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Prologue











The fertile, prosperous lands of the kingdom of Nesht had been ripe for attack for many years. Despite the strength and variety of defenses provided by its king, it was often difficult to reach his guards. Even then, they moved slowly on horseback. As a result, Nesht's defenses, though skilled, were predictable and sporadic. The King of Nesht would soon realize how weak his protection truly was.

Far in the northern lands of Nesht, a silent, blue-skinned man sat atop a massive black dragon—Gaulte, Prime of the Ceshon Aerie. Together, they perched unnoticed on the north canyon rim, watching the grim, gray fortress below—as they had for the past two days—while the inhabitants went about their business.

Near the human, squatting on the dragon’s haunch, sat a foul-smelling, slavering beast with snarled black fur, sharp claws, and long, curved teeth. It also watched, but for different reasons. The dragon knew its kind: deep within its tiny brain, it thought only of the freshly slaughtered food it would soon have, and it was beginning to get excited.

Vivid eyes with slitted pupils traced the canyon’s borders. The fortress’s main outpost was located near the north rim. Though it once protected the canyon and the entrance to the fortress, its burned-out shell now held nothing but dead humans.

The black creature sheathed its claws between the scales near the dragon’s thigh, causing the dragon to stir and growl.

“Lie still,” the man snarled as he sawed savagely on the exquisitely tooled reins—enchanted reins—fastened to the enormous animal, holding it in bondage with magic and pain.

Intense scorching pain shot through the dragon's mouth. Breathtaking agony wracked his head and body, leaving him numb and almost immobile, unable to do more than grind his long fangs together.

I will not show weakness!

The massive black male struggled to calm himself, gradually turning his head to fix a cold, multi-hued starburst eye on his rider.

The blue-skinned human chuckled, and Gaulte knew this vile human couldn't not comprehend the depth of hatred the dragon held for him. To his kind, dragons were barely more than oversized lizards.

“Liberate yourself,” the human taunted, “and I will die by your bite. But now— You are mine.”

Gaulte froze. He did not want to feel that terrible, weakening pain again. As always, he returned to a stone façade, waiting for the enchanted reins to loosen. But that opportunity never arrived.

The blue humans, Phailites, were well-known to the dragons. They were as vicious and soulless as the demon-like creature digging its claws into Gaulte. Unfortunately, they were also intelligent and excellent warriors.

Gaulte’s rider was young and robust. The reins would not slacken today. All Gaulte could hope was that his appearance of complacency and the rider’s arrogance would work together to give the dragon an opportunity. He wished for nothing more than a small one. A chance to turn his head and bite.

Since their capture, Gaulte’s bond with the other dragons had sometimes allowed him to share their pain as the massive beasts tested their captors' resolve. They did not escape either.

Gaulte released a nearly imperceptible rumble that started deep in his chest, sending faint dragon-song across the canyon where he and the Phailite waited. More riders sat around the vast rim, seated on seven other similarly bound dragons. They were all the adult males of his Aerie, the extensive system of caves and rivers that comfortably housed his entire Clan.

Gault's uplifting song traveled to his kin, reassuring them and reminding them to stay vigilant.


I will find a way to freedom. He was the Prime. It was his duty.


Not today—but soon—Gaulte or one of his kin would feel those reins slacken. In that moment, they would turn on the rider and kill. The ensuing chaos would be all the dragons needed to launch a vengeful and bloody escape.

They would not know vengeance today, not while the Phailites readied the dragons to attack, carrying them to kill humans who had never harmed the Aerie. They forced the dragons to cooperate, knowing their captives were the key to the males’ cooperation.

The blue-skins had captured the Aerie females and nestlings, and were now holding them, drugged and facing death.

But no dragon had yet slain an innocent human. They had killed animals to take a mouthful of precious food away from the savage demons accompanying the Phailites, but dragons reserved their killing blows for those who truly deserved them.

Gaulte could have told the evil creature hunkered atop him that he was more fortunate than his master. While the demons would one day die at the claws of the dragons, it would be swift. The dragons did not blame the bushdogs for abiding by their nature.

But the Phailites? When that day arrived, Gaulte would wrap his long, sharp claws around the blue creature who rode him like a pack animal. He would catch the Phailite’s evil black eyes and find his Center, then his mind. The Prime would rip the human’s worthless thoughts from his brain, rending and draining as he forced the Phailite to reveal where his people had concealed what they had stolen from the dragons.

And then, Gaulte would start at the human’s lower limbs, slowly grinding the blue-skinned creature into the dirt.

Gaulte tamped down the savage fury racing through him. He sent his mind to the enormous caves of Ceshon Aerie, warm and sheltering, lined with sweet-smelling wood and rushes, its majesty ravaged by these brutes.

Once calm, he pushed his mind outward, seeking his mate, Hesta. He saw her in his mind’s eye— a beautiful, brilliant red dragon with golden eyes and a mischievous sense of humor. He sought her every day, trying to find any sense of her and their nestlings— two beautiful red females and his male heir, the eldest, the first to hatch, and already a formidable black clawful.


Gaulte closed his eyes, reliving the events from several days earlier, a series of actions and betrayals that had led him and seven other males to the edge of a precipice, waiting to unleash these abominations to kill again.


It was, as most successful plans were, simple and well thought-out.

An unknown enemy, knowing the Aerie males would be away hunting, had relayed that information to the Phailites. With this knowledge, the blue humans attacked swiftly and ruthlessly, demonstrating brutal precision Gaulte might have admired in a dragon. But not in a creature daring to attack his home and Clan.

When the hunting males returned to the Aerie, they found it empty except for an Elder and four frightened six-yearlings, mischief-makers who had skipped that day’s tutoring. The yearlings had stayed hidden and watched as the females and nestlings were captured by the blue humans. Nets and fire had injured some females and terrified the nestlings. The horrified young males hadn’t seen the attackers seriously hurt anyone, but they had seen their families shed blood.

There was scarcely enough time to hear the young ones’ reports and hide them away with the Elder before the blue humans boldly appeared before the devastated Aerie. Seeking the male dragons, swaggering and overconfident, the once-weak blue creatures laughed as they made their demands known.

They carried dragon scales with them. From the largest to the smallest, each told a tale. The invaders had brutally harmed the dragons to prove their claims, even the tiniest nestlings, whose scales showed traces of blood. Gaulte expected frenzied male dragons, but their cold demeanor made him proud. They understood the need for silence and planning, though ultimately, the coordinated attack against the Aerie’s familial groups was ruthless enough to meet the demands of the blue men—

Assurance of the males’ obedience.

Gaulte opened his eyes, pushing back the memory of those tiny, beautiful scales. From that moment, he hated in a way he never thought himself capable. But not because of their defeat. They were more than that. Humans had laid violent hands upon their mates— their young. To save their families, the male dragons had become enthralled chattel, forced to empower humans to kill and maim others of their kind for no reason Gaulte could discern.

Dragons did not slay other dragons—or humans—without cause. These victims weren’t blue, but they were still human.


As Gaulte bolstered his mind again, this time forcing back the pain of screaming humans, another sensation recurred. Something was touching him, not physically, like the vile touch of the blue human or the black demon bushdog, but within him.


What crept through him, cautious and seeking, was not another dragon. The new and unsettling presence started the day before, right after he neared the fortress. It was a fleeting, annoying impression he neither recognized nor understood. It confounded him. It worried him, but he was resolute.

He decided to ignore it. It was not significant.

He gazed down at the gray and black stone dwelling, the next target of the blue humans. Gaulte wondered if those puny humans below had gods.

Dispassionately, he lamented what was about to happen. Death would claim countless lives, souls worth nothing to these attackers, beings they considered insignificant. They would all be dead before they even realized what had occurred. Gaulte hoped they would at least have time to raise their piteous cries to their gods as the horror of dragons, demon-things, and fiery weapons rained down on them.

Now—


Chapter One










This child will align herself with creatures of ancient ethos. The child will rise to fight battles of a long-gone mythos. I warn you, warlord. Do not interfere.


A large bronze platter sailed across the room, uncomfortably close to the young woman and the timeworn man. It slammed against a sizable white stone column before disappearing into a small pool of blue water. The column was nicked and scratched, and not just in one place. King Forcial Triestyn, the hereditary king of Nesht, often targeted the column and pool for his bouts of displeasure.

Mayra ara’Ferren, High Ring-Witch of the Kioreu Clan of reevers, watched expressionlessly as her sovereign simmered in the throes of a temper fit, the worst she had seen from him in years.

She glanced at the man beside her—Leisher Bren, Warlord of the Kioreu Clan. He stood with his powerful arms crossed, gazing expressionlessly at nothing. She suspected he also remembered the last time a platter of food had soared across the room and into the pool at the center of this small chamber, the king’s favorite.

The incident that had caused that exhibition was insignificant. This one was not. There was a valid reason the king should be apprehensive this time. People were missing. A great many people.

Mayra held in a sigh. Regrettably, the king had once again picked a petulant and self-centered way to deal with the mystery. After the last display, she thought she had dissuaded him from losing control, at least in front of others.

Her large, silvery-gray eyes, deceptively guileless, barely masked her irritation. She had seen the king enraged, sick, dispirited, and in love over the years. Known to be an even-tempered monarch, his compassion and astute handling of his subjects made Nesht a comfortable and rewarding place to live. Now, something was disrupting both the populace and the annual collection of his levies, rampaging through villages and killing indiscriminately. Why was he acting this way when a wildly dangerous thing was still out there, unidentified and apparently unstoppable? His childishness exasperated her.

Their eyes met—a middle-aged man, already wrinkled and cantankerous, spoiled by a lifetime of indulgence, and a young, slender woman dressed in black and wielding magic he was too foolish to fear.

Mayra would have liked to know what he was thinking at that moment. Why couldn’t he sit on a traditional wooden and leather throne, like a sensible king, rather than one made of priceless oakenwood? Sometimes, she needed to sense what was wrong with the man. The damned wood prevented her from using her magic like nothing else could.

Fucking wood elves and their stupid homage.

After several minutes, during which the others in the room sat or stood silently, Forcial straightened himself and gestured toward the fountain.

“I was letting off some excess anger,” he said lightly, his grin charming, knowing she would forgive him. She had no idea why he needed her pardon, but he always seemed to. He was her king. What else was she supposed to do? “I do know better; thank you, Mayra.”


His bright eyes were now smiling. “You told me well enough several years ago… What did you say? Oh yes. It is not seemly for the ruler of the largest landmass in our world to display his displeasure for all to see and judge. I believe those were your exact words?”


Mayra felt herself slowly blush. Yes, a few years earlier, she had cautiously used her close bond with the king to remind him about appearances. Amazingly, instead of turning his rage on her, he considered her advice.

She and Leisher were now the only people in the room. Forcial had sent the four men—four guards and two retainers—assigned to the throne room out to the balcony, too far for conversation to reach. With the two reevers present, Forcial knew he didn’t need any other protection.

But,” Forcial continued, “I am beyond concerned now. Almost forty years ago, I became king. My first—very first—act was to establish the Law of Tributes. I decreed that young men and women of Nesht would be sought in towns and villages. With skills honed and improved from a young age, they would continue to receive special, unique training and then join our society as tax-paying citizens.

He paused and added, in praise of himself, “What an excellent concept, not to forsake exceptional young people by demoting them to tiresome lives as farmers and hunters, drab wives and shopkeeps.”


Mayra refrained from wincing. She didn’t want the people who made the lives of those in the palace comfortable to discover that their king found them tiresome. However, that king was still basking in the pleasure of his voice as he regaled them with his brilliance.


Mayra wondered where this lengthy and winding sermon was heading.

“Additionally,” Forcial continued, “I decided that the realm of Orrissa would gather, educate, and train the Tributes as a reward instead of paying annual levies. They have done very well so far. Yet, this year’s young people should have traveled south and arrived here in Sayron, my city, my palace, more than a fortnight ago. Where are they?”

Dread washed over Mayra as the king gentle query. She glanced at her warlord. His face was as stoic as a rock, but she noticed his small, almost hidden signs—his clenched jaw and tight lips. She also knew that the cause of the ridiculous tantrum was much more serious than the king had initially revealed.

She, like Warlord Leisher, remained silent, both knowing Forcial liked to draw out his pronouncements.

Those knowing King Forcial knew he did not condone deceit or lawbreakers and took a very dim view of anyone who took what was his. However, by now, she suspected that Forcial’s suspicion of being duped or made a fool of was the principal reason behind his explosive anger.

The king was staring into space in his “pondering” pose. When he abruptly turned his attention back to them, Mayra almost jumped.

“There could be but two reasons there were no Tributes,” he continued thoughtfully. “Either someone has stolen them, or they couldn’t be bothered to show up at Trandye Fortress, and thus rebelled against my law.”

He thought a bit longer. “But had they never arrived for training, the Fortress would have contacted us at once. Is someone at Trandye holding them for his purposes?”

His words startled Mayra. Apparently, Forcial had been thinking about the missing Tributes for quite a while. His well-considered possibilities impressed her. But then he assumed his thoughtful pose again, as though giving everyone a chance to ponder his insightful words, and she straightened her back against the hard chair, wondering how much longer she would have to be there.

She was tired and was sure she smelled like a horse.

As her mind wandered, her gaze went from the king to the warlord.


When do older men start looking so similar? she wondered idly.


An irreverent streak of mischief stirred within her. What if a thin, bewhiskered Forcial was muscular like Leisher? And huge, burly Leisher withered down to wiry Forcial?

She tried to picture what the king and the warlord had looked like as young men. Weren’t they the same age?

Neither was handsome, but both were still very attractive, and not just because of the power each wielded. She envisioned the two men as younger, and her eyebrows drew together as her gaze went back and forth between them. Could Leisher and Forcial have resembled those many years ago?

She almost smiled. Imagination was pointless, wasn’t it? The only men she knew were reevers and the king. They all looked the same after a while.

She was so damnably bored lately; she was ready to request a tutoring post at the Sorcery Guild just to have something different to do.

The young High Ring-Witch surreptitiously moved about in her travel-stained clothing. She was itchy and wanted to bathe.

She suddenly felt hot, as though she’d been in the sun too long. Her eyes flew down to peer at the bare skin on her forearms. Nothing. She faithfully used the herbal creams she made to ensure the sun never kissed her skin. The hotness passed, leaving her confused, and she stirred again.

Really, this was ridiculous. A mental groan, then Mayra stifled a yawn. How much longer would these two men sit and stare into space while she—


“Ahem. Mayra?”


The king’s quiet voice made her start, and she felt her cheeks redden. He hadn’t asked her a question, had he? Her attention snapped back to the room. Leisher was watching her oddly. As she turned a questioning glance on him, she saw he wore the same quizzical expression as Forcial.

“Yes, Majesty?” she asked cautiously.

Her jumpiness was further proof of how exhausted she was. She needed to pay closer attention to what was happening around her.

Having seen this ruler at his best and his worst, she wasn’t afraid of him. He treated her with respect and affection, and she returned the sentiment. But she did not need to poke this direwolf.


She hid a quick smile, picturing the king as the bad-tempered, oversized beast. That description fits Leisher far better. Forcial is more like a sinewy and cunning weasel.


“Indulge me,” the king said lightly. “Pretend I’m an outsider. Tell me, what is a reever?”

“A reever is a warrior,” she replied promptly, “joined to a Clan and trained to ride for the king. Reevers serve as the king’s voice, his royal command, and impose his rule as he bids. Each Clan is tasked with maintaining order, collecting taxes, ensuring proper levels of discipline, and meting out suitable punishment, as the king or the warlord deems appropriate.” She ended the rote reply and gave the king a questioning look.

“Yes, exactly. Reevers ride at the king’s pleasure. And how long have you been riding with Leisher?”

“Since I was five and ten, Majesty. I apprenticed with my uncle until I became the Kioreu Clan’s High Ring-Witch.”

“And now you are… six and twenty? Yes, my youngest Ring-Witch ever,” Forcial murmured.

He gave her an indefinable look, and his bushy white eyebrows drew together. Suddenly, as was his wont, they might have been alone in the room.

“Your Rings—did you know what they really were when they were placed on you?”

The question bewildered her, but she only wondered why he was asking her these strange, uncomfortable questions. He knew she’d never forget the day of the deed, and that she’d not speak of it.

Such strength didn’t prevent memories, though.

In the inner chambers of the Sorcery Guild, a girl of eight years holds the Rings in her small hands. Gazing at the Guildmaster in wonder, she runs gentle fingers over myriad filaments lining the inside of each Ring. Each is like a human hair; some are so fine they are barely visible.


Though she had wondered about the many strange aspects of her Rings—how can there be magic in metal—she was too young to question anything so profound. She had slept one morning and awakened the next day with them upon—and in—her wrists.


From that day on, she had one purpose—to control the Rings, so the magic flowing within her, and now aligned with them, didn’t kill her and everything around her.


Forcial was gazing at her, a small smile upon his lips, awaiting her reply. Did you know what they really were?


As if she’d answer such a question.

“Not really, Majesty,” she replied, shaking her head and giving him back his own feigned smile. “I still comprehend only their basic mechanics, but I no longer think about them as something separate from me.”

Mayra might well wonder why he was asking such peculiar questions. She thought about him as kindly, but hadn’t ever trusted the man, and she didn’t give any sign she even cared why he was asking. She simply listened and replied in a manner that satisfied him and revealed nothing about her personally. It was so much safer that way.

Her fingers unconsciously traced over the wide black Rings encircling her wrists. As her fingers touched the deep engravings, gentle vibrations traveled through the metal, and comforting calm spread within her.

King Forcial was obviously waiting for her to say more. When it was clear she was done, he frowned, then said, “The Guildmaster showed me a Ring, and I wondered about those hair-like wires. He told me they would become so much a part of you they couldn’t be removed without killing you. I thought that was a difficult concept for a child to grasp, and a child might balk. He assured me you respected obligation more than children older than you and even some adults.”

Damn Marris au’Pernyn. The Magic Guildmaster had no right to reveal such personal information about me to anyone, least of all the king.

Mayra looked away from Forcial. She would never forget earning her Rings, awakening with arms, hands, and fingers in such pain she could scarcely move them. She now wore metal-like Rings, forever a part of her and the final, glorious achievement afforded to witches—becoming a High Ring-Witch.


She would never share such knowledge with someone who could not begin to understand. And she didn’t like the king, or Marris au’Pernyn, discussing her Rings so carelessly.


Forcial was still gazing at her. His smile was both charming and terrifying. Another chill crawled up her spine.

She sincerely hoped his strange questions weren’t an attempt to disarm her, that he didn’t mean to attempt to blame the Kioreu Clan for the missing Tributes. Reevers rarely guarded the Tributes on their journey to the king. Safeguarding was the duty of the Fortress guards. Reevers were far too valuable to use as guardians for excitable children.

Though she had done nothing wrong and knew he wasn’t directing his anger at her or Leisher, she began to worry.

◆◆◆

Leisher Bren wished he had the outward calm of his High Ring-Witch. He couldn’t decide where Forcial was going with his strange rambling questions about reevers and Tributes. The warlord didn’t like it when he couldn’t get ahead of the king’s actions or thoughts.

His blue eyes rested on Forcial for a moment. Leisher realized the king was enjoying his command of his reevers. Couldn’t he play the all-mighty monarch later? Leisher was tired and hungry.

“It is nigh on winter,” the king continued. “We have collected the taxes from across the land. Trandye Fortress’s liege, Lord Duncan, has never before neglected to send Tributes.”

He paused a moment in case anyone had a comment or question. No one did.

“I was concerned someone had attacked the Tributes,” Forcial continued, “so I sent runners to follow the roads they took, and they did not return, either. Fearing some dire difficulty, I then sent a small contingency of my personal guards to bring back a report, and they are now missing, as well.”

Leisher’s massive hands gripped the arms of his chair, and his sharp eyes narrowed on the king’s face. Why hadn’t Forcial contacted Leisher as soon as the second group had failed to report?

One thing was certain, Forcial wouldn’t ever accept responsibility for such an oversight.

King Forcial sat back, rubbing one hand down the burnished oakenwood arm of his throne. He fixed his eyes on Mayra again. “Am I seeing the beginnings of a rebellion? Perhaps one involving highborn who have gotten too powerful through the years?”

Mayra’s eyes widened. “Majesty, no! Surely, you’ve not seen any sign of such a thing. There must be another reason.”

A sudden thought occurred to Leisher. Could the crux of Forcial’s fury be that he, the king, had misplaced the Kioreu Clan? Leisher almost chuckled. Forcial had sent the Clan south the previous month for something far too insignificant for their capabilities—local thieves. Because of his thoughtless action, they weren’t immediately available when the king needed them.


Still—highborn who have gotten too powerful through the years? If that thought was in Forcial’s head, it was worrisome to Leisher.


Sudden laughter rumbled up from Forcial. Leisher’s attention snapped back to the king.

“Your lovely face is both outraged and terrified, my dear Mayra.” The king’s customarily untroubled behavior around these two particular reevers had returned, the crisis averted, for now.


Leisher moved uncomfortably. His eyes scraped over the two guards at the door. Something as innocuous as the king addressing Mayra as my dear or his remarking her face was lovely would undoubtedly find its way to the queen. Some people at court thought Mayra ara’Ferren wielded too much influence over King Forcial. The queen, among others, watched the young Ring-Witch with suspicion and jealousy.


Leisher spoke up, his rough voice carrying across the small room. “Majesty, we have just returned this day to your court, but we can leave at once to ride north if you wish.”

◆◆◆

Mayra’s heart sank, but her face did not change. She was tired of a horse between her legs, her bottom hurt, and she no longer doubted she smelled unpleasant. She wasn’t ready to ride yet.

The king strummed his fingers on his armrest, gazing thoughtfully at the reever warlord.

Mayra really wondered now—what was going on in Forcial’s head? Might she dare suggest a smaller group, one not necessarily including her, could make a much swifter trip to the north?

She almost smiled. A High Ring-Witch, making such a suggestion to the king, no matter how genial or fond of her he was, was nothing more than a moment’s hopeful dream. Proof, she was too tired to think straight. Reevers never traveled without their Ring-Witch. And a Ring-Witch did not make such harebrained suggestions to her king.

She straightened abruptly. A towering figure—no, a horse and its rider staggered into sight. Beyond the throne, the two thrashed about between two bushes in the late afternoon light. The small horse stumbled onto the cobbled walkway, balked, and shook itself, sending the rider flopping into the grass.

“Leisher,” she said tersely, swiftly rising to her feet. With one hand, she drew her slender black sword. With the other, she pulled a wicked dagger from her boot.

Her function—guard the king. Leisher’s—eliminate the danger. The two personal guards—whatever the king wanted them to do. She didn’t care; they were useless.

The guards moved closer to the king as the retainer scurried out of the way. She would lead Forcial out opposite the garden entry and deeper into the palace, should this threat include multiple—

Mayra’s methodical thought process came to an abrupt stop. The fallen rider’s condition had finally registered in her head. Even at a distance, she saw the man was bloody and burned.

As she moved around Forcial, she watched the man in the garden rise from a crouch and lurch forward, then start up the path toward the room’s open doors.

The king, seeing her alarm, had already turned and followed her gaze. Now he started to rise. Mayra raised a quelling hand, still not satisfied the situation was safe for the king.

Forcial had other ideas. His mouth had fallen open, and he sputtered something she didn’t catch. For a long moment, she thought the king would explode yet again. A man had ridden a horse through the king’s gardens and into the small yard serving as his private sanctuary.

But then Forcial hesitated, and Mayra knew he had noticed the rider’s condition. The king gestured toward one of the hovering guards, sending him out to the unknown man. As the man hurried out to assist the injured rider, Mayra sent the other to find a Healer.

As she waited nearby, within her sword’s reach of the king, she glanced at Leisher, who gave a slight shrug of his broad, scarred shoulders.

Mayra hated to think selfish thoughts, and she was concerned for the injured man, but perhaps the king would forget the matter of the missing Tributes, runners, and guards long enough for her to rest in her rooms and bathe in her bathtub.

The Healer had brought along a soft rug. He threw it across a large table, and the retainers laid the wounded man upon it. A quick inspection of his clothing did not find any identifying badge. His appearance and garb suggested he was a village runner rather than one of the palace messengers the king had previously dispatched.

As the Healer washed away the blood, the man murmured incoherently. The Healer lifted the man’s head so he could take a sip of wine, dosed with several drops of pera blossom. He licked his swollen lips as his eyes wandered over the faces staring down at him. Finally, they settled on the king.

“Maj… Majesty,” he mumbled. “They came—”

King Forcial laid a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Be calm, my good man. Something has direly harmed you. Let the Healer help you before you speak any further.”

“Please, Majesty.” The man strengthened as he calmed, and the pera blossom worked its magic, easing his pain. “I must tell you.”

His words were ragged with pain. “I was hurt.” He made a vague gesture toward his torso. His rasping voice told them it hurt even to speak. “I rode through Trandye…the village. It is gone… Burned away. No people. Everyone is dead. I try to find anyone… It is near night. I hear sounds…they attacked me.” He struggled to continue as he slowly fell under the influence of the pera blossom. Finally, he gasped, “The sounds… gods, so scared. Must warn His Majesty…”

His voice trailed off as the drug finally took effect.

The king straightened. Wild anger flared in his eyes as they came to rest on Leisher. A lump of dismay settled in Mayra’s stomach.


“The missing Tributes.” Forcial’s hands curled into fists. “By the gods, I will know what happened.”


Mayra released a soft sigh. There would be no bath or familiar bed tonight. She did not follow Leisher to speak with the king but sank back into her seat, her eyes on the silver-haired man who was king long before she was born.

His compassion and wisdom never failed to move her, whether managing a crisis or an injured subject. Perhaps, at times, he was entitled to express himself childishly. And send his exhausted reevers to seek missing children.

◆◆◆

King Forcial aurl’Triestyn let himself into his private library. He went to the thickly cushioned seat near the fireplace and sat down. Retainers had left wine and fruit within his reach.

He knew he was not alone. His expected guest was standing near the window, a man dressed in black, accustomed to hiding in shadows, where he was evidently more comfortable.

“May I offer you some wine?” the king asked abruptly.

The tall, muscular man left the dark window and sat down across from the king. The stranger politely refused the drink, took a piece of fruit, and polished it on his tunic sleeve—the bottom, near his wrist, rather than the top. The snapping fire lit his unusual eyes, mirroring flames that cast shadows across a dark, striking face.

Forcial’s chuckle drew those strange eyes to him. Finally, the younger man took a bite of the juicy apple.

“Is your tunic sleeve still set with a strip of that extraordinary fabric that changes color when it comes in contact with poison?” asked the king lightly.

“Majesty, I would never be concerned about your poisoning me.” The stranger’s voice was low and vibrant. “I am much too valuable to you, and I’ve done nothing to displease you.”

“Indeed. And have you been informed of what happened earlier in my garden chamber?” asked the king.

“Yes, I received an accounting from the guard you sent to find me. What do you gather from the incident?”

Forcial shook his head. “Nothing, as yet. Or perhaps too much.” A slight grin passed over the king’s lined face. He had learned the Kioreu Clan had a High Ring-Witch who had, through the years, learned to keep her face expressionless and her tongue guarded. Taught no doubt by a warlord who had become no less dangerous with age.

But Wolfe Sieryd wasn’t interested in that.

“They will set out tomorrow morning for Trandye Fortress to find out what happened. If you set out immediately and ride hard, you should reach the Fortress well before they do.”

Wolfe nodded. “I expect they will stop along the way to investigate. Is that all, Majesty?” He rose.

Forcial considered the younger man for a long moment. “Where is your brother?” he asked abruptly.

“As fate would have it, he is among the Tributes who vanished,” the other replied in an emotionless voice.

The king looked surprised. “I am sorry to hear that.”

A faint smile touched the lips of the handsome, elven-blood man who now stood opposite the king.

“I am not, Majesty. It is the one thing that makes me believe they are still alive somewhere.”


Chapter Two











Having wrangled permission to leave the next dawn—versus as soon as the Clan could saddle fresh horses the same evening—Warlord Leisher Bren let Mayra sleep as long as was possible the following morning.

He knocked lightly at her door and waited. When there was no answer, he opened it wide enough to step in. Across the chamber and through her open bedroom door, Mayra was visible in the dim light of dawn, sound asleep in her enormous bed.

He closed the door behind him. The room was silent but for the gentle, ubiquitous sound of the running water that operated most of the mechanics of the palace.

Leisher paused as his eyes took in the two chambers, living and bed, visible from the door. Mayra had redecorated again, adding rich nuances taken from the strange, colorful furnishings and adornments she had encountered in Nesht’s exotic and newest realm, Faras Hiete. The Clan had spent several days there the previous year, helping Forcial’s warriors put a stop to meaningless border skirmishes.

He shook his head. It was her money, but she tended to be rather extreme when she wanted a change.

He walked to the side of the bed and gazed down at Mayra’s small face. He wondered if she dreamed of pleasant things. She had seen more death and destruction riding with his reevers than many men ever would. Only when she slept did her face soften and relax enough for her to look her young and vulnerable age.

Leisher waved his hand over the light at Mayra’s bedside, and the hidden lamps in the room gradually brightened.

Her eyes opened. If finding Leisher next to her bed surprised her, her face didn’t show it. He stepped back as she sat up.

“Good morning,” he said. “The king has tasked us to conduct an official investigation, find out what happened northward and return news as swiftly as possible.” He glanced at the time device on her far wall. “We need to leave in two hours.”

Mayra pushed back her quilts. She was shivering in the chilly morning air, and he turned to leave so she could dress.

She called his name. When he turned, he smiled. She had climbed down from the bed. Her soft gown, covering her neck to toes, made her look even younger.

“What are our directions?” she asked.

“I’ll await you in your living area.” He left the bedroom for her outer chamber, where he would talk to her without her being distracted.

Leisher chuckled as he closed the door separating the two rooms. Was Mayra concerned her overnight visitor, probably banished to the wardrobe as soon as the warlord had opened her door, might tumble out at any moment?

◆◆◆

Mayra did not find Leisher’s invasion of her bedchamber at all unusual. She hated the morning bells that usually awakened the palace inhabitants. Hence, a retainer who worked in her corridor always roused her ahead of the irritating chimes. When they were traveling, if she did not awaken herself, Leisher usually did.

She waited until the warlord closed the door to glance around the darkened corners of her room.

Where the hell had Richart disappeared to?

She had heard the faint chime near her headboard, signaling someone had touched her door handle. Richart must have heard it too. She’d barely had time to slip into her gown. But where had he gone?

She shook her head as she pulled on her robe, opened the door, and padded into the other room. She paused in the doorway, watching Leisher in the early morning light. Did he suspect she had a lover? If so, he clearly did not know it was his youngest son.

Mayra abruptly wondered how many hidden mistresses Leisher still had. She marveled that one who had been a reever for so many years should still be so robust and vibrant. His thick, silver hair brushed his shoulders, and beautiful blue eyes, deeply wrinkled at the outer corners, twinkled at her. While not a handsome man, he was brawny and honorable and still charismatic to women of all ages.

She asked again about the king’s orders regarding their destination.

“What else would they be, dear one? Directives are always the same. If, through some terrible oversight, the Tributes are still in their homes…” He trailed off and shrugged. “We know how to ensure it doesn’t happen again. If they are rebelling, quell it. If they have fallen victim to one of the lesser, wild regions beyond the borders of Nesht, avenge them and annex those who dared cross the line, likely by force.”

He walked over to her breakfast table, already set with fresh and fruit water, fruits and bread. Mayra did not eat meat. She followed him, and they sat.

“I spoke alone with the injured runner while he was in the clutches of the pera blossom,” he said quietly, pouring two goblets of fruit water.

Mayra nodded. The drug often helped bring out hidden memories and seemed to work best if the subject was nearly asleep or newly awakened.

“I asked him about the sounds he heard. He saw something too, so terribly frightening he pushed it completely from his waking mind. But deep within, the memory was there.”

“What did he see?” she whispered, her expression rapt.


“He saw something that flew, Mayra. The sun was rising, so at first, he couldn’t fully see.” He glanced into her eyes. “He heard the sounds of something large and heavy flying above the trees. He heard human-like voices speaking in an unfamiliar tongue. The man told me his impression was that men, riding whatever was flying, had decimated the village, but he did not know how the fires started.”


“Did you tell the king?”

“No, not yet. By some miracle, the tale might be untrue. There’s more… and I recognize something the village runner described.”

Leisher paused and took a drink. Mayra’s gaze sharpened on his trembling hand. Realizing the injured man’s words must have shaken the warlord disturbed her.

“He says there was another beast on the ground, perhaps the size of a small direwolf” —he held up a quelling hand and shook his head— “the creature was not a wolf. It had longer, thinner limbs and a small, misshapen head. He thinks he saw two; they were black and wore collars. He believes the rider was controlling them.”

Leisher reached out, caught her hand, and gently squeezed it. “Once, long ago, I saw such a creature, high in the far north hinterlands. It had come out of a cave, and it terrified the locals. Fearing other creatures would show themselves, the men chased it back. It took nearly ten men with fire and blades to chase the thing back into its cave. They used Corician black powder to explode rocks to trap it there.”

Mayra’s face reflected her surprise. The black powder mined and refined by the small, lone realm of Corica, to the south of Nesht, was so expensive few could afford to purchase the dangerous mix. The creature must have been terrible for those people to use enough of the volatile powder to destroy its den.

“What was the creature?” she asked. “Did they know it?”

“They had seen one once before. An Elder told me it was magical, but the thing was corporeal. I saw it bleed. The villagers called it a bushdog. It was wild and vicious, unlike any animal I’ve ever seen.”

Mayra rose to her feet. “So, we are to investigate a razed and abandoned village that something flying may have destroyed. A thing at least big enough for a man to ride. And there are demons. No, bushdogs?” The faint smile crossing her lips belied the lively excitement in her eyes. “I will get ready and meet you in the stableyard.”

Leisher also stood up, gazing steadily at Mayra. Sometimes, he just didn’t understand his High Ring-Witch. While he was concerned about something as extraordinary as flying men and bushdogs, she was animated.

◆◆◆

Mayra watched Leisher leave her room, but her thoughts were already analyzing what he’d told her. Her mind kept returning to the fact that something substantial had somehow flown over the trees.

Some years earlier, she and the Sorcery Guildmaster had enjoyed a meal in the privacy of his chambers. There he’d told her many tales of Nesht’s past. And one of those tales had come to mind as the warlord relayed his conversation with the injured man.

An ancient tale of massive creatures that once flew over the lands of Nesht. It hunted by skimming the treetops to scare out its food.

Dragons.

She shook her head. According to the Guildmaster, dragons were long gone from Nesht. He’d also enthralled her with tales of massive birds that had flown from the western lands to hunt the many land animals of old Nesht. The tales of those beasts said one creature could carry off two massive elk on its own.

Mayra pushed that aside for now as she returned to her bedroom, her eyes searching. She was nearly ready to drop to her knees and look under the bed when the wardrobe door slowly opened.

Mayra smothered a laugh as a disheveled Richart Bren peered out and carefully looked around, an absurd action from a man as large and muscular as he. She shook her head. What did she see in this man? She’d grown up with him; he should still be more a brother to her—

He stepped out. She caught sight of his nude body, and she smiled. He was a pleasing lover with a beautiful body, wasn’t he?

Still, he—one of the bravest men she knew—had apparently been so worried that he’d remained in the wardrobe the entire time she and Leisher had talked. Richart’s issues with his father were becoming ludicrous and harder to deal with.

“He’s gone, Richart,” she said lightly.

“Do you think he suspected I was here?”

“Richart, if your father knew you were in here—well, never mind. He doesn’t know. Gather your clothes and get back to the barracks before he starts looking for you.”

“Why should he look for me?” he asked bitterly as he bent and pulled his tunic from beneath the bed. “Who needs the youngest son when you have two others?”

Mayra didn’t reply. It was a childish observation, and as she watched Richart dress, his flushed face told her he realized it. She turned abruptly and headed for her bathroom when he started toward her.

Rather than wait for the water in her room to heat, Mayra chose a quick bath in chilly water, after which she was shivering but fully awake. When she returned to her room, it was empty.

Except— A small, black rose lay on her pillow. She smiled as she picked it up. Richart Bren fussed and worried far beyond his years, but he was a caring lover and had agreeable personal habits. She couldn’t abide a man who did not bathe and frequently.

But this flower spoke of raw magical talent, enabling him to produce such a blossom when the last frost had rendered the gardens bare. As Mayra watched, the black flower disappeared in a tiny sprinkle.

The man was absorbing magic nearly as rapidly as she could teach him. It wasn’t a simple task, forced to work in secrecy as they were.

It was unfortunate Leisher was so intolerant of magic. He saw it as a necessary evil to maintain the peace in Nesht. But he was apparently content to imagine his High Ring-Witch could adequately defend herself and battle others with her light, black sword and boot daggers.

A long sigh escaped Mayra. Dress and pack. There hadn’t even been time to unpack from the last ride.

She laid out two magic-infused suits of armor, one a light ensemble to wear while she rode. She bundled the heavier one away, suspecting the weather would turn. She hummed softly as she added her soft tunics and leggings, underclothing, nightwear and shoes, and personal trappings to the stack. At last, she waved her hands over the lot.

A soft, blue glimmer settled over the pile, and a large stack of clothing vanished into the saddlebag she’d set on the bed.

She smiled. Blue was the color of her magic. It represented the elements of air and water, her prime foundations. It could become so dark in times of rage or great fear that it looked black. But this pale, glittery blue meant she was tranquil, despite being irritated by the morning's events.

Hiding in the wardrobe. Mayra shook her head.

A smile touched her lips. Why couldn’t she have a man who would lay there, still asleep, not caring who found him in Mayra’s bed?

She went to sweep aside the saddlebag and jammed her thumb into a corner.

“Damn, stupid—” She wriggled her fingers, feeling like an idiot.

The slip was more proof she was both tired and distracted. Though the saddlebags were standard-sized, they held the considerable weight of their actual contents. Her extra armor and winter clothing made the awkward thing still heavier.

She left her headdress and riding armor on the bed with the saddlebags. Let a retainer take the lot to the stableyard. She would enjoy their ministrations for as long as she was still in the palace.

She sat down on the bed, running her fingers over the silky quilt. For the first time in many months, she thought about the advantages of being the sole, reever clan living in the palace.

She and Leisher maintained private chambers within the palace home of King Forcial, while the rest of the Clan lived in barracks at the back, connected to the palace. They ate with the palace guards.

While having a standing invitation to dine in the Great Hall with the king and queen, Mayra typically ate alone. She thought Leisher probably did as well, at least when he wasn’t absent from the palace and at the home of his mistress.

Anyone who found the arrangements odd probably assumed that King Forcial wanted the reevers close to him, as Mayra did. No one questioned Forcial about such things. Or anything, for that matter.

But now, when she was tired and gloomy, she wanted to hide away in her beautiful rooms. She was expecting the worst of this quest, which was unlike her.

As Forcial had so adeptly pointed out earlier, she had ridden at the side of the Kioreu warlord for ten years. She’d been but ten and five when, thanks to her maneuverings, her High Ring-Witch uncle was moved into the service of the Sorcery Guild. Mayra climbed over older, more experienced witches who tried to take his place until she finally arrived where she wanted to be.

It took powerful magic, total resolve, and more than an occasional slice of trickery, but Mayra was now the High Ring-Witch of the Kioreu Clan, the largest and most savage assemblage of reevers riding for the king.

And now, she felt drained. Sometimes wanting was far more appealing than having.


Chapter Three











The first king of Nesht had selected Sayron as his seat of government. He built his palace on the hills atop a six-river convergence, guaranteed to provide enough power to a palace of any size.

Leisher Bren made his way toward the stables behind the stronghold. A river branch provided fresh water and carried waste out while creating the power necessary to ensure exceptional care for the costly, majestic animals.

As Leisher crossed the bridge into the stableyard, he was surprised to see his youngest son, Richart, talking to a man who sat on a bench near the watering trough rather than packing his mount.

As the warlord drew closer, he recognized the injured runner, looking better thanks to the ministrations of the Healer. But surely the man wasn’t fit to be out of bed yet. He stopped to ask after the runner.

The young man, whose name escaped Leisher, nodded wearily to thank the warlord for his concern and said, “My lord, I must travel with you. I must know—” He broke off and swallowed. “My family is safe.”

“You are far too unwell to travel,” Leisher said as gently as he could. He held up a hand against the man’s protest. “Your injured state would only slow us down. I will have your information taken, and we will attempt to find your family or someone who might have seen them. And I will send word back to you.”

The runner nodded and slumped. Leisher motioned a hovering retainer to his side. “Return this man to the Healer’s rooms,” he muttered. “Take care. And hurry along the two Healers who are accompanying me north.”

He returned to his inspection of the horses and supplies. When he came to Mayra’s black mare, he watched as a retainer prepared to load her saddle. As the man went to lift the saddlebags, he grunted in surprise, and Leisher chuckled.

Her travel provisions always caught an inexperienced retainer off guard. They never expected the thing to be so damned heavy. What did the woman pack in there—a full-sized cauldron? At least the saddle was also magicked to spare her horse the weight of Mayra’s trappings.

When noise and motion around him abruptly stopped, he suspected the king had crept up behind him. He turned and was surprised to see Forcial’s queen, Miia, walking alongside the king.

Leisher was instantly suspicious. Why had she accompanied the king to the stableyard?

Miia did not acknowledge the warlord. Instead, her eyes wandered past him to Richart.

“Majesties.” Leisher gave them a slight bow.

The warlord started to ask after the queen when he caught sight of Mayra. His Ring-Witch stopped abruptly and now wavered, plainly on the verge of fleeing, thinking no one had seen her. Leisher chuckled quietly. Obviously, Mayra had seen the queen. They were not fond of each other.

He gestured to Mayra. Resignation played briefly across her face before she quickly exchanged the dark look for a smile that was more like a grimace. She drew her black cloak closer to her and started toward him.

The warlord covered a smile. He knew two things. The hidden antagonism between the queen and the Kioreu Clan High Ring-Witch wasn’t hidden at all, and Miia had recently learned that some eight years ago, the king had conferred with his advisors and Leisher on the soundness of wedding young Mayra ara’Ferren.

Once Mayra had heard of the proposition, she had gone directly to the king. According to the tale, told to Leisher by a guard brave enough to eavesdrop, Mayra and the king had settled the matter with a brief conversation. The retainer hadn’t been able to hear what they said, but Forcial and Mayra had emerged and calmly parted ways as natural as ever—not an enraged king or banished Ring-Witch.

No further mention of a joining was ever made.

Leisher didn’t know what Mayra had said to King Forcial. However, the insecure young woman who eventually became Forcial’s queen was convinced the king still wanted Mayra. The idea was absurd, and it made the warlord nauseous. It also made him wonder who had put the idea into Miia’s empty head.

Leisher heard a soft murmur as someone stopped next to him. He recognized the voice of Analise Andora, the liaison between the Kioreu Clan and the palace. She was a shrewd businesswoman and a prominent official in the Reever Guild. Leisher trusted her with the Clan’s money and business affairs.

She was also his mistress and mother of two of his sons. He’d left Analise’s house only a few hours earlier. Why was she here now?

“Are you here to see us off?” he asked with one of his rare smiles.


“I brought our younger son his favorite dagger. He left it stuck in a block of cheese.” Her eyes slid to that son, Richart, and they narrowed. “Perhaps we should give it to him now?”


Leisher followed her gaze.

The queen smiled at Richart, and although the young man returned her smile, he was clearly embarrassed. In fact, he looked to be heading full charge toward panic.

Short of draping herself over Richart, Miia had already passed beyond what propriety and her extended abdomen permitted.

And now, the queen was moving still closer. It was time for rescue and perhaps a father-son discussion about boundaries, to include some parental guidance on the best way to maintain them with certain people. Or suggestions on how to courteously escape those same people.

The king appeared distracted, talking with Leisher’s eldest son, Tolle Bren, about fishing, of all things. While Forcial didn’t seem to notice his pregnant wife in an intimate discussion with a reever, Leisher knew otherwise.

“He might need some assistance,” Analise said faintly. “Why that bitch insists on pursuing your sons—”

She bit off the rest of her comment as Leisher chuckled. “I suspect Queen Miia became pregnant as rapidly as humanly possible to ensure the king’s affections,” he said quietly. “Now, she rewards herself with younger men.”


Analise’s lip curled; her face spoke clearly—Not our son. “And the baby is due soon,” she growled. “She should prepare herself to become a mother, not run through the stables making young men—prickly.”


Leisher grinned. “Indeed, he is that.”

“Mayra has predicted a girl,” Analise said. “She has never been wrong.”

“And, of course, the king indicated a preference for another son.” Leisher shook his head. “I don’t think he prefers one or the other. He just wants to worry Miia.”

Analise nodded as Leisher slanted another glance at the king. Forcial already had three sons, and the favorite sport of the elder two was trying to kill each other for the throne. Why would he want another?

“He seems to have enough trouble with the sons he already has,” she said, echoing Leisher’s thoughts.

The warlord shook his head. “I wonder when making trouble became the primary means of amusement in the palace.”

Analise sighed long. She touched Leisher’s arm. “I have to go. Be careful, Leisher. I’ll look for you upon your return.”

The smile she gave him sent a fleeting memory of the previous night through him. His own mouth twitched, and he winked at her.

“Soon,” he said softly.

Leisher watched her go, then made his way to his son, who glanced up at him, then snapped to attention, his smile disappearing.

“Yes, Father?” he asked, his voice wavering.


Leisher shook his head. Why, why is this boy, at twenty-three, already a huge, handsome, fierce warrior and his father’s favorite, so terrified of that father?


He gentled his voice. “Make sure the wagoner has checked the food wagon’s wheels. One looked wobbly.”

Richart gave the queen a quick bow and left them. He was too unskilled in court life to keep the relief off his face.


“Good morning, Madam Queen,” Leisher said civilly. She did not deign to give him an irate glance as she once would have. Miia did not care for the outmoded title, preferring to be addressed as Majesty, an equal to her husband, the king. “Most considerate of you to see us off this early.”


A slight sneer curled Miia’s well-shaped lips. “I was told to see you off. I assure you, the gesture was not my choice.”

He slanted a glance at the golden-haired beauty. The queen’s eyes followed Richart as he left, then moved to handsome, laughing Tolle. Leisher cleared his throat. Perhaps Tolle was a little too close to the king.

“Indeed. Well, my men appreciate it anyway.”

Leisher, as usual, wasn’t in the mood to indulge her. As he walked away, he felt her eyes burning into his back.

Of all the king’s reevers, he believed, after Mayra, he was the most hated by the upstart young queen. The feeling was mutual, at least from Mayra. Leisher didn’t care. He was too old to care.

If Miia were more intelligent, she would fear the two reevers far more than hate them.

And the time to leave for the north had come.


Chapter Four











The vanguard of the Kioreu Clan could be seen far in advance of their arrival when Leisher so desired. They could also appear from nowhere as though they had just stepped out of a man’s nightmares.

The forward column comprised a hundred men, a mixture of his best warriors and those still striving for the honor. Leisher Bren did not believe in leading with all the best men, thus leaving those who brought up the rear open to a bloodbath because of youth or inexperience.

A sudden memory brought a slight smile to Leisher’s lips. Mayra told him many years earlier that she had learned one of her firmest tenets from his strategy—never leave your backside unguarded.

If only my two elder sons were so astute.

He had long ago realized Richart was the natural leader of the three. Men twice his age often looked to him for advice and answers, even those who did not know his father’s identity.

On the second day of travel, the Clan had yet to see so much as a tree out of place, much less any sign of attack. The Clan rode steadily, stopping only to water the horses and relieve themselves through the day until dusk when they stopped for the night.

“I wonder if the attackers went westward,” he muttered, breaking the surrounding silence. “I should have asked the messenger the exact route he had taken from his home to Sayron.”

“I had the impression he rode in a frenzied fashion,” Mayra said. “As fast as he could get away.”

“If we’re following his path, there should be some sign of him,” Tolle said, giving her a side glance. “At least once in a while.”

Mayra had chosen the direction they took; touching the injured man had given her the strongest sense of where he had come from.

“Leisher,” called out one of the new captains riding behind Mayra. “Why was His Majesty so worried about a village that he sent us there so quickly?”

Leisher nodded. “Good question. You new men need to ask such questions more often. It’s not a typical village.” He gave a rumbling laugh. “New men, gather closer. It’s time for more instruction.”

He grinned at their good-natured groans. “The focus this time will be the importance of Trandye, the village.”

Most of the new men had come from the west. They knew next to nothing about the northern region and even less about the Tributes.

“Orrisa is the furthest northern realm of Nesht,” Leisher began. “Trandye is Orrisa’s largest district and includes the village serving Trandye Fortress—the village that was attacked. Instead of fully paying annual taxes, Trandye is responsible for safeguarding young men and women from all over the kingdom as they travel to Trandye. Once they’ve gathered there in the village, they’re sent to the Fortress for training.”

“What sort of training?” asked one of the new captains, Ailben Paelret.

Leisher gave him a sharp glance. The man was genuinely curious, and Leisher wasn’t surprised because the young captain had already shown interest in joining a small group of Kioreu reevers discussing the development of realistic training for the Clan. And that, he had already guessed, was something Mayra was also deeply interested in.

“Nesht has a Tribute Council, and each realm in the kingdom has a Tribute Delegate,” Leisher said. “They search the towns and villages under their purview for children who don’t appear to fit in with their families. That’s usually the first indicator.”

The four men gave him curious looks, and the warlord chuckled. It was an odd concept.

“But aren’t they, in essence, stealing children?” another new captain, Gordyn Jongh, asked.

“Not at all,” Leisher replied. “One might expect there to be trouble for the Delegates, but none have had problems with parents refusing to give up their children for training. It’s an honor, and they receive ample compensation.”

“Were any of our reevers those children?” another man, not a new one, called out.

“No,” Richart Bren replied dryly for his father. “Becoming a reever wasn’t in their future. We’re far too uncivilized for such promising children.”

The laughter that followed that observation made Leisher grin. His Clan was proud of being coarse, especially when around those at court. Even the palace guards were afraid of the Koireu Clan.

“I’m afraid that’s true,” Leisher said. “The children are observed and tested for natural talents. Ultimately, most, if not all, the men are trained to strategize and lead battles. In contrast, most young women, and some men, are trained in figures and sciences or allowed to pursue writing and music. The women are then offered a choice of being presented as marriage prospects to wealthy young men and highborn, or as private or village tutors.”

Mayra smiled at the warlord. “Don’t forget, Leisher, there are men who have been presented and sought for marriage, as well.” Her eyes sparkled with mischief as a few men snorted at the thought of men being presented to be selected for marriage, even though it frequently happened to women.

“I admit it’s rare, men, so stop grumbling,” Richart called out. “In truth, while there are a few highly compensated professions within a town or village, most are in Sayron. The Tributes rarely return to their old homes.”

Leisher growled something indecipherable as he led his horse around road damage. He was done talking about the subject.

The Tributes trained for so much more, but nothing he was willing to share. Very few people knew of the king’s love of his spies, and even fewer of his use of females for the job. Leisher respected such women. They were charming, skilled, purposeful, and deadly.

He needed to plan another, more serious discussion—something unpleasant and a bit closer to home.

Mayra stirred restlessly as Leisher recounted behaviors he’d heard about in the palace—where reevers weren’t usually supposed to be. She glanced around and saw two recently hired captains, who were supposed to be learning from this discourse, exchanging an exasperated glance. One rolled his eyes, and the other smirked and nodded.

As Leisher continued ahead, she fell back and moved between the two new reevers, pushing them apart. The angry glance she fixed on the smirking man made him stiffen, more so when she leaned toward him.

“Do not let me see such an expression on your face again,” she said calmly, her silver-gray eyes holding his. “You will attend and respect anything he tells you, or I will ensure Leisher dismisses you in shame. Am I clear?”

He was clearly seething but knew to hide such sentiment from the High Ring-Witch. He gave her a curt nod. “Yes, my Lady.”

“Good. Tell your companion.”

◆◆◆

Richart and elder brother, Harald, just ahead, heard the exchange.

“I wonder what brought that about,” Harald murmured. “Who are those two?”

“I don’t know what’s going on,” Richart returned tersely. “But I wish she’d at least be aware of the enemies she makes. They’re from Teshan, the massive wasteland of a realm in the west of Nesht.”

Harald nodded. “I need to talk to her, you know, about our problem. I’ll ask what brought that on.” He glanced at Richart. “That is if you don’t mind?” He snickered.

“Kiss my arse,” the younger Bren returned sourly. “Go ahead. I’ll be surprised if she tells you anything.”

◆◆◆


Leisher had chosen a clearing for the night that was close enough to easily access the river they were following. Mayra groaned as she carried a large pot of water back to her tent, irritated at herself for being too aware of the other reevers and how they disliked seeing her magic. I should just tell them all to fuck off. If they don’t like my magic, they can look away.


She was already aching from being in the saddle all day. She could have asked someone to carry it for her, but she didn’t like owing anyone a favor and didn’t want to single out Richart. Not using magic to bring the heavy pot along, preferring not to use it in front of her Clansmen, was a failing Leisher had gently reproved her for more than once, reminding her of her position and that they needed to be reminded of who they should respect.

She warmed the water back in her tent and enjoyed a quick wash. She was braiding back her damp hair when she heard her name whispered from the back of her tent. She opened her escape flap to a slit and was surprised to see Harald Bren there.

“I can’t stay long,” he whispered. “Stop antagonizing the captains. You’re making enemies; eventually, one of them will want to pay it back.” He hesitated and gestured toward one of the wide, black Rings encircling her wrists. “They might not know about your Rings or your temper. Leisher would then have a dead reever, and the Clan might suffer.”

She crossed her arms over her chest and glared up at him. His approach surprised her. He was usually the good-natured Bren and shy toward her.


“Then tell the durgens to stop provoking me,” she snapped and smirked. Sometimes, Old Tongue for bastard just felt right. “Perhaps it’s time to have another lesson around the campfire. I might need to explain what I am and what these Rings mean.”


Harold shook his head. Calling high-ranked reevers such demeaning names would not help her make friends with the new men. “I need to talk to you about something else.”

“I’m listening.”

He gave her an exasperated look. “Ah, never mind. I can see now is not a good time. Mayra, I was only trying to—”

“Don’t say it,” she hissed, stepping back.

His lips tightened. He whirled and stomped away. Mayra watched until she saw him disappear into the back of the tent next to hers, his and Richart’s.


No man would ever tell her he had been trying to protect her. Not unless he wanted his hair fried. All his hair.


Pulling the tent slit closed, she settled a short invocation over the entire tent. She wasn’t foolish. If Harald and Richart were concerned, she would be too. She turned back into the tent and stopped short.

The hair on the back of her neck rose as the surrounding air seemed to thicken. She stared down at her arms, feeling a warm tingle that started in her shoulders, running down to her wrists and through her Rings. A glimmer passed through the black bands, and the heat turned icy, spreading throughout her body before it dissipated.

The sensations swiftly dwindled, but before she could think straight—

She gasped, looking around frantically. Whispering? She whirled, searching for the source of the sound, but nothing was there. The faint murmuring echoed in her ears. Apprehension flooded over her, and she stood stiff and still, almost as if she expected what was coming next.

It struck with disorienting speed, and Mayra was on fire, unable to breathe as mind-numbing agony wracked her body, forcing her to her knees. She was barely aware of her surroundings or the sharp mewling noises coming from her. Then it vanished, causing Mayra to collapse forward onto her hands, gasping for air, trembling so violently she knew she couldn't stand up right away.

She sat back on her legs, taking deep, calming breaths. Finally, feeling as unlike a Ring-Witch as she ever imagined, she stood up, staggered to her cot, and collapsed into the sheets. She wrapped her arms around her knees and huddled down, rocking back and forth for a few moments until—

She stiffened. Was it coming back? No— It was another sensation underlying the pain that filled her—intense, heartbreaking grief.

Mayra cried out. Pain slammed into her again, centered in her Rings and surged up her arms, then outward through her body, holding her immobile. In the next heartbeat, pure rage—hate and anger she’d never known—took its place. Sensations of knives slicing into her freed her motionless body. She stuffed her fist into her mouth, knowing a scream would bring reevers pouring into her tent.

Jagged, ripping pain overwhelmed her once more, then faded.


Panting, she pushed up to her hands and knees, her eyes darting wildly as she searched for escape. A surge of terrible emotion merged with flashes of blue and black, snippets of snarling voices, fueling an intense urge to attack and kill anything. The pain that repeatedly stabbed her intensified this deadly impulse. Dear gods… such pain. Hot tears streamed down Mayra’s face. Dread curled inside her, draining and heating her before turning cold. Pain and fear were intertwined, piercing through her, causing her to throb within her Rings and weaken her arms.


Mayra slumped face-first onto the jumble of her sheets and quilts, soaked in sweat and trembling so badly her teeth were chattering. Desperately trying to control herself, she attempted to lie completely still, but the shaking continued to assault her in waves.

A soft, gentle sound—

She realized she was crooning softly, terrified that the pain would come back. The pain didn’t touch her again, but she knew it was there, hovering on the edge of her awareness.

And then, suddenly—every sensation, the storm of feelings, disappeared. For a moment, all Mayra experienced was emptiness. She gasped for air; she felt hollow and exhausted, her muscles gradually loosening. Another feeling slowly and carefully touched her, running unseen down her arm, and the crooning returned. It wasn’t her.

Dear Goddess, was something trying to soothe her? It didn’t know how, but it sensed that she was wounded. Whatever it was, it poured regret into her as it lay coiled around her, heavy with sorrow.


She gradually became aware of discomfort and looked down. Her hands were gripping her sheets tightly. She forced her fingers to loosen their hold on the fine cloth. Her nails had left deep gouges in her palms, yet the skin remained unbroken. Hysteria surged within her. Gods, after that, will I ever again call anything pain?



She didn’t even attempt to move. She lay still and quiet, her fingers gently stroking her Rings, calming herself as her fear faded. Her breathing and heartbeat slowly returned to normal until, finally, she sat up, able to think clearly enough to analyze what had happened. Where did it come from? Why was it inside me? What was it?



Something filled with terrible pain had somehow become part of her. It must have been a living being, for its pain was underscored by terrible sorrow. But then, something else filled with unfathomable rage also invaded her and tried to comfort her. Both had thrust sensations upon her that made her nauseous from their intensity, combining with her terror and making her light-headed. While she appreciated the second thing—



She swallowed. Dear gods, that first one—what could have such capabilities, such power? And why had it attacked her? And why had each wave of pain started and finished in her Rings?


Mayra tried to calm herself enough to think about what she had felt, attempting to capture the sensations of two different entities, two separate causes for what had attacked her. Was it familiar—something human, an animal, or completely unknown? Her eyes closed, but she couldn’t sleep. What exactly had been within her?

One presence, tormented by grief, and another, wracked with rage, trying to comfort her for what the other had done. Two beings—because she did not doubt they were flesh and blood—had found a way inside the Ring-Witch, and that thought was almost as terrifying as the pain had been. How could she protect herself? Who could she share this with other than the Guildmaster, who was far away?

She gave a deep sigh. Who else would believe her?

The camp was quiet by the time she wrapped herself in her now-dried sheets. She was exhausted. Although she didn’t expect to, she fell asleep almost immediately. 


Chapter Five











The noise of the Clan as the reevers broke camp woke Mayra the next morning. She lay in her cot, gazing at the brightly colored stitched stars decorating the inside of her tent. The memory of the pain was fading but still lingered. She couldn’t begin to understand what kind of being could cause another such pain and rage, only hope it didn’t return.
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