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Tiger Eye
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The “Sc” in the names Scelt, Sceval, and Sceron is pronounced “Sh.”




Blood Hierarchy/Castes


MALES:


landen—non-Blood of any race


Blood male—a general term for all males of the Blood; also refers to any Blood male who doesn’t wear Jewels


Warlord—a Jeweled male equal in status to a witch


Prince—a Jeweled male equal in status to a Priestess or a Healer


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


FEMALES:


landen—non-Blood of any race


Blood female—a general term for all females of the Blood; mostly refers to any Blood female who doesn’t wear Jewels


witch—a Blood female who wears Jewels but isn’t one of the other hierarchical levels; also refers to any Jeweled female.


Healer—a witch who heals physical wounds and illnesses; equal in status to a Priestess and a Prince


Priestess—a witch who cares for altars, Sanctuaries, and Dark Altars; witnesses handfasts and marriages; performs offerings; equal in status to a Healer and a Prince


Black Widow—a witch who heals the mind; weaves the tangled webs of dreams and visions; is trained in illusions and poisons


Queen—a witch who rules the Blood; is considered to be the land’s heart and the Blood’s moral center; as such, she is the focal point of their society
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CHAPTER ONE


1 / Terreille


Dorothea SaDiablo, the High Priestess of the Territory called Hayll, slowly climbed the stairs to the large wooden platform. It was a bright morning in early autumn, and Draega, Hayll’s capital, was far enough south that the days were still warm. The heavy black cloak that shrouded Dorothea’s body made her sweat. Under the deep hood, her hair was damp and her neck itched. No matter. In a few minutes, she could shed the cloak.


When she reached the platform, she saw the lumpy canvas that stretched across the front, closest to the waiting crowd, and automatically began taking shallow breaths through her mouth. Foolish. She’d used every spell she knew to keep what was beneath that canvas a secret until the proper time. Forcing herself to breathe naturally, she walked across the platform, stopping a few feet behind the canvas.


Watching her, with wariness and resentment, were the Queens of all the Territories in the Realm of Terreille. She had demanded that each Territory Queen bring her two strongest Province Queens and any Warlord Princes who served her. She knew that many of the Queens, especially those from the far-western Territories, had come expecting a trap of some kind.


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


Dorothea raised her arms. The crowd’s rippling murmurs faded to silence. Using Craft to enhance her voice so that everyone would hear her, she began the next move in a deadly game of power.


“My Sisters and Brothers, I called you here to warn you about a terrible discovery I made recently, something that threatens every one of the Blood in the entire Realm of Terreille.


“In the past, I’ve done some unspeakably cruel things. I have been responsible for the destruction of Queens and some of the best males in the Realm. I have bred fear into the Blood in order to be the controlling power in Terreille. Me. A High Priestess who knows better than anyone that a Priestess can’t be a substitute for a Queen, no matter how skilled or how strong she is in her Craft.


“I will shoulder the sorrow and burden of those acts for the rest of my life. But I tell you this now: I HAVE BEEN USED! A few weeks ago, while using my skills as a Black Widow to spin a tangled web of dreams and visions, I inadvertently ripped through a mental shroud that had surrounded me for all the centuries I’ve been the High Priestess of Hayll. I fought my way through that mental fogging and finally saw what my tangled webs had been trying to tell me for so very long.


“There is someone who wants to dominate Terreille. There is someone who wants to subjugate all the Blood in this Realm. But it isn’t me. I’ve been the instrument of a monstrous, malevolent being who wants to crush us and consume us, who plays with us the same way a cat plays with a mouse before it strikes the killing blow. That monster has a name—a name that has been feared for thousands upon thousands of years, and with good reason. Our destroyer is the Prince of the Darkness, the High Lord of Hell.”


Uneasy murmurs rose from the crowd.


“You doubt me?” Dorothea shouted. She tore off the cloak and tossed it aside. Her wispy, white hair, which had been thick and black a few weeks ago, fell around her shoulders. Her sagging, deeply lined face twisted, and tears filled her gold eyes as the murmurs changed to shocked exclamations. “Look what happened to me when I fought to free myself from his insidious spells. Look at me. This is the price I paid, so that you would be aware of the danger.”


Dorothea pressed a hand against her chest, gasping for breath.


Her Steward stepped forward and gently grasped her arm to support her. “You must stop, Priestess. This is too much for you to endure.”


“No,” Dorothea gasped, still using Craft to enhance her voice. “I must tell them everything while I can. I may not have another chance. Once he realizes I know about him …”


The crowd grew silent.


Lowering her hand, Dorothea stood as straight as she could, ignoring the ache in her spine. “I was not the High Lord’s only instrument. There are those among you who have had the misfortune to have had Daemon Sadi or Lucivar Yaslana serving in your courts. May the Darkness forgive me, I sent those monsters into fragile Territories, and because of them, Queens have died. Sometimes whole courts were torn apart. I, like Prythian, Askavi’s High Priestess, thought we were sending them into service in other courts by our own choice, in the hope that they could be controlled. But we were manipulated into sending them to those Territories because they are the High Lord’s sons! They are that bestial creature’s seeds, and they have grown up to be his tools of destruction. The control Prythian and I thought we had over them was nothing but an illusion, a blind to conceal their true purpose.


“Both of them disappeared several years ago. Most of us hoped they had died. Not so. I’ve learned from some brave Brothers and Sisters who are now living in the Kaeleer Territory called Little Terreille that both Yaslana and Sadi are in the Shadow Realm, where the High Lord has been living under the guise of being the Warlord Prince of Dhemlan. The viper’s children have returned to the nest.


“There’s more. The High Lord has an unhealthy influence over most of the Territory Queens in Kaeleer, as well as absolute control over a young woman who is the strongest witch in all the Realms. With her strength behind him, he will overwhelm us—unless we strike first. We have no choice, my Brothers and Sisters. If we don’t crush the High Lord and everyone in his service, the cruelty I have done as his instrument will seem like a child’s game in comparison.”


Dorothea paused for a moment. “Many of you have friends or loved ones who have fled to Kaeleer in order to escape the violence that has been strangling Terreille. Look at what has happened to many of those who have run straight into the High Lord’s seductive embrace.”


Using Craft, she whipped away the canvas covering the front of the platform. Then she clamped her hand over her mouth to keep from gagging as the flies rose from the mutilated corpses.


Screams filled the air. A piercing shriek of grief and rage rose above the other voices. Then another, and another, as the people nearest the platform recognized what was left of a face or recognized a distinctive piece of jewelry.


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


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


Turning around, she stumbled. Her Steward and Master of the Guard supported her across the platform and down the steps. Tears and a fierce pride filled their eyes as they gently settled her into her open carriage for the short ride back to her mansion. When they tried to go with her, she shook her head.


“Your duties are here,” she said weakly.


“But, Priestess—” the Master of the Guard started to protest.


“Please,” Dorothea said. “Your strength will serve me better if you remain here.” Calling in a folded piece of paper, she handed it to her Steward. “If these Queens ask to see me, arrange for an audience this afternoon.” She saw the protest in his eyes, but he said nothing.


Her coachman clucked softly to his horses.


Dorothea leaned back against the seat and closed her eyes to hide her glee. Well, you son of a whoring bitch, I’ve made the first move. And now there’s nothing you can do that can’t be used against you.


2 / Terreille


Alexandra Angelline shivered despite the morning sun’s warmth as she waited for Philip Alexander to return from his examination of the torn bodies lying on the wooden platform. She put a warming spell on the heavy wool shawl, knowing it was useless. No outer source of heat was going to thaw the cold inside her.


It’s too soon, she thought desperately. Wilhelmina had gone through the Gate yesterday morning. She can’t be among …


Vania and Nyselle, the two Province Queens she’d brought with her, had already returned to the inn, along with their escorts. They hadn’t offered to wait with her. A few years ago—a few weeks ago—they would have. They had still believed in her then, despite the problems in her family.


But a few weeks ago, someone had sent cryptic messages to the thirty strongest witches in Chaillot—excluding herself and her daughter, Leland—inviting them to take a tour of Briarwood and promising to solve the riddle of what had happened to the young girls in their families who had been admitted to the hospital and then disappeared without a trace. Briarwood, which had been built to heal emotionally disturbed children, had been closed for several years now, ever since that mysterious illness started consuming dozens of men from the aristo families in Beldon Mor, Chaillot’s capital—an illness that had seemed linked to that place.


The witches had arrived on the specified night, and they had learned the secrets and the horrors of Briarwood. Their guide, a demon-dead girl named Rose, showed no mercy as she introduced them to the ghosts. One Priestess found her cousin, who had disappeared when they were children, bricked up inside a wall. A Province Queen recognized what was left of a friend’s daughter.


They saw the gaming rooms. They saw the cubicles that contained the narrow beds. They saw the vegetable garden and the girl with one leg.


Numbed by what they saw, they followed Rose, who smiled at them and told them in precise detail how and why each child had died. She told them about the other demon-dead children who had gone to the Dark Realm to live with the rest of the cildru dyathe. She recited the list of Briarwood’s “uncles,” the men who had supported and used that twisted carnal playground. And she recited a list of broken witches from aristo families who had been “cured” of their emotional instability—and stripped of their inner power—and then returned home.


One of the men Rose had named was Robert Benedict, Leland’s former husband and an important member of the male council—a council already decimated by that mysterious illness.


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


Alexandra clutched her shawl and kept shivering.


The rage that had swept through Chaillot had torn it apart. Beldon Mor became a battleground. The members of the male council who had not yet died from the illness were viciously executed. After several men from aristo families died of poison, many others fled to inns or one of their clubs because they were terrified to eat or drink anything that might have passed through the hands of the women in their families.


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


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


They blamed her for Robert Benedict and for all the young witches who had died or were broken in Briarwood.


She blamed herself for what happened to Jaenelle, her younger granddaughter. She had allowed that strange, difficult child to be locked away in that place. She hadn’t known Briarwood’s secrets, but if she hadn’t dismissed Jaenelle’s fanciful stories, if she had accepted them as a child’s plea for attention instead of an annoying social problem, Jaenelle never would have been sent to Briarwood. And if she hadn’t dismissed the girl’s hatred for Dr. Carvay, would she have learned the truth sooner?


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


Now she had another family problem. Eleven years ago, Wilhelmina Benedict, Robert’s daughter by his first marriage, had run away after claiming that Robert had made a sexual advance. Philip Alexander, Robert’s bastard half brother, had found his niece, but he had refused to say where she was. At the time, Alexandra had been furious with him for keeping Wilhelmina’s location a secret from her. Lately, she had wondered if Philip had had some inkling about what lay beneath Briarwood’s solicitous veneer, especially when it had been his vehemence that had been the final push to close the place.


A couple of days ago, she had received a letter from Wilhelmina, informing her that the girl was going to Kaeleer, the Shadow Realm. No—Wilhelmina was twenty-seven now, no longer a girl. That didn’t matter. She was still family. Still her granddaughter.


Alexandra shook her head to break the pattern of her thoughts and noticed Philip walking toward her. Holding her breath, she searched his gray eyes.


“She’s not among them,” Philip said quietly.


Alexandra released her breath in a sigh. “Thank the Darkness.” But she understood what hadn’t been said: not yet.


Philip offered his arm. She accepted, grateful for the support. He was a good man, the opposite of his half brother. She had been pleased when he and Leland had decided to handfast, and had been even more pleased when they chose to marry after the handfast year was done.


Alexandra looked back at the platform where Dorothea SaDiablo had made her horrifying speech. “Do you believe her?” she asked softly.


Philip guided her through clusters of people who were still too shocked to do more than huddle together while they gathered the courage to look at the mutilated bodies. “I don’t know. If even half of what she said is true … if Sadi …” He choked.


She still had nightmares about Daemon Sadi. So did Philip, for different reasons. Sadi had threatened her when Jaenelle had been put in Briarwood for the last time, had given her a taste of the grave. When he unleashed his dark power in order to break the Ring of Obedience, he had destroyed half the Jeweled Blood in Beldon Mor. Caught in that explosive unleashing, Philip’s strength had been broken back to the Green Jewel that was his birthright.


“We can get a Coach this evening,” Philip said. “If we buy passage on one that rides the darker Winds, we’ll be home by tomorrow.”


“Not yet. I’d like you to talk to Dorothea’s Steward. See if you can set up an audience for me.”


“You’re a Queen,” Philip snapped. “You shouldn’t have to beg an audience from a Priestess, no matter who—”


“Philip.” She squeezed his arm. “I’m thankful for your loyalty, but right now we are beggars. I can’t afford any more assumptions. I’m not convinced that Dorothea isn’t the monster she’s always appeared to be, but I am convinced that the High Lord is a greater threat.” She shuddered. “We have to go to Kaeleer to find Wilhelmina. We can’t afford to go there without having as much knowledge of the enemy as we can gain, no matter what the source.”


“All right,” Philip said. “What about Vania and Nyselle? Will they go with us?”


“They’ll stay or go as they choose. They certainly won’t care what I do.” She sighed. “Who would have thought, even a month ago, that I would have to entertain the idea of Dorothea being an ally?”


3 / Terreille


Kartane SaDiablo wandered through the formal gardens, trying hard to ignore the speculative or pitying glances of the few people who hadn’t retreated indoors.


He had waited until Dorothea’s carriage was out of sight before walking away from the platform. The mutilated bodies that had been left for grisly inspection didn’t bother him. Hell’s fire, Dorothea had done that much—or worse—to people when she was feeling playful. But no one seemed to remember that. Or, perhaps, most of the fools here had never witnessed one of the High Priestess’s moods.


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


Oh, she had certainly sounded sincere and remorseful. He didn’t believe it for a moment. Any man who had ever had to pleasure Dorothea in a bed wouldn’t have believed it. Daemon wouldn’t have, that’s for sure.


Daemon. The High Lord’s son. That explained a great deal about his “cousin.” All those years, when Daemon had been raised as a bastard in Dorothea’s court, had she known? She must have. Which meant that the High Lord of Hell would have no love for the High Priestess of Hayll.


Which circled back to his own concerns.


The mysterious illness that had started almost thirteen years ago was consuming him. All the other men who had enjoyed Briarwood’s secret little playground were already in the grave. Because he was Hayllian, one of the long-lived races, and because he had never gone back to Chaillot, he was the only one left. And he could feel that he was running out of time.


After the connection between the illness and Briarwood had been revealed a few weeks ago, he had started thinking—when his mind wasn’t so consumed in nightmares that he could think—and he always came to the same conclusion: the only Healers who might be powerful enough to cure this illness before it destroyed him, and the only ones who would be ignorant of the cause, were in Kaeleer. They would probably be serving in the courts of the Territory Queens, who, if Dorothea hadn’t been lying about that, were under the High Lord’s control. Which meant he had to find something that would buy the High Lord’s assistance. Thanks to Dorothea’s little speech, he now had information he thought the Prince of the Darkness would find very interesting.


Pleased with his decision, Kartane smiled. He would spend a few more days sniffing out information and then pay a little visit to the Shadow Realm.


4 / Terreille


Alexandra Angelline gingerly settled into a chair, relieved that Dorothea had chosen a private receiving room instead of a formal audience room. This meeting was going to be difficult enough without enduring a court full of sneering Hayllians.


But being alone with Dorothea also had disadvantages. She’d heard that Hayll’s High Priestess had been a handsome woman. Oh, the ghost of that loveliness was still there, but there was a definite stoop to Dorothea’s shoulders, a twistiness to her spine. Age spots dotted the backs of her brown hands, and the face and hair …


It happens to all of us, eventually, Alexandra thought as she watched Dorothea pour tea into delicate cups. But what would it feel like to go to bed one night a woman in her prime and wake the next morning as a crone?


“I’m … grateful … you granted me an audience,” Alexandra said, trying not to choke on the words.


Dorothea’s lips curled in a slight smile as she handed Alexandra a cup of tea. “I’m surprised you asked for one.” The smile faded. “We haven’t seen eye to eye in the past. And considering what happened to your family, you have good reason to hate me.” She hesitated, took a sip of tea, and continued softly, “It wasn’t my idea to send Sadi to Chaillot, but I can’t remember who suggested it or why I agreed. There’s a veil over those memories that I still can’t pierce.”


Alexandra lifted her cup toward her lips, but put it down again without drinking. “You think the High Lord arranged it?”


“Yes, I do. Sadi is a beautiful, vicious weapon, and his father knows how to use him well. And they did achieve their goal.”


“What goal?” Alexandra said angrily. “Sadi tore my family apart and killed my younger granddaughter. What was achieved by that?”


Dorothea sat back, took a sip of tea, and said quietly, “You forget, Sister. The girl’s body was never found.”


Something about the expectant way Dorothea was looking at her made Alexandra shiver. “That doesn’t mean anything. He’s a very discreet gravedigger.” She put the cup and saucer on the table, the tea untouched. “I didn’t come here to talk about the past. Just how dangerous is the High Lord?”


“Daemon Sadi is his father’s son. Does that answer your question?”


Alexandra tried but couldn’t suppress a shudder. “And you really think he wants to destroy the Blood in Terreille?”


“I’m sure of it.” Dorothea touched her white hair. “I paid a heavy price to be sure of it.”


“My other granddaughter, Wilhelmina Benedict, recently went to Kaeleer,” Alexandra said softly.


Dorothea stiffened. “How recently?”


“She went through the Gate yesterday.”


“Mother Night,” Dorothea said, collapsing in her chair. “I’m so sorry, Alexandra. So very, very sorry.”


“Prince Philip Alexander and I intend to go to Kaeleer as soon as that ‘service fair’ is over and visitors are permitted again. Hopefully, we’ll be able to find her and convince whatever Queen she’s signed a contract with to release her.”


“She’s in far more danger than that,” Dorothea said worriedly.


“There’s no reason for her to draw anyone’s attention,” Alexandra said, fear making her voice sharp. “There’s no reason for her to accept a contract outside of Little Terreille.”


“There are two reasons: the High Lord and the witch he controls. If you don’t find her quickly, Wilhelmina will end up in his dark embrace, and there will be no hope for her then.”


Despite the warm room, a chill ran down Alexandra’s spine.


Dorothea just looked at her for a long moment. “I told you—Sadi and the High Lord achieved their goal. No one hunts very long for a corpse when the living need care. And your granddaughter’s body was never found.”


Alexandra stared at Dorothea. “You think Jaenelle is this powerful witch under the High Lord’s control? Jaenelle?” She laughed bitterly. “Hell’s fire, Dorothea, Jaenelle couldn’t even do basic Craft.”


“If you know how to read between the lines of some of the … less available … records of the Blood’s history, you’ll find that there have been a few women—very few, thank the Darkness—who had enormous reservoirs of power that they were unable to tap by themselves. They required an … emotional … bond with someone who had the skill to channel the power in order to use it. But they didn’t always have the choice about how it was used.” Dorothea paused. “The gossip that has recently filtered in from Little Terreille about the High Lord’s pet describes her as ‘eccentric,’ ‘somewhat emotionally disturbed.’ Does that sound familiar?”


Alexandra couldn’t catch her breath. There wasn’t enough air in the room. Why wasn’t there enough air?


“If you’ll take it, I’ll give you whatever help I can.” Dorothea looked at her sadly. “You can’t ignore this, Alexandra. No matter what you want to think or what you want to believe, you can’t ignore the fact that the High Lord’s pet witch, the witch Daemon Sadi helped him acquire, goes by the name Jaenelle Angelline.”


5 / Terreille


Dorothea pulled aside the dark, heavy curtains and stared out at the night-shrouded garden. She felt drained, physically and emotionally. Oh, how she had wanted to dig her nails in and scratch out the pathetically hopeful look in the eyes of the males in her First Circle. They wanted to grasp at any excuse for her behavior over the past centuries. They wanted to believe that a male had made her cruel, a male had manipulated her and controlled her thoughts, a male had been behind her rise to power and the viciousness afterward that had made it possible to soften and harvest most of the other Territories in Terreille.


They didn’t want to give her any credit at all. They wanted her to be a victim so that they wouldn’t feel ashamed of serving her, so that they could pretend they served out of a sense of honor instead of avarice and fear.


Well, once Kaeleer fell, she would make a few changes in her court. Maybe she would even arrange for the fools to die in battle, choking on their bloody honor.


“You did well today, Sister,” said a harsh but still girlish voice. “I couldn’t have done better myself.”


Dorothea didn’t turn around. Looking at Hekatah, the demon-dead Dark Priestess and self-proclaimed High Priestess of Hell, always turned her stomach. “They were your words, not mine, so it’s not surprising that you’re pleased.”


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


“I never forget that,” Dorothea replied softly, keeping her eyes focused on the garden.


It had been Hekatah who had seen her potential when she was a young witch still learning a Priestess’s duties as well as the Black Widows’ Craft. It had been Hekatah who had nurtured her ambitions and dreams of power, who had pointed out the possible rivals who could interfere with those dreams. And it had been Hekatah who had helped eliminate those rivals. The Dark Priestess had been there, every step of the way, guiding, advising.


She couldn’t remember just when she realized that Hekatah needed her just as much as she needed Hekatah. That need made them despise each other, but they were bound together by the common dream of ruling an entire Realm.


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


“If you cast the persuasion spells correctly, there’s no reason they won’t believe it,” Hekatah said with sweet venom.


“There’s nothing wrong with my Craft skills, Priestess,” Dorothea replied with equal venom, turning to face the other woman.


“Your skills didn’t help you elude the spell Sadi wrapped around you, did they?”


“No more than your skills protected you or have helped you reverse the damage.”


Hekatah hissed angrily, and Dorothea turned back to the window, feeling a brief satisfaction at the well-aimed barb.


Seven years ago, Hekatah had tried to gain control of Jaenelle Angelline and eliminate Lucivar Yaslana. Something had gone wrong with her scheme, and the backlash of that confrontation had stripped away her ability to pass as one of the living, had made her look like a decaying, desiccated corpse. For the first couple of years, she had insisted that all she needed was to consume large quantities of fresh blood in order to restore her body. But the demon-dead were, in a sense, spirits that still had too much psychic power to return to the Darkness and were now housed in dead flesh. While the power lasted and could be renewed, the body could be maintained by consuming blood. But nothing was going to restore Hekatah’s looks. The juice had been wrung out of her dead flesh, and the past seven years had been a slow decay of a body that had died 50,000 years ago.


“They’ll believe the High Lord has been responsible for all the perversion in Terreille,” Hekatah said, coming up behind Dorothea close enough for her reflection to be visible in the window’s night-darkened glass. “They want to believe it. He’s a myth, a terrifying story that has been whispered for thousands of years. And anyone who has doubts about him will have no doubts at all about Yaslana and Sadi. The thought of the three of them coming together and having the use of a strong witch as their tool will be enough to unite Terreille against Kaeleer. In the end, it doesn’t matter why they join the fight, only that they fight.”


“We’ve gained one reluctant ally this afternoon—Alexandra Angelline, the Queen of Chaillot.” Dorothea’s lips curled in a vicious smile. “She was shocked to discover that her younger granddaughter has been under the High Lord’s thumb for all these years, thanks to Daemon Sadi.”


Hekatah frowned. “She’s a fool, but she isn’t stupid. If she convinces Jaenelle to help her maintain control of Chaillot …”


Dorothea shook her head. “She doesn’t believe Jaenelle has any power. I could see it in her eyes. I spun her a little story about women who are reservoirs of raw power—she didn’t believe that either. She can accept that Sadi and the High Lord might have wanted Jaenelle for their own twisted reasons, but she’ll continue to believe what she wants to believe about Jaenelle Angelline. Once she gets to Little Terreille, Lord Jorval will be waiting to offer his assistance. He’ll never mention that Jaenelle is the Queen of Ebon Askavi. And I doubt Alexandra will believe anything anyone at the Hall tells her.”


Hekatah laughed gleefully.


“And I imagine that once she actually meets Prince Saetan Daemon SaDiablo, the High Lord of Hell, she’ll be more than happy to send along any information she thinks will be useful to us.”


“And if he discovers her deceit …” Hekatah shrugged. “Well, we would have had to get rid of her after the war anyway.”


Dorothea stared at their reflections in the glass. They had been lovely women once. Now Hekatah looked like a corpse that the worms had been feasting on, and she …


Sadi had created some kind of spell to age and twist her body, but he hadn’t done anything to diminish her sexual appetite. The Blood called him the Sadist, but she hadn’t really appreciated the depths of his cruelty. He had known her appetites—how could he not since he’d had to satisfy them when he was young? He had also known the humiliation she would feel when she saw revulsion in the eyes of the males she rode instead of that exciting combination of lust and fear. Now, after her tearful confession, she wouldn’t even be able to indulge in that much.


“You’ve informed your pet Queens that they’ll have to abstain from their more—imaginative—pleasures for the time being?” Hekatah asked.


“I’ve told them,” Dorothea replied irritably. “Whether they will restrain themselves is difficult to say.”


“Any who indulge will have to be eliminated.”


“And how do we explain that?”


Hekatah made an impatient sound. “Obviously they, too, have been under the High Lord’s spell. Your gallant struggle to free yourself from his power also freed a number of your Sisters, but, unfortunately, not all of them. All it will take is one or two of them being killed for the others to understand the message and behave properly.”


“And after we’ve won?”


“After we’ve won, we can do whatever we damn well please. We’ll rule the Realms, Dorothea. Not just Terreille, but all of them—Terreille, Kaeleer, and Hell.”


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


What was left of Hekatah’s lips pulled back in a terrible smile. “It worked the last time.”



6 / Kaeleer


The Queen of Arachna settled next to the shoulder of the weary, golden-haired woman who leaned against a flat-sided boulder.


*Is bad?* the large golden spider asked in her soft voice.


Jaenelle Angelline brushed her hair away from her face and sighed. Her haunted sapphire eyes narrowed a little against the early-morning sunlight as she once again studied the delicate strands of the tangled web that she’d woven during the night. “Yes, it’s bad. A war is coming. A war between the Realms.”


*Can stop?*


Jaenelle shook her head slowly. “No. No one can stop it.”


The spider shifted uneasily. The air around the woman tasted of sadness—and a growing, cold rage. *The two-legs have fought before. Is more bad this time?*


“You may look.”


Accepting the formal invitation, the Arachnian Queen opened her mind to the dreams and visions in the large tangled web Jaenelle had spun between a boulder and a nearby tree.


So much death. So much pain and sorrow. And a creeping taint that soiled the ones remaining.


Pulling back from the dreams and visions, she studied the web itself and noticed two odd things. One was the delicate silver ring set with an Ebony Jewel that had been placed in the center of the web. A Jewel chip was rarely woven into a tangled web because the magic that shaped those webs was powerful—and dangerous—enough, and this particular Jewel belonged to Jaenelle, who was Witch, the living myth, dreams made flesh. The other odd thing was the triangle. Many threads were connected to that ring, but overlying them were three threads that formed a triangle around it.


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


“If Kaeleer accepts Terreille’s challenge and goes to war,” Jaenelle said softly, “it will destroy the Blood in both Realms. All the Blood. Even the kindred.”


*Some will live. It is always so.*


“Not this time. Oh, there will be some who will physically survive the war, but …” Jaenelle’s voice broke. She took a deep breath. “All of my Sisters, all of my friends will be gone. All of the Queens will be gone. All of the Warlord Princes.”


*All?*


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


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


Jaenelle smiled bitterly. “War won’t stop it. I know who nurtured the seeds, and if eliminating Dorothea and Hekatah would stop this from coming, I’d destroy them right now. But it wouldn’t stop anything, not anymore. It would only delay it, and that would be worse. This is the right place and the right time to cleanse that taint out of the Blood.”


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


Jaenelle turned her head toward the spider, a dryly amused look on her face. “And where did I learn to weave a tangled web? If I’m not reading it right, maybe I wasn’t taught correctly.”


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


Jaenelle’s silvery, velvet-coated laugh filled the air. “I never once tried to catch a fly. And I did pay attention to the teaching spider. After all, she was the Dream Weavers’ Queen at the time.”


The Arachnian Queen resettled herself, somewhat mollified.


Jaenelle’s humor faded as she turned her sapphire eyes back to the web. “Terreille will go to war.”


*Then Kaeleer will war.*


“This web shows two paths,” Jaenelle said very quietly.


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


“Two paths,” Jaenelle insisted. “Following the second path, Kaeleer doesn’t go to war with Terreille, and the Queens and Warlord Princes survive to heal and protect the Shadow Realm.”


*Then who war with Terreille?*


Jaenelle hesitated. “The Queen of the Darkness.”


*But you are Queen!*


Jaenelle exhaled sharply. “A war that cleanses the Realms, calls in the debts, takes back the gift of power that was given. There’s a way. There must be a way, but the web can’t show me yet because of that.” Her finger pointed to the triangle. “That’s not the Queen’s triangle.” Her finger traced the left side of the triangle. “That thread is the High Lord.” She traced the bottom thread. “And that thread is Lucivar.” Her finger hesitated at the triangle’s right side. “But that thread isn’t Andulvar. It should be, since he’s the Master of the Guard, but it’s someone else. Someone who isn’t here yet, someone who can guide me to the answers I need to walk that other path.”


*The thread not tell you its name?*


“It says the mirror is coming. What kind of answer is—” Tensing, Jaenelle scrambled to her knees. “Daemon,” she whispered. “Daemon.”


The spider shifted uneasily. Witch had flavored the air with intense pleasure when she had whispered that name—but underneath the pleasure there was a little taste of fear.


“I have to go,” Jaenelle said hurriedly as she leaped to her feet. “I still need to stop at a couple of kindred Territories before I return to the Hall.” She hesitated, glanced at the spider. “With your permission, I’d like to keep this one for a while.”


*Your webs be welcome among the Weavers of Dreams.*


Raising her hand, Jaenelle used Craft to put a protective shield on the tangled web’s threads. She looked back at the spider. “May the Darkness embrace you, Sister.”


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


The Arachnian Queen waited until Jaenelle caught one of the Winds, those psychic pathways through the Darkness, before she used Craft to float gently toward the tangled web.


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


Using instinct and all of her training, the spider cautiously brushed a leg against a small thread that floated loose from the Ebony ring. The tangled web showed her the second path.


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


No answer. Not even a flicker from Witch’s powerful mind to indicate that she had heard.


*You not walk this path,* the spider said again sadly, seeing clearly where that path would end.


Perhaps not. Witch could weave a tangled web better than any other Black Widow, but even Witch couldn’t always sense all the flavors in the threads.


The Arachnian Queen turned back to the web and felt a mild tug. Walking on air, she followed the tug to a thread near the tree-anchored side of the web. Cautiously, she brushed a leg against the thread.


Dog. The brown-and-white dog she had seen in the first web she had spun after the cold season had passed. She had asked Witch to bring the dog, Ladvarian, to the Weavers’ island. She had wanted to see this Warlord—and she had wanted him to see her.


She plucked the Ladvarian thread and felt its vibration run through the web. Many of the threads connected to the Ebony ring—the kindred threads—began to shine brightly. The human threads shone, too, but not so bright, not so sure. She must remember that. And that triangle …


With her leg still resting on the Ladvarian thread, the spider let her mind sail to the secret cave, the sacred cave in the center of the island. There the Arachnian Queens had gone time after time to listen to dreams—and to weave, thread by thread, the very special webs that bound dreams to flesh, that were the first tangible step in creating Witch.


Small webs. Larger webs. Sometimes only one race, only one kind of dreamer, had dreamed Witch into being. Other times the dreamers had come from different places with different needs that somehow had fit together to become one dream.


When that dream’s time in the flesh was done and it no longer walked the Realms, the Arachnian Queen would respectfully cut the anchor threads that held the web to the cave walls, roll the spidersilk into a ball, deposit it in a niche, and then use Craft to coax crystals to grow over the opening. There were many closed niches, more than the human Blood realized. But then, the kindred had always been far more faithful dreamers.


There was one web in the cave that had been started long, long ago. Generation after generation after generation, the Arachnian Queens had brushed one of the anchor threads of that web, had listened to the dreams, and then had added more strands. So many dreamers in this web, so many dreams that had fit together to become one. Twenty-five years ago, by human reckoning, that dream had finally become flesh.


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


And each Queen, as she consumed the freely offered flesh of the one who had come before her, had been told the same thing: Remember this web. Know this web. Know every thread.


The spider pulled her mind back to the new web.


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


There had been times, when the spider had seen terrible things in her webs of dreams and visions, when she had wondered if that particular spirit had, in fact, found the right flesh; had wondered if, perhaps, some of the threads had been too old. No, there had been a reason why this one had been shaped into this flesh. The pain and the wounds had not been the fault of the dreaming—or the dreamers.


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


So. Witch would choose the second path, blind to the fact that, while she would save Kaeleer and those she loved, she would also destroy Kaeleer’s Heart.


There had to be a way to save Kaeleer’s Heart.


Spinning out an anchor thread between the tree trunk and a sturdy branch, the Arachnian Queen began to weave her own tangled web.





CHAPTER TWO


1 / Kaeleer


Lucivar Yaslana flipped the list back to the first page of neatly written names and stepped away from the table, faintly amused by the men who were caught between wanting to review the lists at that table and not wanting to get too close to him.


That was one advantage he had over the other males who were drifting from table to table to check the service fair lists. No one jostled him or complained about how long it took him to scan the names, because no one wanted to tangle with a Warlord Prince who wore Ebon-gray Jewels, was an Eyrien warrior bred and trained, and had a vicious temper and a reputation for unleashing that temper—and his fists—without a second thought. When added to his belonging to one of the strongest families in the Realm and also serving in the Dark Court at Ebon Askavi, it was little wonder that other men quickly yielded.


But even all of that didn’t help him feel comfortable while he was at the service fair in Goth, Little Terreille’s capital. No matter what they called it, this fair had too much of the flavor of the slave auctions still held in the Realm of Terreille.


Slowly making his way to the door, Lucivar took a deep breath and then wished he hadn’t. The large room was overcrowded, and even with the windows open, the air stank of sweat and fatigue—and the fear and desperation that seemed to rise up from the hundreds of names on those lists.


As soon as he was outside the building, Lucivar spread his dark, membranous wings to their full span. He wasn’t sure if it was out of defiance for all the times that natural movement had earned him the cut of a lash or just that he wanted to feel the sun and wind on them for a moment after being inside for several hours—or if it was simply a way to remind himself that he was now the buyer, not the merchandise.


Folding his wings, he set off for the far corner of the fairground that was reserved for the Eyrien “camp.”


He’d noted several Eyrien names that were of interest to him, but not the one name—the Hayllian name—that was the main reason he’d spent the past several hours searching through those damn lists. But he’d been searching the lists for Daemon’s name for the past five years, ever since the idiots in the Dark Council had decided this twice-yearly “service fair” was the way to funnel the hundreds of people who were fleeing from Terreille and trying to find a fingerhold in Kaeleer. And he thought, as he did every time, about why Daemon’s name wasn’t there. And he rejected, as he did every time, all the reasons except one: he wasn’t looking for the right name.


But that wasn’t likely. No matter what name Daemon Sadi used to get to Kaeleer, once at the fair he would use his own name. There were too many people here who would recognize him, and since the penalty for lying about the Jewels one wore was immediate expulsion from the Realm—either back to Terreille or to the final death—changing his name while admitting that he wore the Black Jewels would only make him look like a fool because he was the only male besides the High Lord who had worn the Black in the entire history of the Blood. The Darkness knew Daemon was many things, but he wasn’t a fool.


Pushing aside his own stab of disappointment, Lucivar wondered how he was going to explain this to Ladvarian. The Sceltie Warlord had been so insistent about Lucivar checking the lists carefully this time, had seemed so certain. Most people would think it odd to feel apprehensive about disappointing a dog that just reached his knees, but when that dog’s best friend was eight hundred pounds of feline temper, a smart man didn’t dismiss canine feelings.


Lucivar put those thoughts aside as he reached the Eyrien “camp”: a large corral of barren, beaten earth, a poorly made wooden barracks, a water pump, and a large trough. Not so different from the slave pens in Terreille. Oh, there were better accommodations on the fairground for those who still had the gold or silver marks to pay for them, with hot water and beds that were more than a sleeping bag on the ground. But for most, it was like this: a struggle to look presentable after days spent waiting, wondering, hoping. Even here, among a race where arrogance was as natural as breathing, he could pick up the scents of exhaustion brought on by too little food, too little sleep, and nerves frayed to the breaking point. He could almost taste the desperation.


Opening the gate, Lucivar stepped inside. Most of the women were near the barracks. Most of the men were in small groups, nearer the gate. Some glanced at him and ignored him. A few stiffened in recognition and looked away, dismissing him in the same way they had dismissed the bastard boy he’d believed himself to be.


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


Lucivar gave them a slow, arrogant smile that blatantly accepted the challenge, then turned his back on them and headed for the Warlord whose concentration was focused on the two boys moving through a sparring exercise with the sticks.


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


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


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


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


Lucivar’s grin sharpened. “You’re getting soft, Hallevar. You used to give me the bruised belly and then a smack for getting it.”


“Do you drop your guard in a fight?” Hallevar growled.


Lucivar just laughed.


“Then what are you bitching for? Stand still, boy, and let’s take a look at you.”


The youngsters’ mouths were hanging open at Hallevar’s disrespect for a Warlord Prince. The males who had noticed him and had decided to talk—or fight—had formed a semicircle on his right. But he stood still while Hallevar’s eyes traveled over his body; he said nothing in response to the older man’s small grunts of approval, and he bit back a laugh at Hallevar’s glaring disapproval of the thick, black, shoulder-length hair.


His hair was a break from tradition, since Eyrien warriors wore their hair short to deprive an enemy of a handhold. But after escaping from the salt mines of Pruul eight years ago and ending up in Kaeleer instead of dead, he had shrugged off quite a few traditions—and by doing so, had found others that were even older.


“Well,” Hallevar finally growled, “you filled out well enough, and while your face is nowhere near as pretty as that sadistic bastard you call a brother, it’ll fool the Ladies long enough if you can keep that temper of yours on a tight leash.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “But this is the last day of the fair. You haven’t left yourself much time to draw anyone’s attention.”


“Neither have you,” Lucivar replied, “and putting those pups through their paces isn’t going to show anyone what you can do.”


“Who wants gristle when they can have fresh meat?” Hallevar muttered, looking away.


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


Hallevar smiled reluctantly.


Needing some balance, Lucivar turned toward the other men. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed some of the women coming over. And he noticed that some were bringing young children with them.


He clamped down on the emotions that started churning too close to the surface. He had to choose carefully. There were those who could adjust to the way the Blood lived in Kaeleer and would make a good life for themselves here. And there were those who would die swiftly and violently because they couldn’t, or wouldn’t, adjust. He had made a few bad choices during the first couple of fairs, had offered a trust that he shouldn’t have offered. Because of it, he carried the guilt for the shattered lives of two witches who had been raped and brutally beaten—and he carried the memory of the sick rage he’d felt when he’d executed the Eyrien males who had been responsible. After that, he’d found a way to confirm his choices. He hadn’t always trusted his own judgment, but he never doubted Jaenelle’s.


“Lucivar.”


Lucivar honed his attention to the Sapphire-Jeweled Warlord Prince who had moved to the front of the group. “Falonar.”


“It’s Prince Falonar,” Falonar snarled.


Lucivar bared his teeth in a feral smile. “I thought we were being informal, since I’m sure an aristo male like you wouldn’t forget something like basic courtesy.”


“Why should I offer you basic courtesy?”


“Because I’m the one wearing the Ebon-gray,” Lucivar replied too softly as he shifted his weight just enough to let the other man see the challenge and make the choice.


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


Lucivar felt the tension slide away and took a step back. Hallevar knew as well as he did that he could snap the older man in half with his hands or his mind, but Hallevar had been one of the few who had seen the potential warrior and hadn’t cared about his bloodlines—or the lack of them.


“That’s better,” Hallevar said to Lucivar with an approving nod. “And you, Falonar. You’ve had a couple of offers, which is more than most of us can say. Maybe you’d better consider them.”


Falonar’s face tightened. He took a deep breath and let it out. “I guess I should. It doesn’t look like the bastard’s going to show.”


“What bastard is that?” Lucivar asked mildly. More of the women and some of the men who had refused to acknowledge him had wandered over.


It was a young Warlord who answered. “The Warlord Prince of Ebon Rih. We’d heard …”


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


The Warlord swallowed hard. “We heard he’s a hard bastard, but he’s fair if you serve him well. And he doesn’t …”


It was the fear in the woman’s eyes and the way her brown skin paled that honed Lucivar’s temper. “And he doesn’t plow a woman unless she invites him?” he said too softly.


He felt a flash of female anger nearby. Before he could locate the source, he remembered the children who probably already carried too many scars. “You heard right. He doesn’t.”


Falonar shifted, bringing Lucivar’s attention—and his temper—back to someone who could handle it. Then he gave Hallevar a sharp look, and a couple of other men that he’d known before centuries of slavery had taken him away from the Eyrien courts and hunting camps.


“Is that what you’ve been waiting for?” It took effort, but he kept his voice neutral.


“Wouldn’t you?” Hallevar replied. “It may not be the Territory that we knew in Terreille, but they call it Askavi here, too, and maybe it won’t feel so … strange.”


Lucivar clenched his teeth. The afternoon was fleeing. He had to make some choices, and he had to make them now. He turned back to Falonar. “Are you going to choke every time you have to take an order from me?”


Falonar stiffened. “Why should I take any orders from you?”


“Because I am the Warlord Prince of Ebon Rih.”


Shock. Tense stillness. Some of the men—a good number of the men who had wandered over—looked at him in disgust and walked away.


Falonar narrowed his eyes. “You already have a contract?”


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


“It’s the Keep’s Territory,” Hallevar said. “Same as the Black Valley in Terreille. We know that.”


Lucivar nodded, his eyes never leaving Falonar’s. “There’s one big difference.” He paused and then added, “I serve in the Dark Court at Ebon Askavi.”


Several people gasped. Falonar’s eyes widened. Then he looked at the Ebon-gray Jewel that hung from the gold chain around Lucivar’s neck, but it was a considering look, not an insulting one. “There’s really a Queen there?” he asked slowly.


“Oh, yes,” Lucivar replied softly. “There’s a Queen there. You should also know this: I present her with my choices about who serves me in Ebon Rih, but the final decision is hers. If she says ‘no,’ you’re gone.” He looked at the tense, silent people watching him. “There’s not much time left to make a decision. I’ll wait by the gate. Anyone who’s interested can talk to me there.”


He walked to the gate, aware of the eyes that watched him. He kept his back to them and looked at the corrals set up as waiting areas for other races. He observed everything and saw nothing.


It shouldn’t matter anymore. He had a place here, a family here, a Queen he loved and felt honored to serve. He was respected for his intelligence, his skill as a warrior, and the Jewels he wore. And he was liked and loved for himself.


But he had spent 1,700 years believing he was a half-breed bastard, and the insults and the blows he’d received as a boy in the hunting camps had helped shape the formidable temper he’d inherited from his father. The courts he’d served in as a slave after that had put the final vicious edge on it.


It shouldn’t matter anymore. It didn’t matter anymore. He wouldn’t allow it to hurt him. But he also knew that if Hallevar decided to go back to Terreille or accept whatever crumbs were offered in another court instead of signing a contract with him, it would be a long time before the Warlord Prince of Ebon Rih returned to the service fair.


“Prince Yaslana.”


Lucivar almost smiled at the reluctance in Falonar’s voice, but he kept his face carefully neutral as he turned to face the other man. “The bone’s choking you already?” The careful wariness he saw in Falonar’s eyes surprised him.


“We never liked each other, for a lot of reasons. We don’t have to like each other now in order to work together. We’ve fought together against the Jhinka. You know what I can do.”


“We were green fighters then, both taking orders from someone else,” Lucivar said carefully. “This is different.”


Falonar nodded solemnly. “This is different. But for the chance to serve in Ebon Rih, I’m willing to set aside the past. Are you?”


They had been rivals, competitors, two young Warlord Princes struggling to prove their dominance. Falonar had gone on to serve in the High Priestess of Askavi’s First Circle. He had gone to slavery.


“Can you follow orders?” Lucivar asked. It wasn’t an unreasonable question. Warlord Princes were a law unto themselves. Unless they gave their hearts as well as their bodies, following orders wasn’t easy for any of them. Even then, it wasn’t easy.


“I can follow orders,” Falonar said, and then added under his breath, “When I can stomach them.”


“And you’re willing to follow the rules I’ve set, even if it means losing some of the privileges you may have come to expect?”


Falonar narrowed his gold eyes. “I suppose you don’t break any rules anymore?”


The question surprised a laugh out of Lucivar. “Oh, I still break some. And I get my ass kicked for it.”


Falonar opened his mouth, then closed it again.


“The Steward and the Master of the Guard,” Lucivar said dryly, answering the unspoken question.


“Those Jewels would give you some leverage,” Falonar said, tipping his head to indicate Lucivar’s Ebon-gray Jewel.


“Not with those two.”


Falonar looked startled, then thoughtful. “How long have you been here?”


“Eight years.”


“Then you’ve already served out your contract.”


Lucivar gave Falonar a sharp-edged smile. “Plant your ambitions somewhere else, Prince. Mine’s a lifetime contract.”


Falonar tensed. “I thought Warlord Princes were required to serve five years in a court.”


Lucivar nodded and clamped down on the pleasure that jumped through him when he saw Hallevar coming toward him. “That’s what’s required.” He smiled wickedly. “It only took the Lady three years to realize that wasn’t what I agreed to.”


Falonar hesitated. “What’s she like?”


“Wonderful. Beautiful. Terrifying.” Lucivar gave Falonar an assessing look. “Are you coming to Ebon Rih?”


“I’m coming to Ebon Rih.” Falonar nodded to Hallevar and stepped aside for the older man.


“I’d like to come with you,” Hallevar said abruptly.


“But?” Lucivar said.


Hallevar looked over his shoulder at the two boys who were hovering out of earshot. He turned back to Lucivar. “I said they were mine.”


“Are they?”


Hallevar’s eyes filled with heat. “If they’d been mine, I would have acknowledged them, whether or not the mothers denied paternity. A child isn’t considered a bastard if a sire is listed, even if the man doesn’t get a chance to be a father.”


The words stung. Prythian, the High Priestess of Askavi in Terreille, and Dorothea SaDiablo had spun their lies in order to separate him from Luthvian, his mother, and they had altered his birth documents because they hadn’t wanted anyone to know who his father really was. It had stunned him to learn that the hard feelings he carried inside him because of that deceit were nothing compared to Saetan’s rage.


“One has a mother who’s a whore in a Red Moon house,” Hallevar said. “Stands to reason she wouldn’t know whose seed she carried. The other woman was the known lover of an aristo Warlord. The witch he’d married was barren, and everyone knew he made sure his mistress didn’t invite another man to her bed. He wanted the child, would have acknowledged the child. But when it was born, she named a dozen men in the court that she claimed might have been the sire. She did it on purpose, and because she wanted revenge on the father, she condemned the child.”


Lucivar just nodded, fighting the anger that burned in him.


“This is a new place, Lucivar,” Hallevar pleaded. “A new chance. You know what it’s like. You should understand better than anyone. They’re not strong like you. Neither of them will wear dark Jewels. But they’re good boys, and they’ll carry their weight. And they are full-blooded Eyriens,” he added.


“So they don’t carry the stigma of being half-breeds?” Lucivar asked with deadly control.


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


“No, you didn’t. But it’s an easy enough word to say without thinking. So I’ll give you fair warning, Lord Hallevar. It’s a word you would do well to forget, because there’s nothing I could do to save you if you said it within my father’s hearing.”


Hallevar stared at him. “Your father is here? You know him?”


“I know him. And believe me, you haven’t seen temper until you’ve been on the receiving end of my father’s rage.”


“I’ll remember. What about the boys?”


“No lies, Hallevar. I’ll take them for themselves, subject to the Queen’s approval just like any other male.”


Hallevar smiled, obviously relieved. “I’ll tell them to fetch our things.” A curt wave of his hand had the two boys racing toward the barracks. Without looking at Lucivar, he asked, “Is he proud of you?”


“When he doesn’t want to throttle me or kick my ass.”


Hallevar tried to swallow a laugh and ended up wheezing. “I’d like to meet him.”


“You will,” Lucivar promised dryly.


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


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


The woman was frightened, the man tense. But the little girl gave him a sweet smile and leaned away from her mother, her arms reaching for him.


Lucivar took her, settled her on his hip, and grinned. “Don’t get any ideas, bright-eyes. I’m taken,” he told her as he tickled gently and made her giggle. When he gave the girl back to her mother, Dorian stared at him as if he’d grown another head.


Next came Nurian, a Healer who hadn’t completed her training yet, and her younger sister, Jillian, who was on the cusp of changing from girl to woman.


There was Kohlvar, a weapons maker. And there were Rothvar and Zaranar, two warriors Lucivar remembered from the hunting camps.


One thought nagged at him as he talked with them. Why were they here? Kohlvar had been a young man, by the standard of the long-lived races, when Lucivar was first sent away from Askavi. Even then, when Kohlvar was just past his journeymanship, he’d been known for the strength and the balance of the weapons he made. He should have made a good living in Terreille, and he could have stayed away from court intrigue if he’d chosen to. Rothvar and Zaranar were seasoned warriors, the kind who could have found a position in most of the courts in Askavi or accepted any independent work they chose.


And why would an aristo Warlord Prince like Falonar leave Terreille?


The wariness inside him grew. Were things far worse in Terreille than anyone here suspected, or were these men here for another reason?


Lucivar pushed those thoughts aside. He hadn’t sensed anything in the people who had approached him that would make him decide against them, so he would let the questions rest for now. And he would let Jaenelle pass judgment.


By the time the last man left to fetch his things from the barracks, Lucivar had agreed to take twenty males and a dozen females.


How many of these people would survive the full term of their contracts? he wondered as they hurried toward him with the meager belongings they had been allowed to bring with them. There were other dangers in Kaeleer beyond the ones they expected. And there were the demon-dead. Considering where he was taking them, they would quickly have to come to terms with having the demon-dead walk among them.


He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Ready?”


It amused him, but didn’t surprise him, when Falonar looked over the group and answered him as if he’d already accepted the man as his second-in-command.


“We’re ready.”


2 / Kaeleer


Daemon Sadi crossed his legs at the knee, steepled his fingers, and rested his long, black-tinted nails against his chin. “What about the Queens in the other Territories?” he asked in his deep, cultured voice.


Lord Jorval smiled wearily. “As I’ve explained before, Prince Sadi, the Queens outside of Little Terreille are not eager to accept their Terreillean Brothers and Sisters into their courts, and even the immigrants who do get contracts are made to feel less than welcome.”


“Did you inquire?” Daemon’s gold eyes glazed slightly. A stranger or slight acquaintance might have thought he looked tired or bored, but that sleepy look would have terrified anyone who really knew him.


“I inquired,” Jorval said a bit sharply. “The Queens didn’t reply.”


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


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


Daemon didn’t give any indication that the warning had been felt as much as a physical jab would have been. No, he couldn’t brush aside the narrow choices if he wanted to stay in Kaeleer. But he wasn’t sure he could stomach any of those women long enough to do what he had originally come here to do. And he couldn’t help wondering how large a gift Jorval would receive from whichever Queen he chose.


Suddenly it was too much: the lack of sleep, the pressure to make an unpalatable choice, the nerves that were strained because of what he had planned to do—and the questions that had arisen from the gossip he had sifted through as he walked around the service fair.


“I’ll consider them and let you know,” Daemon said, moving toward the door with the graceful speed that tended to make people think of a feline predator.


“Prince Sadi,” Jorval called sharply.


Daemon stopped at the door and turned.


“The last bell will ring in less than an hour. If you haven’t made a choice by then, you will no longer have a choice. You will have to accept whatever offer is made or leave Kaeleer.”


“I’m aware of that, Lord Jorval,” Daemon said too softly.


He left the building, slipped his hands into his trouser pockets, and began walking aimlessly.


He despised Lord Jorval. There was something about the man’s psychic scent, something tainted. And there were too many things hidden behind the dark, flat eyes. From the moment he’d met Jorval, he’d had to fight against the instinctive desire to rise to the killing edge and tuck the thin Warlord into a deep, secret grave.


Why had Lord Magstrom handed him over to Jorval? He had talked to the elderly man briefly when he arrived in Goth late on the third day of the fair and had been cautiously willing to trust the man’s judgment. When he had expressed his desire to serve in a court outside of Little Terreille, Magstrom’s blue eyes had twinkled with amusement.


The Queens outside of Little Terreille are very selective in their choices, Magstrom had said. But they do have an advantage for a man like you—they know how to handle dark-Jeweled males.


Magstrom had promised to make some inquiries, and they had arranged to meet early the following morning. But when Daemon arrived for the meeting, it was Lord Jorval who was waiting for him with the names of four Queens who wanted to control his life for the next five years.


Questionable food smells that he caught in passing sharpened an already keen temper by reminding him that he’d eaten almost nothing in the past two days. The clash of strong perfumes mingled with equally strong body odors helped him remember why he hadn’t eaten.


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


It had taken him five years after walking out of the Twisted Kingdom to come to Kaeleer. There had been no hurry. Jaenelle had not been waiting for him as she had promised when she had marked the trail to lead him out of madness. He still didn’t know what had really happened when he had tried to bring Jaenelle out of the abyss in order to save her body. His memories of that night, thirteen years ago, were still jumbled, still had pieces missing. He had a vague memory of someone telling him that Jaenelle had died—that the High Lord had tricked another male into being the instrument that had destroyed an extraordinary child.


So when Jaenelle hadn’t been on the island where Surreal and Manny had kept him safe and hidden, and when Surreal had told him about the shadow Jaenelle had created in order to bring him out of the Twisted Kingdom …


He had spent the past five years believing that he had killed the child who was his Queen; had spent the past five years believing that she had used the last of her strength to bring him out of madness so that he would call in the debt owed to her; had spent the past five years honing his Craft skills and allowing his mind to heal as much as it could for only one reason: to come to Kaeleer and destroy the man who had used him as the instrument—his father, the High Lord of Hell.


But now that he was here …


Gossip and speculation about the witches in the Shadow Realm flowed through this place, currents of thoughts easily plucked from the air. The currents that had unnerved him as he’d walked around the fair yesterday were the speculations about a strange, terrifying witch that could see a man’s soul in a glance. According to the gossip, anyone who signed a contract outside of Little Terreille was brought before this witch, and anyone found wanting didn’t live to see another sunrise.


He might have dismissed that gossip except that it finally occurred to him that, perhaps, Jaenelle had been waiting for him, but not in Terreille. He’d let grief cloud his thinking, locking away all but the best memories of the few months he had known her. So he’d forgotten about the ties she already had to Kaeleer.


If she really was in the Shadow Realm, he’d already lost five years he could have spent with her. He wasn’t going to spend the next five in some other court, yearning from a distance.


If, that is, she really was alive.


A change in the psychic scents around him pulled him from his thoughts. He looked around and swore under his breath.


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


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


The man wore a leather vest and the black, skintight trousers favored by Eyrien warriors. His black hair fell to his shoulders, which was unusual for an Eyrien male. But it was the way he stood, the way he moved that felt so painfully familiar.


A wild joy filled Daemon, even as his heart clogged his throat and tears stung his gold eyes. Lucivar.


Of course, it couldn’t be. Lucivar had died eight years ago, escaping from the salt mines of Pruul.


Then the man turned. For a moment, Daemon thought he saw the same fierce joy in Lucivar’s eyes before it was lost in blazing fury.


Seeing the fury and remembering that the unfinished business between them could only end in blood being spilled, Daemon retreated behind the cold mask he’d lived behind for most of his life and started to walk away.


He’d only gone a few steps before a hand clamped on his right arm and spun him around.


“How long have you been here?” Lucivar demanded.


Daemon tried to shake off the hand, but Lucivar’s fingers dug in hard enough to leave bruises. “Two days,” Daemon replied with chilly courtesy. He felt the mask slip and knew he needed to get away from here before his emotions spilled over. Right now, he wasn’t sure if he would meet Lucivar’s anger with tears or rage.


“Have you signed a contract?” Lucivar shook him. “Have you?”


“No, and there’s little time left to do it. If you’ll excuse me.”


Lucivar snarled, tightened his grip, and almost yanked Daemon off his feet. “You weren’t on the lists,” he muttered as he pulled Daemon toward the table under the red banner. “I checked. You weren’t on any of the damn lists.”


“I apologize for the incon—”


“Shut up, Daemon.”


Daemon clenched his teeth and lengthened his stride to match his brother’s. He didn’t know what kind of game Lucivar was playing, but he’d be damned if he’d go into it being dragged like a reluctant puppy.


“Look, Prick,” Daemon said, trying to balance Lucivar’s volatile temper with reason, “I have to—”


“You’re signing a contract with the Warlord Prince of Ebon Rih.”


Daemon let out an exasperated huff. “Don’t you think you should discuss it with him beforehand?”


Lucivar gave him a knife-edged look. “I don’t usually discuss things with myself, Bastard. Plant your feet.”


Daemon felt the ground roll unexpectedly and decided it was good advice. “Have long have you been in Kaeleer?” he asked, feeling weak.


“Eight years.” Lucivar hissed as an older Eyrien Warlord signed the contract and stepped away from the table. “Hell’s fire. Why is that little maggot taking so long to write a line of information?” He took a step toward the table. Then he turned back, and said too softly, “Don’t try to walk away. If you do, I’ll break your legs in so many places you won’t even be able to crawl.”


Daemon didn’t bother to respond. Lucivar didn’t make idle threats, and in a physical fight, Daemon knew he couldn’t beat his Eyrien half brother. Besides, the ground under his feet kept shifting in unexpected ways that threatened his balance.


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


That didn’t necessarily mean anything. The land existed whether a Warlord Prince watched over it or not—or a Queen ruled there or not.


But Lucivar being alive here nourished the hope in Daemon that he had been wrong about Jaenelle’s death as well. Had she sent Lucivar to the service fair to look for him? Had one of Lord Magstrom’s inquiries reached her after all? Was she …


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


As Lucivar approached the table, someone called, “Prince Yaslana. Here are two more for the contract.”


Turning toward the voice, Daemon felt the ground shift a little more. Two men, a Sapphire-Jeweled Warlord and a Red-Jeweled Warlord Prince, were pulling two women toward the table. A brown-haired man with a black eye patch and a pronounced limp angrily followed them.


The frightened woman had dark hair, fair skin, and blue eyes. It had been thirteen years since he’d seen Wilhelmina Benedict, Jaenelle’s half sister. She had grown into a beautiful woman, but was still filled with the brittle fear she’d had as an adolescent. Her eyes widened when she saw him, but she said nothing.


The snarling woman with the long black hair, light golden-brown skin, delicately pointed ears, and blazing gold-green eyes was Surreal. She had left the island four months ago, giving no explanation except there was something she had to do.


At first, he didn’t know the limping man. When he saw the flash of recognition in the man’s blue eye, he felt a stab of pain under his heart. Andrew, the stable lad who had helped him escape the Hayllian guards after Jaenelle had been taken back to Briarwood.


“Lord Khardeen. Prince Aaron,” Lucivar said, formally greeting the Sapphire-Jeweled Warlord and the Red-Jeweled Warlord Prince.


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


Lucivar gave both women a look that could have flayed flesh from bone. Then he looked at Khardeen and Aaron. “Accepted.”


Wilhelmina trembled visibly, but Surreal hooked her hair behind her pointed ears and narrowed her eyes at Lucivar. “Look, sugar—”
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