt mentioning the old, broken trinket box on Cassidy’ s bed. Might have been an heirloom Cassidy
had brought with her, but Shiradidn’t think so. She' d been tempted to pick up one of the books that had
been on the bed aswdll, but when she' d reached for one, she' d had the fedling that the moment she
touched one, something important would go away, would belost.

Because it wasn't time for her to touch one or read whatever wasinside,

When aBlack Widow sensed that kind of warning, she heeded it—especidly when afriend was
suddenly, and mysterioudy, missing.

Which waswhy she had put locks and shields around Cassidy’ srooms. Until they knew what had
happened to the Queen, she wasn't taking a chance of anyone upsetting a delicate balance.

“Did you try contacting her on apsychic thread?’ Theran asked.

Didn’'t you? Shirawondered as she nodded. “No answer.”

“But shedidn’t”—Theran glanced at Gray—" pack up?’



She shook her head.

Poor Gray. Cassdy’ sretreat from all of them had been hard on him. Now Shiracould see him breaking
down, little by little, asthe possibility of Cassidy disappearing for good began to take root.

“Wadll,” shesaid, trying for abracing tone and hoping no one—except Ranon—heard the worry, “at least
we know Cassidy isn't done.”

“Why do you think that?’ Ranon asked.

“Because| can't find Vae either.”

“I guesswhen you get rid of awardrobe, the mirror and trunk go with it,” Cassidy said, rubbing her
forehead with agrimy hand as she studied the latest combination of furniture. Why hadn’t she thought to
bring ajug of water? She was parched, and Vae was panting.

I’m certainly not going to tell anyone | didn’t bring any water. Lucivar can’t yell about what he
doesn’t know.

It was tempting to give up, since they had circled and wandered the damn attic long enough to have
crossed their own footprints afew times, but the answer was up here. Somewhere.

*Tired, Casse* Vaesad.

And there were times when sense should override afoolish need to do one thing right.

“Metoo. Last one. If we don't find anything thistime, we'll go downstairs and get some help looking.”
Maybe they could just pitch every mirror, trunk, and wardrobe onto the lawn until they found the right
one. And Theran could damn well help with the pitching and searching. After dl, thiswas hisinheritance,
not hers.

Taking adeep bresth—and coughing from the dusty air—Cassidy crouched in front of the trunk and
warily held out ahand. Some of thetrunks. . . Whatever they contained was s0 vile, she couldn’t get
near them without feding sck. Thisone. ..

Expectation. Anticipation. An odd feding of hope.

She dipped the key into the trunk’slock . . .

.. . and the wardrobe door opened.

“Wall, that’s clever.” She pulled the wardrobe door open alittle more, then pushed the nearest box of
whatevers againgt it to hold it open before she created abdl of witchlight.

“It'saroom,” Cassidy whispered. She stepped back and |ooked at the discarded furniture and boxes.
Part rea and part illuson? Had to be, but she wasn't sure her hands would be able to tell the difference,
even now when so many centuries had passed since that spell had been cast.

“Vae, you stay out here.”

*Why?*

“Becauseif that door closesand | get trapped in there, you' |l need to find Theran and rescue me.”

Vae sat down, wagged her tail in agreement—and sneezed.

“Let’ sseewhat Lialeft for her heirs”

Trunkslined two of thewalls. Sturdy shelves rose above them, filled with boxes and bags—and more
journals. Thethird side, to her |€eft, had racksfor storing paintings.

She pulled out the first painting, easing away the protecting cloth—and wondered how a portrait of
Theran had gotten up there. Then she uncovered the next painting and saw the same man, older. His
arms were around awoman who wasn't pretty, but had her own kind of beauty.

Jared and Lia.

She wanted to uncover the rest of the paintings, wanted to spend hours studying these people who were
dtill the heart of their land. But Theran and Gray should have the pleasure of that discovery, so she
replaced the cloths over the paintings and began to check the shelvesto get an idea of what wasthere
before she went downgtairsto tell the others what she’ d found.

Bags of gold and silver coins. Even afew gold bars. Loose gemstones. Enough, she judged, to repair the
estate and support a prudent Queen’s court for severa years so that the tithes could be put back into the
Provinces and villages, heping Blood and landens dike to rebuild DenaNehde.

And afew piecesof jewdry, carefully preserved in velvet-lined boxes and fit for a Queen.



Family heirlooms. Dishes and trinkets that were worth more for their history than for whatever price they
might fetch.

Then there was the box with the sealed message resting on top.

For the Queen.

You have found what we left behind to help when it will be needed most.

Give this box to the Grayhaven heir. Onceit is placed in the heir’ s hands, all the spells that have
kept these items safe will end, and this room can be found by any eye.

May the Darkness embrace you, Sster. You have given Dena Nehele, and my family, more than
you know.

Lia

“Wherein the name of Hell have you been?’ Theran said the moment Cassidy stepped out on the
terrace, looking happy and incredibly dirty. “Gray’ s been frantic, worrying about you.”

Hell' sfire, was herelieved to see her! At that moment, he wanted to strangle her for scaring them all so
much, but he was relieved to see her.

“Do you redizeit’ s midafternoon now and there’ s been no sign of you—nonel—since the maid found the
breakfast tray outside your door?’

“Solate?” Shelooked sartled. “I didn’t redlize”

“Where have you been?’ he shouted.

She shifted away from him. “I wasup in the atic.”

“What for? And why didn’t you tell someone? We were ready to tear gpart the town looking for you.”
Not to mention having to go to Sadi and tell him they had lost the Queen.

Vaejoined them, so filthy he imagined the housekeeper was having afit about the dog tramping through
the house, and since he knew who would end up washing the little bitch, he wasn't quite asrelieved to
seeher.

Especidly when shegrowled a him.

“And you,” he snapped, pointing at Vae. “Y ou couldn’t have told us where Cassidy had gone? Y ou're
aways yapping about everything dse”

*| do not yap.*

Theran snorted.

“Prince. ..,” Cassdy began.

“Cassd”

Hedidn't need to watch Gray running for the house. He watched Cassidy . . . and the way her eyeslit up
when she saw Gray.

At least that answered one question.

“Cassel” Gray stopped at the edge of theterrace. “ There's. . . there's something | want to show you.”
She amiled. “1 have some thingsto show you too.”

“Minefirg,” Gray sad.

Her smilewidened. “All right.” Then she looked at Theran and held out arectangular wooden box, its
top decorated with the Grayhaven sedl. “Thisisfor you.”

Ashetook the box, his eyes asked the question.

“I found the treasure,” Cassidy said, her face glowing with excitement under the grime. “1t’ sup there,
Theran, along with so much of your heritage.” Shetook astep toward Gray, then turned back. “Y ou
look like him, you know. Jared. Y ou look like him.”

Stunned, he watched as Gray clasped her hand and tugged her to the surprise in the garden. Talon had
told him that afew times, but how would Cassidy know?

“Gray, wait,” Cassdy said. Too many emotions pouring off him.

Shecouldn’t tell if he was happy or upset, angry or excited.

Maybe dl of them. Which meant her court would be equally upset by her unexpected absence.
Assuming any of them noticed or gave adamn.

You'retired, so you're bitchy, she scolded hersdf. “Gray, wait.”



He stopped, but he looked like he was about to receive a crippling blow.

“I’m parched. Can | have some water before | see the surprise?’

“How did you know it was asurprise?’

Hédl’ sfire. She wasn't supposed to know that. “Since | don’t know what you want to show me, it must
beasurprise”

As he rubbed athumb over her cheek, he made one of those lightning shifts from boy to man.
“You'renot hurt?’ he asked.

“No, Gray, I’'mnot hurt. | wasup in the attic and lost track of time. | didn’t mean to worry you.”
“Scared me, Cassie. That’salot more than worry.”

“Yes, itis andI’'m sorry.”

He shook his head. “ There were too many years when someone going missing meant they weren't
coming back. Captured or killed. Sometimes Ta on found what was |eft of them. Most timesnot.”

“Oh, Gray.”

He shook hishead again. “ DenaNeheeisn't asafe place yet. It will be, someday, but for now it’ s till
not safe to go off on your own and not leave adirection for someoneto follow.”

“I'll remember that.” I’ll missyou, Gray.

“Let’sget you somewater.”

Shedrank her fill. Then Gray worked the pump for her so she could wash some of the grime off her face
and hands.

Hecadled inasmdl towd and handed it to her, and there was a question in his eyes that she couldn’t
figure out.

“Closeyour eyes,” hesad.

When she obeyed, he put an arm around her shoulders and guided her around the garden.

“Open your eyes now.”

She looked at the flower bed and thought, Home. Then she looked more closdly.

“Common ground,” Gray said quietly. “Not quite the same, but smilar. Not quite home, but it could be
home—if you wanted to put down roots. And if you don't, if you can't, maybe| could put down rootsin
Dharo.”

It was her mother’ s garden, and yet it wasn't.

Thenwhat hesaid sank in dl theway.

“Dharo?’ she asked, findly looking awvay from the flowers. “Y ou want to live in Dharo?’

“I want to bewith you.” Hedrew her into hisarms.

“Theran needsyou,” Cassidy said.

“And | need you. | know it’' s not easy for you because your ways are so different from what we' ve
known here, but maybe we can find some common ground there too. Can’'t wetry, Cassie? Can't we at
least try?’

Hekissed her dowly, deeply, asif shetruly mattered.

Asif shewere the only thing that mattered.

“Casse?

She looked into his eyes. Not quite a man, but no longer aboy. She didn’t know if they had afuture
together, but she did love him—and wasn't love the most fertile ground of al?

“I"dliketotry, Gray,” shesad, her eyesfilling with tears. “| redly would liketo try.”

His adarmed expression changed to thoughtful. “ Are those happy tears?’

She hugged him hard. “ Y es, these are happy tears.” Then she stepped back, rubbed her face, and
gmiled. “ Show methe garden.”

Theran watched Gray kiss Cassidy, but that quickly felt intrusive, so he turned away and opened the box.
“To the Heir of Grayhaven.”

Under the wax-sedled paper was a Green Jewe that till held some of the psychic resonance of the
woman who had worn it.

And some of the power, Theran redlized as he felt that power fade, its last task completed.



The wax sed was s0 old, it crumbled when hetried to open it, but the words were clear enough.

To the Heir of Grayhaven,

If you are reading this, the treasure stands before you. Not the gold and jewels, although we hope
those will help you rebuild what was destroyed, but the Queen who has the strength and heart to
care for our land and our people. That is a treasure beyond price.

But you already know that. Something has happened that tested her commitment and her
courage—and you chose to stand with her. If you hadn’t, the last key would have never been
found, and Dena Nehele would fail within a decade, splintering until it was nothing more than a
memory.

Now you have a chance to remember who we were as a people. You have a chance to be a strong
land again.

The treasure stands before you. | hope you can cherish her as Jared cherished me.

May the Darkness embrace you.

Lia

“Theran?’

Taon stood ingde the open terrace doors, out of the afternoon sunlight.

Histhroat wastoo tight for words, so Theran handed the letter to Talon and focused on Gray and
Cassdy, who had their arms around each other’ swaists and were pointing at parts of the new flower
bed Gray had planted for her.

“Mother Night,” Tdon said as hefinished reading.

Theran opened the box.

“Lids” Tadon sad, sounding hoarse. “1 recognizeit. It was her Birthright Jewd.”

“I wish | could see her the way he does,” Theran said as he turned, again, to watch Gray and Cassidy.
“Not romanticaly. He loves her, and he deserves to be happy. But | wish | could see the Queen he sees
when helooks a her. The Queen you see when you look at her. | didn’t stand with her for her

sake Tdon. | didit for Gray. | did it because it would destroy him if something happened to her.”

“Y ou gtill made the choice to stand with her. Firgt timein along time the Grayhaven line has defended a
Queen. | guessthat was enough.” Taon folded the letter and gave it back. “What are you going to do?’
Theran vanished the box and letter. “I’ m going to learn how to be agood First Escort.”

“For Gray’s sake?’

“And for DenaNehde. And for my own sske.”

Ranon joined them, looked toward the garden, and grinned, hisrelief a seeing Cassdy evident on his
face. “Lookslike Gray found her. That'sgood.” Then the grin faded, and he looked wary. “Remember
the letter Cassidy wrote to the Shalador Queens?’

“I remember,” Theran said.

“Wdll, they’re here. And they would like to meet the Queen.”

Theran probably looked as startled as Talon did. No one had expected the Shalador Queensto come
out of hiding, much lessleave the reserves.

He hesitated, automaticaly stalling for time until he could think of areason why the other Queens couldn’t
meet with Cassdy.

Ashelooked at Taon and Ranon, he redized they expected him to make an excuse. Maybe it wastime
for him to stop fedling disappointed that he hadn’t gotten what he' d wanted from this bargain, because
Dena Nehde had gotten what it needed—a Queen who could help their land and al of its people.

It wastimeto be aFirst Escort.

“Wait here,” hetold Ranon.

Then hewaked over to the new part of the garden, where Gray and Cassidy were il talking about the
flowersthey could see and the ones that were till just seedsin thedirt.

“My apologiesfor theinterruption, Lady,” Theran said.

Cassdy turned to look at him, her surprise at hisformal address changing to wariness. “Is something
wrong, Prince?’



He shook his head. “ The Shalador Queens are here and have requested an audience.”

“They came?’

Her joy changed her plain face. It wasn’'t pretty, would never be pretty, but for amoment, he dmost
understood what men like Ranon and Talon saw when they looked at her.

“Yes” hesad, amiling. “They came.” He held out hisright hand, palm down.

She placed her left hand over his, an automatic response. Then she stopped, said, “Oh,” and looked at
Gray.

And Theran saw Gray take another step toward becoming the man he should have been.

“Goon,” Gray sad. “Right now, Dena Nehele needs the Queen. The garden and | will be here when
you' re done with the day’ s business.”

They hadn’t gone more than a couple of stepswhen Gray said, “ Cassie? Y ou might want to show them
thisflower bed. Some of the plants came from the reserves.”

Sheflashed asmile at Gray over her shoulder, then lengthened her stride until she and Theran were
amost running to the house. They bounded up the terrace steps.

“Mother Night!” Cassidy skidded to a stop, looked down at hersdlf, and gave him, Talon, and Ranon a
look of undiluted female panic. “I can’'t meet the Shalador Queenslooking likethis.”

A week ago he would have thought her taking so long to remember her appearance was asign that she
didn’t care how the people saw her. Now he understood it was a sign of how much the people mattered
to her.

“Ranon and | can entertain the Ladiesfor awhile and give you a chance to wash up,” Theran said.
Sheflashed him asmile dmost as brilliant as the one she' d given Gray, then dashed into the house.
“Well,” Theran said, “we shouldn’t keep the Ladieswaiting.”

But Ranon stepped outside, his expression alittle dazed as he stared at the pots lining the terrace.
“Look.”

Theran looked. Then he smiled.

The honey pears were starting to grow.
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