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PROLOGUE


Terreille


I am Tersa the Weaver, Tersa the Liar, Tersa the Fool.


When the Blood-Jeweled Lords and Ladies hold a banquet, I’m the entertainment that comes after the musicians have played and the lithesome girls and boys have danced and the Lords have drunk too much wine and demand to have their fortunes told. “Tell us a story, Weaver,” they yell as their hands pass over the serving girls’ rumps and their Ladies eye the young men and decide who will have the painful pleasure of serving in the bed that night.


I was one of them once, Blood as they are Blood.


No, that’s not true. I wasn’t Blood as they are Blood. That’s why I was broken on a Warlord’s spear and became shattered glass that only reflects what might have been.


It’s hard to break a Blood-Jeweled male, but a witch’s life hangs by the hymenal thread, and what happens on her Virgin Night determines whether she is whole to practice the Craft or becomes a broken vessel, forever aching for the part of her that’s lost. Oh, some magic always remains, enough for day-to-day living and parlor tricks, but not the Craft, not the lifeblood of our kind.


But the Craft can be reclaimed—if one is willing to pay the price.


When I was younger, I fought against that final slide into the Twisted Kingdom. Better to be broken and sane than broken and mad. Better to see the world and know a tree for a tree, a flower for a flower rather than to look through gauze at gray and ghostly shapes and see clearly only the shards of one’s self.


So I thought then.


As I shuffle to the low stool, I struggle to stay at the edge of the Twisted Kingdom and see the physical world clearly one last time. I carefully place the wooden frame that holds my tangled web, the web of dreams and visions, on the small table near the stool.


The Lords and Ladies expect me to tell their fortunes, and I always have, not by magic but by keeping my eyes and ears open and then telling them what they want to hear.


Simple. No magic to it.


But not tonight.


For days now I have heard a strange kind of thunder, a distant calling. Last night I surrendered to madness in order to reclaim my Craft as a Black Widow, a witch of the Hourglass covens. Last night I wove a tangled web to see the dreams and visions.


Tonight there will be no fortunes. I have the strength to say this only once. I must be sure that those who must hear it are in the room before I speak.


I wait. They don’t notice. Glasses are filled and refilled as I fight to stay on the edge of the Twisted Kingdom.


Ah, there he is. Daemon Sadi, from the Territory called Hayll. He’s beautiful, bitter, cruel. He has a seducer’s smile and a body women want to touch and be caressed by, but he’s filled with a cold, unquenchable rage. When the Ladies talk about his bedroom skills, the words they whisper are “excruciating pleasure.” I don’t doubt he’s enough of a sadist to mix pain and pleasure in equal portions, but he’s always been kind to me, and it’s a small bone of hope that I throw out to him tonight. Still, it’s more than anyone else has given him.


The Lords and Ladies grow restless. I usually don’t take this long to begin my pronouncements. Agitation and annoyance build, but I wait. After tonight, it will make no difference.


There’s the other one, in the opposite corner of the room. Lucivar Yaslana, the Eyrien half-breed from the Territory called Askavi.


Hayll has no love for Askavi, nor Askavi for Hayll, but Daemon and Lucivar are drawn to one another without understanding why, so wound into each other’s lives they cannot separate. Uneasy friends, they have fought legendary battles, have destroyed so many courts the Blood are afraid to have them together for any length of time.


I raise my hands, let them fall into my lap. Daemon watches me. Nothing about him has changed, but I know he’s waiting, listening. And because he’s listening, Lucivar listens too.


“She is coming.”


At first they don’t realize I’ve spoken. Then the angry murmurs begin when the words are understood.


“Stupid bitch,” someone yells. “Tell me who I’ll love tonight.”


“What does it matter?” I answer. “She is coming. The Realm of Terreille will be torn apart by its own foolish greed. Those who survive will serve, but few will survive.”


I’m slipping farther from the edge. Tears of frustration spill down my cheeks. Not yet. Sweet Darkness, not yet. I must say this.


Daemon kneels beside me, his hands covering mine. I speak to him, only to him, and through him, to Lucivar.


“The Blood in Terreille whore the old ways and make a mockery of everything we are.” I wave my hand to indicate the ones who now rule. “They twist things to suit themselves. They dress up and pretend. They wear Blood Jewels but don’t understand what it means to be Blood. They talk of honoring the Darkness, but it’s a lie. They honor nothing but their own ambitions. The Blood were created to be the caretakers of the Realms. That’s why we were given our power. That’s why we come from, yet are apart from, the people in every Territory. The perversion of what we are can’t go on. The day is coming when the debt will be called in, and the Blood will have to answer for what they’ve become.”


“They’re the Blood who rule, Tersa,” Daemon says sadly. “Who is left to call in this debt? Bastard slaves like me?”


I’m slipping fast. My nails dig into his hands, drawing blood, but he doesn’t pull away. I lower my voice. He strains to hear me. “The Darkness has had a Prince for a long, long time. Now the Queen is coming. It may take decades, even centuries, but she is coming.” I point with my chin at the Lords and Ladies sitting at the tables. “They will be dust by then, but you and the Eyrien will be here to serve.”


Frustration fills his golden eyes. “What Queen? Who is coming?”


“The living myth,” I whisper. “Dreams made flesh.”


His shock is replaced instantly by a fierce hunger. “You’re sure?”


The room is a swirling mist. He’s the only thing still in sharp focus. He’s the only thing I need. “I saw her in the tangled web, Daemon. I saw her.”


I’m too tired to hang on to the real world, but I stubbornly cling to his hands to tell him one last thing. “The Eyrien, Daemon.”


He glances at Lucivar. “What about him?”


“He’s your brother. You are your father’s sons.”


I can’t hold on anymore and plunge into the madness that’s called the Twisted Kingdom. I fall and fall among the shards of myself. The world spins and shatters. In its fragments, I see my once-Sisters pouring around the tables, frightened and intent, and Daemon’s hand casually reaching out, as if by accident, destroying the fragile spidersilk of my tangled web.


It’s impossible to reconstruct a tangled web. Terreille’s Black Widows may spend year upon frightened year trying, but in the end it will be in vain. It will not be the same web, and they will not see what I saw.


In the gray world above, I hear myself howling with laughter. Far below me, in the psychic abyss that is part of the Darkness, I hear another howling, one full of joy and pain, rage and celebration.


Not just another witch coming, my foolish Sisters, but Witch.




PART I
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CHAPTER ONE


1 / Terreille


Lucivar Yaslana, the Eyrien half-breed, watched the guards drag the sobbing man to the boat. He felt no sympathy for the condemned man who had led the aborted slave revolt. In the Territory called Pruul, sympathy was a luxury no slave could afford.


He had refused to participate in the revolt. The ringleaders were good men, but they didn’t have the strength, the backbone, or the balls to do what was needed. They didn’t enjoy seeing blood run.


He had not participated. Zuultah, the Queen of Pruul, had punished him anyway.


The heavy shackles around his neck and wrists had already rubbed his skin raw, and his back was a throbbing ache from the lash. He spread his dark, membranous wings, trying to ease the ache in his back.


A guard immediately prodded him with a club, then retreated, skittish, at his soft hiss of anger.


Unlike the other slaves who couldn’t contain their misery or fear, there was no expression in Lucivar’s gold eyes, no psychic scent of emotions for the guards to play with as they put the sobbing man into the old, one-man boat. No longer seaworthy, the boat showed gaping holes in its rotten wood, holes that only added to its value now.


The condemned man was small and half-starved. It still took six guards to put him into the boat. Five guards held the man’s head, arms, and legs. The last guard smeared bacon grease on the man’s genitals before sliding a wooden cover into place. It fit snugly over the boat, with holes cut out for the head and hands. Once the man’s hands were tied to iron rings on the outside of the boat, the cover was locked into place so that no one but the guards could remove it.


One guard studied the imprisoned man and shook his head in mock dismay. Turning to the others, he said, “He should have a last meal before being put to sea.”


The guards laughed. The man cried for help.


One by one, the guards carefully shoved food into the man’s mouth before herding the other slaves to the stables where they were quartered.


“You’ll be entertained tonight, boys,” a guard yelled, laughing. “Remember it the next time you decide to leave Lady Zuultah’s service.”


Lucivar looked over his shoulder, then looked away.


Drawn by the smell of food, the rats slipped into the gaping holes in the boat.


The man in the boat screamed.


* * *

Clouds scudded across the moon, gray shrouds hiding its light. The man in the boat didn’t move. His knees were open sores, bloody from kicking the top of the boat in his effort to keep the rats away. His vocal cords were destroyed from screaming.


Lucivar knelt behind the boat, moving carefully to muffle the sound of the chains.


“I didn’t tell them, Yasi,” the man said hoarsely. “They tried to make me tell, but I didn’t. I had that much honor left.”


Lucivar held a cup to the man’s lips. “Drink this,” he said, his voice a deep murmur, a part of the night.


“No,” the man moaned. “No.” He began to cry, a harsh, guttural sound pulled from his ruined throat.


“Hush, now. Hush. It will help.” Supporting the man’s head, Lucivar eased the cup between the swollen lips. After two swallows, Lucivar put the cup aside and stroked the man’s head with gentle fingertips. “It will help,” he crooned.


“I’m a Warlord of the Blood.” When Lucivar offered the cup again, the man took another sip. As his voice got stronger, the words began to slur. “You’re a Warlord Prince. Why do they do this to us, Yasi?”


“Because they have no honor. Because they don’t remember what it means to be Blood. The High Priestess of Hayll’s influence is a plague that has been spreading across the Realm for centuries, slowly consuming every Territory it touches.”


“Maybe the landens are right, then. Maybe the Blood are evil.”


Lucivar continued stroking the man’s forehead and temples. “No. We are what we are. Nothing more, nothing less. There is good and evil among every kind of people. It’s the evil among us who rule now.”


“And where are the good among us?” the man asked sleepily.


Lucivar kissed the top of the man’s head. “They’ve been destroyed or enslaved.” He offered the cup. “Finish it, little Brother, and it will be finished.”


After the man took the last swallow, Lucivar used Craft to vanish the cup.


The man in the boat laughed. “I feel very brave, Yasi.”


“You are very brave.”


“The rats … My balls are gone.”


“I know.”


“I cried, Yasi. Before all of them, I cried.”


“It doesn’t matter.”


“I’m a Warlord. I shouldn’t have cried.”


“You didn’t tell. You had courage when you needed it.”


“Zuultah killed the others anyway.”


“She’ll pay for it, little Brother. Someday she and the others like her will pay for it all.” Lucivar gently massaged the man’s neck.


“Yasi, I—”


The movement was sudden, the sound sharp.


Lucivar carefully let the lolling head fall backward and slowly rose to his feet. He could have told them the plan wouldn’t work, that the Ring of Obedience could be fine-tuned sufficiently to alert its owner to an inner drawing of strength and purpose. He could have told them the malignant tendrils that kept them enslaved had spread too far, and it would take a sweeter savagery than a man was capable of to free them. He could have told them there were crueler weapons than the Ring to keep a man obedient, that their concern for each other would destroy them, that the only way to escape, for even a little while, was to care for no one, to be alone.


He could have told them.


And yet, when they had approached him, timidly, cautiously, eager to ask a man who had broken free again and again over the centuries but was still enslaved, all he had said was, “Sacrifice everything.” They had gone away, disappointed, unable to understand he had meant what he’d said. Sacrifice everything. And there was one thing he couldn’t—wouldn’t—sacrifice.


How many times after he’d surrendered and been tethered again by that cruel ring of gold around his organ had Daemon found him and pinned him against a wall, snarling with rage, calling him a fool and a coward to give in?


Liar. Silky, court-trained liar.


Once, Dorothea SaDiablo had searched desperately for Daemon Sadi after he’d vanished from a court without a trace. It had taken a hundred years to find him, and two thousand Warlords had died trying to recapture him. He could have used that small, savage Territory he had held and conquered half the Realm of Terreille, could have become a tangible threat to Hayll’s encroachment and absorption of every people it touched. Instead, he had read a letter Dorothea sent through a messenger. Read it and surrendered.


The letter had simply said: “Surrender by the new moon. Every day you are gone thereafter, I will take a piece of your brother’s body in payment for your arrogance.”


Lucivar shook himself, trying to dislodge the unwelcome thoughts. In some ways, memories were worse than the lash, for they led to thoughts of Askavi, with its mountains rising to cut the sky and its valleys filled with towns, farms, and forests. Not that Askavi was that fertile anymore, having been raped for too many centuries by those who took but never gave anything back. Still, it was home, and centuries of enslaved exile had left him aching for the smell of clean mountain air, the taste of a sweet, cold stream, the silence of the woods, and, most of all, the mountains where the Eyrien race soared.


But he was in Pruul, that hot, scrubby desert wasteland, serving that bitch Zuultah because he couldn’t hide his disgust for Prythian, Askavi’s High Priestess, couldn’t leash his temper enough to serve witches he despised.


Among the Blood, males were meant to serve, not to rule. He had never challenged that, despite the number of witches he’d killed over the centuries. He had killed them because it was an insult to serve them, because he was an Eyrien Warlord Prince who wore Ebon-gray Jewels and refused to believe that serving and groveling meant the same thing. Because he was a half-breed bastard, he had no hope of attaining a position of authority within a court, despite the rank of his Jewels. Because he was a trained Eyrien warrior and had a temper that was explosive even for a Warlord Prince, he had even less hope of being allowed to live outside the social chains of a court.


And he was caught, as all Blood males were caught. There was something bred into them that made them crave service, that compelled them to bond in some way with a Blood-Jeweled female.


Lucivar twitched his shoulder and sucked air through his teeth as a lash wound reopened. When he gingerly touched the wound, his hand came away wet with fresh blood.


He bared his teeth in a bitter smile. What was that old saying? A wish, offered with blood, is a prayer to the Darkness.


He closed his eyes, raised his hand toward the night sky, and turned inward, descending into the psychic abyss to the depth of his Ebon-gray Jewels so that this wish would remain private, so that no one in Zuultah’s court could hear the sending of this thought.


Just once, I’d like to serve a Queen I could respect, someone I could truly believe in. A strong Queen who wouldn’t fear my strength. A Queen I could also call a friend.


Dryly amused by his own foolishness, Lucivar wiped his hand on his baggy cotton pants and sighed. It was a shame that the pronouncement Tersa had made seven hundred years ago had been nothing more than a mad delusion. For a while, it had given him hope. It had taken him a long time to realize that hope was a bitter thing.


*Hello?*


Lucivar looked toward the stables where the slaves were quartered. The guards would make their nightly check soon. He’d take another minute to savor the night air, even if it smelled hot and dusty, before returning to the filthy cell with its bed of dirty, bug-infested straw, before returning to the stink of fear, unwashed bodies, and human waste.


*Hello?*


Lucivar turned in a slow circle, his physical senses alert, his mind probing for the source of that thought. Psychic communication could be broadcast to everyone in an area—like shouting in a crowded room—or narrowed to a single Jewel rank or gender, or narrowed even further to a single mind. That thought seemed aimed directly at him.


There was nothing out there except the expected. Whatever it was, it was gone.


Lucivar shook his head. He was getting as skittish as the landens, the non-Blood of each race, with their superstitions about evil stalking in the night.


“Hello?”


Lucivar spun around, his dark wings flaring for balance as he set his feet in a fighting stance.


He felt like a fool when he saw the girl staring at him, wide-eyed.


She was a scrawny little thing, about seven years old. Calling her plain would have been kind. But, even in the moonlight, she had the most extraordinary eyes. They reminded him of a twilight sky or a deep mountain lake. Her clothes were of good quality, certainly better than a beggar child would wear. Her gold hair was done up in sausage curls that indicated care even if they looked ridiculous around her pointed little face.


“What are you doing here?” he asked roughly.


She laced her fingers and hunched her shoulders. “I-I heard you. Y-you wanted a friend.”


“You heard me?” Lucivar stared at her. How in the name of Hell had she heard him? True, he had sent that wish out, but on an Ebon-gray thread. He was the only Ebon-gray in the Realm of Terreille. The only Jewel darker than his was the Black, and the only person who wore that was Daemon Sadi. Unless …


No. She couldn’t be.


At that moment, the girl’s eyes flicked from him to the dead man in the boat, then back to him.


“I have to go,” she whispered, backing away from him.


“No, you don’t.” He came toward her, soft-footed, a hunter stalking his prey.


She bolted.


He caught her within seconds, heedless of the noise the chains made. Looping a chain over her, he wrapped an arm around her waist and lifted her off her feet, grunting when her heel banged his knee. He ignored her attempts to scratch, and her kicks, while bruising, weren’t the same kind of deterrent one good kick in the right place would have been. When she started shrieking, he clamped a hand over her mouth.


She promptly sank her teeth into his finger.


Lucivar bit back a howl and swore under his breath. He dropped to his knees, pulling her with him. “Hush,” he whispered fiercely. “Do you want to bring the guards down on us?” She probably did, and he expected her to struggle even harder, knowing there was help nearby.


Instead, she froze.


Lucivar laid his cheek against her head and sucked air. “You’re a spitting little cat,” he said quietly, fighting to keep the laughter out of his voice.


“Why did you kill him?”


Did he imagine it, or did her voice change? She still sounded like a young girl, but thunder, caverns, and midnight skies were in that voice. “He was suffering.”


“Couldn’t you take him to a Healer?”


“Healers don’t bother with slaves,” he snapped. “Besides, the rats didn’t leave enough of him to heal.” He pulled her tighter against his chest, hoping physical warmth would make her stop shuddering. She looked so pale against his light-brown skin, and he knew it wasn’t simply because she was fair-skinned. “I’m sorry. That was cruel.”


When she started struggling against his hold, he raised his arms so that she could slip under the chain between his wrists. She scrambled out of reach, spun around, and dropped to her knees.


They studied each other.


“What’s your name?” she finally asked.


“I’m called Yasi.” He laughed when she wrinkled her nose. “Don’t blame me. I didn’t choose it.”


“It’s a silly word for someone like you. What’s your real name?”


Lucivar hesitated. Eyriens were one of the long-lived races. He’d had 1,700 years to gain a reputation for being vicious and violent. If she’d heard any of the stories about him …


He took a deep breath and released it slowly. “Lucivar Yaslana.”


No reaction except a shy smile of approval.


“What’s your name, Cat?”


“Jaenelle.”


He grinned. “Nice name, but I think Cat suits you just as well.”


She snarled.


“See?” He hesitated, but he had to ask. Zuultah’s guessing he’d killed that slave and knowing for sure would make a difference when he was stretched between the whipping posts. “Is your family visiting Lady Zuultah?”


Jaenelle frowned. “Who?”


Really, she did look like a kitten trying to figure out how to pounce on a large, hoppy bug. “Zuultah. The Queen of Pruul.”


“What’s Pruul?”


“This is Pruul.” Lucivar waved a hand to indicate the land around them and then swore in Eyrien when the chains rattled. He swallowed the last curse when he noticed the intense, interested look on her face. “Since you’re not from Pruul and your family isn’t visiting, where are you from?” When she hesitated, he tipped his head toward the boat. “I can keep a secret.”


“I’m from Chaillot.”


“Chai—” Lucivar bit back another curse. “Do you understand Eyrien?”


“No.” Jaenelle grinned at him. “But now I know some Eyrien words.”


Should he laugh or strangle her? “How did you get here?”


She fluffed her hair and frowned at the rocky ground between them. Finally she shrugged. “Same way I get to other places.”


“You ride the Winds?” he yelped.


She raised a finger to test the air.


“Not breezes or puffs of air.” Lucivar ground his teeth. “The Winds. The Webs. The psychic roads in the Darkness.”


Jaenelle perked up. “Is that what they are?”


He managed to stop in mid-curse.


Jaenelle leaned forward. “Are you always this prickly?”


“Most people think I’m a prick, yes.”


“What’s that mean?”


“Never mind.” He chose a sharp stone and drew a circle on the ground between them. “This is the Realm of Terreille.” He placed a round stone in the circle. “This is the Black Mountain, Ebon Askavi, where the Winds meet.” He drew straight lines from the round stone to the circumference of the circle. “These are tether lines.” He drew smaller circles within the circle. “These are radial lines. The Winds are like a spider web. You can travel on the tether or the radial lines, changing direction where they intersect. There’s a Web for each rank of the Blood Jewels. The darker the Web, the more tether and radial lines there are and the faster the Wind is. You can ride a Web that’s your rank or lighter. You can’t ride a Web darker than your Jewel rank unless you’re traveling inside a Coach being driven by someone strong enough to ride that Web or you’re being shielded by someone who can ride that Web. If you try, you probably won’t survive. Understand?”


Jaenelle chewed on her lower lip and pointed to a space between the strands. “What if I want to go there?”


Lucivar shook his head. “You’d have to drop from the Web back into the Realm at the nearest point and travel some other way.”


“That’s not how I got here,” she protested.


Lucivar shuddered. There wasn’t a strand of any Web around Zuultah’s compound. Her court was deliberately in one of those blank spaces. The only way to get here directly from the Winds was by leaving the Web and gliding blind through the Darkness, which, even for the strongest and the best, was a chancy thing to do. Unless …


“Come here, Cat,” he said gently. When she dropped in front of him, he rested his hands on her thin shoulders. “Do you often go wandering?”


Jaenelle nodded slowly. “People call me. Like you did.”


Like he did. Mother Night! “Cat, listen to me. Children are vulnerable to many dangers.”


There was a strange expression in her eyes. “Yes, I know.”


“Sometimes an enemy can wear the mask of a friend until it’s too late to escape.”


“Yes,” she whispered.


Lucivar shook her gently, forcing her to look at him. “Terreille is a dangerous place for little cats. Please, go home and don’t go wandering anymore. Don’t … don’t answer the people who call you.”


“But then I won’t see you anymore.”


Lucivar closed his gold eyes. A knife in the heart would hurt less. “I know. But we’ll always be friends. And it’s not forever. When you’re grown up, I’ll come find you or you’ll come find me.”


Jaenelle nibbled her lip. “How old is grown up?”


Yesterday. Tomorrow. “Let’s say seventeen. It sounds like forever, I know, but it’s really not that long.” Even Sadi couldn’t have spun a better lie than that. “Will you promise not to go wandering?”


Jaenelle sighed. “I promise not to go wandering in Terreille.”


Lucivar hauled her to her feet and spun her around. “There’s one thing I want to teach you before you go. This will work if a man ever tries to grab you from behind.”


When they’d gone through the demonstration enough times that he was sure she knew what to do, Lucivar kissed her forehead and stepped back. “Get out of here. The guards will be making the rounds any minute now. And remember—a Queen never breaks a promise made to a Warlord Prince.”


“I’ll remember.” She hesitated. “Lucivar? I won’t look the same when I’m grown up. How will you know me?”


Lucivar smiled. Ten years or a hundred, it would make no difference. He’d always recognize those extraordinary sapphire eyes. “I’ll know. Good-bye, Cat. May the Darkness embrace you.”


She smiled at him and vanished.


Lucivar stared at that empty space. Was that a foolish thing to say to her? Probably.


A gate rattling caught his attention. He swiftly rubbed out the drawing of the Winds and slipped from shadow to shadow until he reached the stables. He passed through the outside wall and had just settled into his cell when the guard opened the barred window in the door.


Zuultah was arrogant enough to believe her holding spells kept her slaves from using Craft to pass through the cell walls. It was uncomfortable to pass through a spelled wall but not impossible for him.


Let the bitch wonder. When the guards found the slave in the boat, she’d suspect him of breaking the man’s neck. She suspected him when anything went wrong in her court—with good reason.


Maybe he would offer a little resistance when the guards tried to tie him to the whipping posts. A vicious brawl would keep Zuultah distracted, and the violent emotions would cover up any lingering psychic scent from the girl.


Oh, yes, he could keep Lady Zuultah so distracted, she would never realize that Witch now walked the Realm.


2 / Terreille


Lady Maris turned her head toward the large, freestanding mirror. “You may go now.”


Daemon Sadi slipped out of bed and began dressing slowly, tauntingly, fully aware that she watched him in the mirror. She always watched the mirror when he serviced her. A bit of self-voyeurism perhaps? Did she pretend the man in the mirror actually cared about her, that her climax aroused him?


Stupid bitch.


Maris stretched and sighed with pleasure. “You remind me of a wild cat, all silky skin and rippling muscles.”


Daemon slipped into the white silk shirt. A savage predator? That was a fair enough description. If she ever annoyed him beyond his limited tolerance for the distaff gender, he would be happy to show her his claws. One little one in particular.


Maris sighed again. “You’re so beautiful.”


Yes, he was. His face was a gift of his mysterious heritage, aristocratic and too beautifully shaped to be called merely handsome. He was tall and broad-shouldered. He kept his body well toned and muscular enough to please. His voice was deep and cultured, with a husky, seductive edge to it that made women go all misty-eyed. His gold eyes and thick black hair were typical of all three of Terreille’s long-lived races, but his warm, golden-brown skin was a little lighter than the Hayllian aristos—more like the Dhemlan race.


His body was a weapon, and he kept his weapons well honed.


Daemon shrugged into his black jacket. The clothes, too, were weapons, from the skimpy underwear to the perfectly tailored suits. Nectar to seduce the unwary to their doom.


Fanning herself with her hand, Maris looked directly at him. “Even in this weather, you didn’t work up a sweat.”


It sounded like the complaint it was.


Daemon smiled mockingly. “Why should I?”


Maris sat up, pulling at the sheet to cover herself. “You’re a cruel, unfeeling bastard.”


Daemon raised one finely shaped eyebrow. “You think I’m cruel? You’re quite right, of course. I’m a connoisseur of cruelty.”


“And you’re proud of it, aren’t you?” Maris blinked back tears. Her face tightened, showing all the petulant age lines. “Everything they said about you is true. Even that.” She waved a hand toward his groin.


“That?” he asked, knowing perfectly well what she meant. She, and every woman like her, would forgive every vicious thing he did if she could coax him into an erection.


“You’re not a true man. You never were.”


“Ah. In that, too, you’re quite right.” Daemon slipped his hands into his trouser pockets. “Personally, I’ve always thought it’s the discomfort of the Ring of Obedience that’s caused the problem.” The cold, mocking smile returned. “Perhaps if you removed it …”


Maris became so pale he wondered if she was going to faint. He doubted Maris wanted to test his theory badly enough that she would actually remove that gold circle around his organ. Just as well. She wouldn’t survive one minute after he was free.


Most of the witches he’d served hadn’t survived anyway.


Daemon smiled that cold, familiar, brutal smile and settled next to her on the bed. “So you think I’m cruel.” Her eyes were already glazing from the psychic seduction tendrils he was weaving around her.


“Yes,” Maris whispered, watching his lips.


Daemon leaned forward, amused at how quickly she opened her mouth for a kiss. Her tongue flirted hungrily with his, and when he finally raised his head, she tried to pull him down on top of her. “Do you really want to know why I don’t work up a sweat?” he asked too gently.


She hesitated, lust warring with curiosity. “Why?”


Daemon smiled. “Because, my darling Lady Maris, your so-called intelligence bores me to tears and that body you think so fine and flaunt whenever and wherever possible isn’t fit to be crowbait.”


Maris’s lower lip quivered. “Y-you’re a sadistic brute.”


Daemon slipped off the bed. “How do you know?” he asked pleasantly. “The game hasn’t even begun.”


“Get out. GET OUT!”


He quickly left the bedroom, but waited a moment outside the door. Her wail of anguish was perfect counterpoint to his mocking laughter.


* * *

A light breeze ruffled Daemon’s hair as he followed a gravel path through the back gardens. Unbuttoning his shirt, he smiled with pleasure as the breeze caressed his bare skin. He pulled a thin black cigarette from its gold case, lit it, and sighed as the smoke drifted slowly out of his mouth and nostrils, burning away Maris’s stench.


The light in Maris’s bedroom went out.


Stupid bitch. She didn’t understand the game she played. No—she didn’t understand the game he played. He was 1,700 years old and just coming into his prime. He’d worn a Ring of Obedience controlled by Dorothea SaDiablo, Hayll’s High Priestess, for as long as he could remember. He had been raised in her court as her cousin’s bastard son, had been educated and trained to serve Hayll’s Black Widows. That is, taught enough of the Craft to serve those witch-bitches as they wanted to be served. He’d been whoring in courts long turned to dust while Maris’s people were just beginning to build cities. He’d destroyed better witches than her, and he could destroy her, too. He’d brought down courts, laid waste to cities, brought about minor wars as vengeance for bedroom games.


Dorothea punished him, hurt him, sold him into service in court after court, but in the end, Maris and her kind were expendable. He was not. It had cost Dorothea and Hayll’s other Black Widows dearly to create him, and whatever they had done, they couldn’t do again.


Hayll’s Blood was failing. In his generation, there were very few who wore the darker Jewels—not surprising since Dorothea had been so thorough about purging the stronger witches who might have challenged her rule after she became High Priestess, leaving her followers within Hayll’s Hundred Families, lighter-Jeweled witches who had no social standing, and Blood females who had little power as the only ones capable of mating with a Blood male and producing healthy Blood children.


Now she needed a dark bloodline to mate with her Black Widow Sisters. So while she gladly humiliated and tortured him, she wouldn’t destroy him because, if there was any possibility at all, she wanted his willing seed in her Sisters’ bodies, and she would use fools like Maris to wear him down until he was ready to submit.


He would never submit.


Seven hundred years ago, Tersa had told him the living myth was coming. Seven hundred years of waiting, watching, searching, hoping. Seven hundred heartbreaking, exhausting years. He refused to give up, refused to wonder if she’d been mistaken, refused because his heart yearned too much for that strange, wonderful, terrifying creature called Witch.


In his soul, he knew her. In his dreams, he saw her. He never envisioned a face. It always blurred if he tried to focus on it. But he could see her dressed in a robe made of dark, transparent spidersilk, a robe that slid from her shoulders as she moved, a robe that opened and closed as she walked, revealing bare, night-cool skin. And there would be a scent in the room that was her, a scent he would wake to, burying his face in her pillow after she was up and attending her own concerns.


It wasn’t lust—the body’s fire paled in comparison to the embrace of mind to mind—although physical pleasure was part of it. He wanted to touch her, feel the texture of her skin, taste the warmth of her. He wanted to caress her until they both burned. He wanted to weave his life into hers until there was no telling where one began and the other ended. He wanted to put his arms around her, strong and protecting, and find himself protected; possess her and be possessed; dominate her and be dominated. He wanted that Other, that shadow across his life, who made him ache with every breath while he stumbled among these feeble women who meant nothing to him and never could.


Simply, he believed that he had been born to be her lover.


Daemon lit another cigarette and flexed the ring finger of his right hand. The snake tooth slid smoothly out of its channel and rested on the underside of his long, black-tinted fingernail. He smiled. Maris wondered if he had claws? Well, this little darling would impress her. Not for very long, though, since the venom in the sac beneath his fingernail was extremely potent.


He was lucky that he’d reached sexual maturity a little later than most Hayllians. The snake tooth had come along with the rest of the physical changes, a shocking surprise, for he’d thought it was impossible for a male to be a natural Black Widow. During that time, he’d been serving in a court where it was fashionable for men to wear their nails long and tint them, so no one had thought it strange when he assumed the fashion, and no one had ever questioned why he continued to wear them that way.


Not even Dorothea. Since the witches of the Hourglass covens specialized in poisons and the darker aspects of the Craft, as well as dreams and visions, he’d always thought it strange that Dorothea had never guessed what he was. If she had, no doubt she would have tried to maim him beyond recognition. She might have succeeded before he had made the Offering to the Darkness to determine his mature strength, when he had still worn the Red Jewel that had come to him at his Birthright Ceremony. If she tried now, even with her coven backing her, it would cost her dearly. Even Ringed, a Black-Jeweled Warlord Prince would be a formidable enemy for a Red-Jeweled Priestess.


Which is why their paths seldom crossed anymore, why she kept him away from Hayll and her own court. She had one trump card to keep him submissive, and they both knew it. Without Lucivar’s life in the balance, even the pain inflicted by the Ring of Obedience wouldn’t hold him anymore. Lucivar … and the wild card that Tersa had added to the game of submission and control. The wild card Dorothea didn’t know about. The wild card that would end her domination of Terreille.


Once, the Blood had ruled honorably and well. The Blood villages within a District would look after, and treat fairly, the landen villages that were bound to them. The District Queens would serve in the Province Queen’s court. The Province Queens, in their turn, would serve the Territory Queen, who was chosen by the majority of the darker-Jeweled Blood, both male and female, because she was the strongest and the best.


Back then, there was no need for slavery to control the strong males. They followed their hearts to the Queen who was right for them. They handed over their lives willingly. They served freely.


Back then, the Blood’s complicated triangle of status hadn’t leaned so heavily on social rank. Jewel rank and caste had weighed just as heavily in the balance, if not more. That meant control of their society was a fluid dance, with the lead constantly changing, depending on the dancers. But in the center of that dance, always, was a Queen.


That had been the genius and the flaw in Dorothea’s purges. Without any strong Queens to challenge her rise to power, she had expected the males to surrender to her, a Priestess, the same way they surrendered to a Queen. They didn’t. So a different kind of purge began, and by the time it was done, Dorothea had the sharpest weapons of all—frightened males who stripped any weaker female of her power in order to feel strong and frightened females who Ringed potentially strong males before they could become a threat.


The result was a spiraling perversion of their society, with Dorothea at its center as both the instrument of destruction and the only safe haven.


And then it spread outward, into the other Territories. He had seen those other lands and people slowly crumble, crushed beneath Hayll’s relentless, whispered perversion of the ways of the Blood. He had seen the strong Queens, bedded much too young, rise from their Virgin Night broken and useless.


He had seen it and grieved over it, furious and frustrated that he could do so little to stop it. A bastard had no social standing. A slave had even less, no matter what caste he was born to or what Jewels he wore. So while Dorothea played out her game of power, he played out his. She destroyed the Blood who opposed her. He destroyed the Blood who followed her.


In the end, she would win. He knew that. There were very few Territories that didn’t live in Hayll’s shadow now. Askavi had spread its legs for Hayll centuries ago. Dhemlan was the only Territory in the eastern part of the Realm that was still fighting with its last breaths to stay free of Dorothea’s influence. And there was a handful of small Territories in the far west that weren’t completely ensnared yet.


In another century, two at the most, Dorothea would achieve her ambition. Hayll’s shadow would cover the entire Realm and she would be the High Priestess, the absolute ruler of Terreille, which had once been called the Realm of Light.


Daemon vanished the cigarette and buttoned his shirt. He still had to attend to Marissa, Maris’s daughter, before he could get some sleep.


He’d only gone a few steps when a mind brushed against his, demanding his attention. He turned away from the house and followed the mental tug. There was no mistaking that psychic scent, those tangled thoughts and disjointed images.


What was she doing here?


The tugging stopped when he reached the small woods at the far end of the gardens.


“Tersa?” he called softly.


The bushes beside him rustled and a bony hand closed on his wrist. “This way,” Tersa said, tugging him down a path. “The web is fragile.”


“Tersa—” Daemon half-dodged a low-hanging branch that slapped him in the face and got his arm yanked for the effort. “Tersa—”


“Hush, boy,” she said fiercely, dragging him along.


He concentrated on dodging branches and avoiding roots that tried to trip him. Gritting his teeth, he forced himself to ignore the tattered dress that clothed her half-starved body. As a child of the Twisted Kingdom, Tersa was half wild, seeing the world as ghostly grays through the shards of what she had been. Experience had taught him that when Tersa was intent upon her visions, it was useless talking to her about mundane things like food and clothes and safe, warm beds.


They reached an opening in the woods where a flat slab of stone rested above two others. Daemon wondered if it was natural, or if Tersa had built it as a miniature altar.


The slab was empty except for a wooden frame that held a Black Widow’s tangled web.


Uneasy, Daemon rubbed his wrist and waited.


“Watch,” Tersa commanded. She snapped the thumbnail of her left hand against the forefinger nail. The forefinger nail changed to a sharp point. She pricked the middle finger of her right hand, and let one drop of blood fall on each of the four tether lines that held the web to the frame. The blood ran down the top lines and up the bottom ones. When they met in the middle, the web’s spidersilk threads glowed.


A swirling mist appeared in front of the frame and changed into a crystal chalice.


The chalice was simple. Most men would have called it plain. Daemon thought it was elegant and beautiful. But it was what the chalice held that pulled him toward the makeshift altar.


The lightning-streaked black mist in the chalice contained power that slithered along his nerves, snaked around his spine, and sought its release in the sudden fire in his loins. It was a molten force, catastrophic in intensity, savage beyond a man’s comprehension … and he wanted it with all his being.


“Look,” Tersa said, pointing to the chalice’s lip.


A hairline crack ran from a chip in the chalice’s lip to the base. As Daemon watched, a deeper crack appeared.


The mist swirled inside the chalice. A tendril passed through the glass at the bottom into the stem.


Too fragile, he thought as more and more cracks appeared. The chalice was too fragile to hold that kind of power.


Then he looked closer.


The cracks were starting from the outside and going in, not starting from the inside and going out. So it was threatened by something beyond itself.


He shivered as he watched more of the mist flow into the stem. It was a vision. There was nothing he could do to change a vision. But everything he was screamed at him to do something, to wrap his strength around it and cherish it, protect it, keep it safe.


Knowing it would change nothing that happened here and now, he still reached for the chalice.


It shattered before he touched it, spraying crystal shards over the makeshift altar.


Tersa held up what was left of the shattered chalice. A little of the mist still swirled inside the jagged-edged bottom of the cup. Most of it was trapped inside the stem.


She looked at him sadly. “The inner web can be broken without shattering the chalice. The chalice can be shattered without breaking the inner web. They cannot reach the inner web, but the chalice …”


Daemon licked his lips. He couldn’t stop shivering. “I know the inner web is another name for our core, the Self that can tap the power within us. But I don’t know what the chalice stands for.”


Her hand shook a little. “Tersa is a shattered chalice.”


Daemon closed his eyes. A shattered chalice. A shattered mind. She was talking about madness.


“Give me your hand,” Tersa said.


Too unnerved to question her, Daemon held out his left hand.


Tersa grabbed it, pulled it forward, and slashed his wrist with the chalice’s jagged edge.


Daemon clamped his hand over his wrist and stared at her, stunned.


“So that you never forget this night,” Tersa said, her voice trembling. “That scar will never leave you.”


Daemon knotted his handkerchief around his wrist. “Why is a scar important?”


“I told you. So you won’t forget.” Tersa cut the strands of the tangled web with the shattered chalice. When the last thread broke, the chalice and web vanished. “I don’t know if this will be or if it may be. Many strands in the web weren’t visible to me. May the Darkness give you courage if you need it, when you need it.”


“The courage for what?”


Tersa walked away.


“Tersa!”


Tersa looked back at him, said three words, and vanished.


Daemon’s legs buckled. He huddled on the ground, gasping for air, shuddering from the fear that clawed at his belly.


What had the one to do with the other? Nothing. Nothing! He would be there, a protector, a shield. He would!


But where?


Daemon forced himself to breathe evenly. That was the question. Where.


Certainly not in Maris’s court.


It was late morning before he returned to the house, aching and dirty. His wrist throbbed and his head pounded mercilessly. He had just reached the terrace when Maris’s daughter, Marissa, flounced out of the garden room and planted herself in front of him, hands on her hips, her expression a mixture of irritation and hunger.


“You were supposed to come to my room last night and you didn’t. Where have you been? You’re filthy.” She rolled her shoulder, looking at him from beneath her lashes. “You’ve been naughty. You’ll have to come up to my room and explain.”


Daemon pushed past her. “I’m tired. I’m going to bed.”


“You’ll do as I say!” Marissa thrust her hand between his legs.


Daemon’s hand tightened on Marissa’s wrist so fast and so hard that she was on her knees whimpering in pain before she realized what happened. He continued squeezing her wrist until the bones threatened to shatter. Daemon smiled at her then, that cold, familiar, brutal smile.


“I’m not ‘naughty.’ Little boys are naughty.” He pushed her away from him, stepping over her where she lay sprawled on the flagstones. “And if you ever touch me like that again, I’ll rip your hand off.”


He walked through the corridors to his room, aware that the servants skittered away from him, that an aftertaste of violence hung in the air around him.


He didn’t care. He went to his room, stripped off his clothes, lay down on his bed, and stared at the ceiling, terrified to close his eyes because every time he did he saw a shattered crystal chalice.


Three words.


She has come.


3 / Hell


Once, he’d been the Seducer, the Executioner, the High Priest of the Hourglass, the Prince of the Darkness, the High Lord of Hell.


Once, he’d been Consort to Cassandra, the great Black-Jeweled, Black Widow Queen, the last Witch to walk the Realms.


Once, he’d been the only Black-Jeweled Warlord Prince in the history of the Blood, feared for his temper and the power he wielded.


Once, he’d been the only male who was a Black Widow.


Once, he’d ruled the Dhemlan Territory in the Realm of Terreille and her sister Territory in Kaeleer, the Shadow Realm. He’d been the only male ever to rule without answering to a Queen and, except for Witch, the only member of the Blood to rule Territories in two Realms.


Once, he’d been married to Hekatah, an aristo Black Widow Priestess from one of Hayll’s Hundred Families.


Once, he’d raised two sons, Mephis and Peyton. He’d played games with them, told them stories, read to them, healed their skinned knees and broken hearts, taught them Craft and Blood Law, showered them with his love of the land as well as music, art, and literature, encouraged them to look with eager eyes upon all that the Realms had to offer—not to conquer but to learn. He’d taught them to dance for a social occasion and to dance for the glory of Witch. He’d taught them how to be Blood.


But that was a long, long time ago.


* * *

Saetan, the High Lord of Hell, sat quietly by the fire, a hearth rug wrapped around his legs, turning the pages of a book he had no interest in reading. He sipped a glass of yarbarah, the blood wine, taking no pleasure in its taste or warmth.


For the past decade, he’d been a quiet invalid who never left his private study deep beneath the Hall. For more than 50,000 years before that, he’d been the ruler and caretaker of the Dark Realm, the undisputed High Lord.


He no longer cared about Hell. He no longer cared about the demon-dead family and friends who were still with him, or the other demon-dead and ghostly citizens of this Realm, the Blood who were still too strong to return to the Darkness even after their bodies had died.


He was tired and old, and the loneliness he’d carried inside him all his life had become too heavy to bear. He no longer wanted to be a Guardian, one of the living dead. He no longer wanted the half-life a handful of the Blood had chosen in order to extend their lifetimes into years beyond imagining. He wanted peace, wanted to quietly fade back into the Darkness.


The only thing that kept him from actively seeking that release was his promise to Cassandra.


Saetan steepled his long, black-tinted nails and rested his golden eyes on the portrait hanging on the far wall between two bookcases.


She’d made him promise to become a Guardian so that the extended half-life would allow him to walk among the living when his daughter was born. Not the daughter of his loins, but the daughter of his soul. The daughter she’d seen in a tangled web.


He’d promised because what she’d said had made his nerves twang like tether lines in a storm, because that was her price for training him to be a Black Widow, because, even then, the Darkness sang to him in a way it didn’t sing to other Blood males.


He had kept his promise. But the daughter never came.


The insistent knocking on the door of his private study finally pulled him from his thoughts.


“Come,” he said, his deep voice a tired whisper, a ghost of what it once had been.


Mephis SaDiablo entered and stood beside the chair, silent.


“What do you want, Mephis?” Saetan asked his eldest son, demon-dead since that long ago war between Terreille and Kaeleer.


Mephis hesitated. “Something strange is going on.”


Saetan’s gaze drifted back to the fire. “Someone else can look into it, if anyone so desires. Your mother can look into it. Hekatah always wanted power without my interference.”


“No,” Mephis said uneasily.


Saetan studied his son’s face and found that he had a hard time swallowing. “Your … brothers?” he finally asked, unable to hide the pain that the question caused him. He’d been a flattered fool to cast the spell that temporarily gave him back the seed of life. He couldn’t regret Daemon’s and Lucivar’s existence, but he’d tortured himself for centuries with reports of what had been done to them.


Mephis shook his head and stared at the dark-red marble mantle. “On the cildru dyathe’s island.”


Saetan shuddered. He’d never feared anything in Hell, but he’d always felt an aching despair for the cildru dyathe, the demon-dead children. In Hell, the dead retained the form of their last living hour. This cold, blasted Realm had never been a kind place, but to look upon those children, to see what had been done to them by another’s hand, for there to be no escape from those blatant wounds.… It was too much to bear. They kept to their island, unwilling to have any contact with adults. He never intruded on them, having Char, their chosen leader, come to him once in a while to bring back the books, games, and whatever else he could find that might engage their young minds and help wile away the unrelenting years.


“The cildru dyathe take care of themselves,” Saetan said, fussing with the hearth rug. “You know that.”


“But … every so often, for the past few weeks, there’s another presence there. Never for very long, but I’ve felt it. So has Prothvar when he’s flown over the island.”


“Leave them alone,” Saetan snapped, his temper returning some strength to his voice. “Perhaps they’ve found an orphaned Hound pup.”


Mephis took a deep breath. “Hekatah has already had an altercation with Char over this. The children are hiding from everyone who approaches because of it. If she had any authority to—”


Before Saetan could respond to the sharp rap on the study door, it swung open. Andulvar Yaslana, once the Eyrien Warlord Prince of Askavi, strode into the room. His grandson, Prothvar, followed him, carrying a large globe covered with a black cloth.


“SaDiablo, there’s something you should see,” Andulvar said. “Prothvar brought this from the cildru dyathe’s island.”


Saetan assumed an expression of polite interest. As young men, he and Andulvar had become unlikely friends and had served together in a number of courts. Even Hekatah hadn’t severed that friendship when she’d strutted around, gleefully carrying a child that wasn’t his—Andulvar’s child. It didn’t turn him against the only man he’d ever called a friend—who could blame a man for getting tangled up in one of Hekatah’s schemes?—but it had ended his stormy marriage.


Saetan looked at each man in turn and saw the same uneasiness in three pairs of gold eyes. Mephis was a Gray-Jeweled Warlord Prince and almost unshakable. Prothvar was a Red-Jeweled Eyrien Warlord, a warrior bred and trained. Andulvar was an Eyrien Warlord Prince who wore the Ebon-gray, the second darkest Jewel. They were all strong men who didn’t frighten easily—but now they were frightened.


Saetan leaned forward, their fear pricking the bubble of indifference he’d sealed himself in a decade ago. His body was weak and he needed a cane to walk, but his mind was still sharp, the Black Jewels still vibrant, his skill in the Craft still honed.


Suddenly, he knew he would need all that strength and skill to deal with whatever was happening on the cildru dyathe’s island.


Andulvar pulled the cloth off the globe. Saetan just stared, his face full of wonder and disbelief.


A butterfly. No, not just a butterfly. This was a huge fantasy creature that gently beat its wings within the confines of the globe. But it was the colors that stunned Saetan. Hell was a Realm of forever-twilight, a Realm that muted colors until there was almost no color at all. There was nothing muted about the creature in the globe. Its body was pumpkin orange, its wings an unlikely blend of sky blue, sun yellow, and spring-grass green. As he stared, the butterfly lost its shape, and the colors bled together like a chalk painting in the rain.


Someone on the cildru dyathe’s island had created that glorious piece of magic, had been able to hold the colors of the living Realms in a place that bleached away the vitality, the vibrancy of life.


“Prothvar threw a shielded globe around this one,” Andulvar said.


“They dissolve almost immediately,” Prothvar said apologetically, pulling his dark, membranous wings tight to his body.


Saetan straightened in his chair. “Bring Char to me, Lord Yaslana.” His voice was soft thunder, caressing, commanding.


“He won’t come willingly,” Prothvar said.


Saetan stared at the demon-dead Warlord. “Bring Char to me.”


“Yes, High Lord.”


* * *

The High Lord of Hell sat quietly by the fire, his slender fingers loosely steepled, the long nails a glistening black. The Black-Jeweled ring on his right hand glittered with an inner fire.


The boy sat opposite him, staring at the floor, trying hard not to be frightened.


Saetan watched him through half-closed eyes. For a thousand years now, Char had been the leader of the cildru dyathe. He’d been twelve, maybe thirteen, when someone had staked him and set him on fire. The will to survive had been stronger than the body, and he’d tumbled through one of the Gates to end up in the Dark Realm. His body was so burned it was impossible to tell what race he had come from. Yet this young demon boy had gathered the other maimed children and created a haven for them, the cildru dyathe’s island.


He would have been a good Warlord if he’d been allowed to come of age, Saetan thought idly.


Andulvar, Mephis, and Prothvar stood behind Char’s chair in a half circle, effectively cutting off any means of escape.


“Who makes the butterflies, Char?” Saetan asked too quietly.


There were winds that came down from the north screaming over miles of ice, picking up moisture as they tore over the cooling sea until, when they finally touched a man, the cold, knife-sharp damp seeped into his bones and chilled him in places the hottest fire couldn’t warm. Saetan, when he was this calm, this still, was like those winds.


“Who makes the butterflies?” he asked again.


Char stared at the floor, his hands clenched, his face twisted with the emotions raging within him. “She’s ours.” The words burst from him. “She belongs to us.”


Saetan sat very still, cold with the fury rising in him. Until he had an answer, he had no time for gentleness.


Char stared back, frightened but willing to fight.


All of Hell’s citizens knew the subtle nuances of death, that there was dead and there was dead. All of Hell’s citizens knew the one person capable of obliterating them with a thought was their High Lord. Still, Char openly challenged him, and waited.


Suddenly, something else was in the room. A soft touch. A question running on a psychic thread. Char hung his head, defeated. “She wants to meet you.”


“Then bring her here, Char.”


Char squared his shoulders. “Tomorrow. I’ll bring her tomorrow.”


Saetan studied the trembling pride in the boy’s eyes. “Very well, Warlord, you may escort her here … tomorrow.”


4 / Hell


Saetan stood at the reading lectern, the candle-lights spilling a soft glow around him as he leafed through an old Craft text. He didn’t turn at the quiet knock on his study door. A swift psychic probe told him who was there.


“Come.” He continued to leaf through the book, trying to rein in his temper before dealing with that impudent little demon. Finally, he closed the book and turned.


Char stood near the doorway, his shoulders proudly pulled back.


“Language is a curious thing, Warlord,” Saetan said with deceptive mildness. “When you said ‘tomorrow,’ I didn’t expect five days to pass.”


Fear crept into Char’s eyes. His shoulders wilted. He turned toward the doorway, and a strange blend of tenderness, irritation, and resignation swept over his face.


The girl slipped through the doorway, her attention immediately caught by the stark Dujae painting, Descent into Hell, hanging over the fireplace. Her summer-sky blue eyes flitted over the large blackwood desk, politely skipped over him, lit up when she saw the floor-to-ceiling bookcases that covered most of one wall, and lingered on Cassandra’s portrait.


Saetan gripped his silver-headed cane, fighting to keep his balance while impressions crashed over him like heavy surf. He’d expected a gifted cildru dyathe. This girl was alive! Because of the skill needed to make those butterflies, he’d expected her to be closer to adolescence. She couldn’t be more than seven years old. He’d expected intelligence. The expression in her eyes was sweet and disappointingly dull-witted. And what was a living child doing in Hell?


Then she turned and looked at him. As he watched the summer-sky blue eyes change to sapphire, the surf swept him away.


Ancient eyes. Maelstrom eyes. Haunted, knowing, seeing eyes.


An icy finger whispered down his spine at the same moment he was filled with an intense, unsettling hunger. Instinct told him what she was. It took a little longer for him to find the courage to accept it.


Not the daughter of his loins, but the daughter of his soul. Not just a gifted witch, but Witch.


She lowered her eyes and fluffed her sausage-curled golden hair, apparently no longer sure of her welcome.


He stomped down the desire to brush out those ridiculous curls.


“Are you the Priest?” she asked shyly, lacing her fingers. “The High Priest of the Hourglass?”


One black eyebrow lifted slightly, and a faint, dry smile touched his lips. “No one’s called me that in a long time, but, yes, I’m the Priest. I am Saetan Daemon SaDiablo, the High Lord of Hell.”


“Saetan,” she said, as if trying out the name. “Saetan.” It was a warm caress, a sensuous, lovely caress. “It suits you.”


Saetan bit back a laugh. There had been many reactions to his name in the past, but never this. No, never this. “And you are?”


“Jaenelle.”


He waited for the rest, but she offered no family name. As the silence lengthened, a sudden wariness tinged the room, as if she expected some kind of trap. With a smile and a dismissive shrug to indicate it was of no importance, Saetan gestured toward the chairs by the fire. “Will you sit and talk with me, witch-child? My leg can’t tolerate standing for very long.”


Jaenelle went to the chair nearest the door, with Char in close, possessive attendance.


Saetan’s gold eyes flashed with annoyance. Hell’s fire! He’d forgotten about the boy. “Thank you, Warlord. You may go.”


Char sputtered a protest. Before Saetan could respond, Jaenelle touched Char’s arm. No words were spoken, and he couldn’t feel a psychic thread. Whatever passed between the two children was very subtle, and there was no question who ruled. Char bowed politely and left the study, closing the door behind him.


As soon as they were settled by the fire, Jaenelle pinned Saetan to his chair with those intense sapphire eyes. “Can you teach me Craft? Cassandra said you might if I asked.”


Saetan’s world was destroyed and rebuilt in the space of a heartbeat. He allowed nothing to show on his face. There would be time for that later. “Teach you Craft? I don’t see why not. Where is Cassandra staying now? We’ve lost touch over the years.”


“At her Altar. In Terreille.”


“I see. Come here, witch-child.”


Jaenelle rose obediently and stood by his chair.


Saetan raised one hand, fingers curled inward, and gently stroked her cheek. Anger instantly skimmed her eyes, and there was a sudden pulse in the Black, within him. He held her eyes, letting his fingers travel slowly along her jaw and brush against her lips, all the way around and back. He didn’t try to hide his curiosity, interest, or the tenderness he felt for most females.


When he was done, he steepled his fingers and waited. A moment later, the pulse was gone, and his thoughts were his own again. Just as well, because he couldn’t stop wondering why being touched made her so angry. “I’ll make you two promises,” he said. “I want one in return.”


Jaenelle eyed him warily. “What promise?”


“I promise, by the Jewels that I wear and all that I am, that I’ll teach you whatever you ask to the best of my ability. And I promise I’ll never lie to you.”


Jaenelle thought this over. “What do I have to promise?”


“That you’ll keep me informed of any Craft lessons you learn from others. Craft requires dedication to learn it well and discipline to handle the responsibilities that come with that kind of power. I want the assurance that anything you learn has been taught correctly. Do you understand, witch-child?”


“Then you’ll teach me?”


“Everything I know.” Saetan let her think this over. “Agreed?”


“Yes.”


“Very well. Give me your hands.” He took the small, fair hands in his light-brown ones. “I’m going to touch your mind.” The anger again. “I won’t hurt you, witch-child.”


Saetan carefully reached with his mind until he stood before her inner barriers. They were the shields that protected the Blood from their own kind. Like rings within rings, the more barriers that were passed, the more personal the mental link. The first barrier protected everyday thoughts. The last barrier protected the core of the Self, the essence of a being, the inner web.


Saetan waited. As much as he wanted answers, he wouldn’t open her by force. Too much now depended on trust.


The barriers opened, and he went in.


He didn’t rummage through her thoughts or descend deeper than was necessary, despite his curiosity. That would have been a shocking betrayal of the Blood’s code of honor. And there was a strange, deep blankness to her mind that troubled him, a soft neutrality that he was sure hid something very different. He quickly found what he was looking for—the psychic thread that would vibrate in sympathy with a plucked, same-rank thread and would tell him what Jewels she wore, or would wear after her Birthright Ceremony. He began with the White, the lightest rank, and worked his way down, listening for the answering hum.


Hell’s fire! Nothing. He hadn’t expected anything until he’d reached the Red, but he’d expected a response at that depth. She had to wear Birthright Red in order to wear the Black after she made the Offering to the Darkness. Witch always wore the Black.


Without thinking, Saetan plucked the Black thread.


The hum came from below him.


Saetan released her hands, amazed that his own weren’t shaking. He swallowed to get his heart out of his throat. “Have you had the Birthright Ceremony yet?”


Jaenelle drooped.


He gently lifted her chin. “Witch-child?”


Misery filled her sapphire eyes. A tear rolled down her cheek. “I f-failed the t-test. Does that mean I have to give the Jewels back?”


“Failed the— What Jewels?”


Jaenelle slipped her hand into the folds of her blue dress and pulled out a velvet bag. She upended it on the low table beside his chair with a proud but watery smile.


Saetan closed his eyes, leaned his head against the back of the chair, and sincerely hoped the room would stop spinning. He didn’t need to look at them to know what they were: twelve uncut Jewels. White, Yellow, Tiger Eye, Rose, Summer-sky, Purple Dusk, Blood Opal, Green, Sapphire, Red, Gray, and Ebon-gray.


No one knew where the Jewels had come from. If one was destined to wear a Jewel, it simply appeared on the Altar after the Birthright Ceremony or the Offering to the Darkness. Even when he was young, receiving an uncut Jewel—a Jewel that had never been worn by another of the Blood—was rare. His Birthright Red Jewel had been uncut. When he’d been gifted with the Black, it, too, had been uncut. But to receive an entire set of uncut Jewels …


Saetan leaned over and tapped the Yellow Jewel with the tip of his nail. It flared, the fire in the center warning him off. He frowned, puzzled. The Jewel already identified itself as female, as being bonded to a witch and not a Blood male, but there was the faintest hint of maleness in it too.


Jaenelle wiped the tears from her cheeks and sniffed. “The lighter Jewels are for practice and everyday stuff until I’m ready to set these.” She upended another velvet bag.


The room spun in every direction. Saetan’s nails pierced the leather arms of his chair.


Hell’s fire, Mother Night, and may the Darkness be merciful!


Thirteen uncut Black Jewels, Jewels that already glittered with the inner fire of a psychic bond. Having a child bond with one Black Jewel without having her mind pulled into its depths was disturbing enough, but the inner strength required to bond and hold thirteen of them …


Fear skittered up his spine, raced through his veins.


Too much power. Too much. Even the Blood weren’t meant to wield this much power. Even Witch had never controlled this much power.


This one did. This young Queen. This daughter of his soul.


With effort, Saetan steadied his breathing. He could accept her. He could love her. Or he could fear her. The decision was his, and whatever he decided here, now, he would have to live with.


The Black Jewels glowed. The Black Jewel in his ring glowed in answer. His blood throbbed in his veins, making his head ache. The power in those Jewels pulled at him, demanding recognition.


And he discovered the decision was an easy one after all—he had actually made it a long, long time ago.


“Where did you get these, witch-child?” he asked hoarsely.


Jaenelle hunched her shoulders. “From Lorn.”


“L-Lorn?” Lorn? That was a name from the Blood’s most ancient legends. Lorn was the last Prince of the Dragons, the founding race who had created the Blood. “How … where did you meet Lorn?”


Jaenelle withdrew further into herself.


Saetan stifled the urge to shake the answer out of her and let out a theatrical sigh. “A secret between friends, yes?”


Jaenelle nodded.


He sighed again. “In that case, pretend I never asked.” He gently rapped her nose with his finger. “But that means you can’t go telling him our secrets.”


Jaenelle looked at him, wide-eyed. “Do we have any?”


“Not yet,” he grumped, “but I’ll make one up just so we do.”


She let out a silvery, velvet-coated laugh, an extraordinary sound that hinted at the voice she’d have in a few years. Rather like her face, which was too exotic and awkward for her now, but, sweet Darkness, when she grew into that face!


“All right, witch-child, down to business. Put those away. You won’t need them for this.”


“Business?” she asked, scooping up the Jewels and tucking the bags into the folds of her dress.


“Your first lesson in basic Craft.”


Jaenelle drooped and perked up at the same time.


Saetan twitched a finger. A rectangular paperweight rose off the blackwood desk and glided through the air until it settled on the low table. The paperweight was a polished stone taken from the same quarry as the stones he’d used to build the Hall in this Realm.


Saetan positioned Jaenelle in front of the table. “I want you to point one finger at the paperweight … like this … and move it as far across the table as you can.”


Jaenelle hesitated, licked her lips, and pointed her finger.


Saetan felt the surge of raw power through his Black Jewel.


The paperweight didn’t move.


“Try again, witch-child. In the other direction.”


Again there was that surge, but the paperweight didn’t move.


Saetan rubbed his chin, confused. This was simple Craft, something she shouldn’t have any trouble with whatsoever.


Jaenelle wilted. “I try,” she said in a broken voice. “I try and try, but I never get it right.”


Saetan hugged her, feeling a bittersweet ache in his heart when her arms wrapped around his neck. “Never mind, witch-child. It takes time to learn Craft.”


“Why can’t I do it? All my friends can do it.”


Reluctant to let her go, Saetan forced himself to hold her at arm’s length. “Perhaps we should start with something personal. That’s usually easier. Is there anything you have trouble with?”


Jaenelle fluffed her hair and frowned. “I always have trouble finding my shoes.”


“Good enough.” Saetan reached for his cane. “Put one shoe in front of the desk and then stand over there.”


He limped to the far side of the room and stood with his back to Cassandra’s portrait, grimly amused at giving his new Queen her first Craft lesson under the watchful but unknowing eyes of his last Queen.


When Jaenelle joined him, he said, “A lot of Craftwork requires translating physical action into mental action. I want you to imagine—by the way, how is your imagination?” Saetan faltered. Why did she look so bruised? He’d only meant to tease a little since he’d already seen that butterfly. “I want you to imagine picking up the shoe and bringing it over here. Reach forward, grasp, and bring it in.”


Jaenelle stretched her arm as far as it would go, clenched her hand, and yanked.


Everything happened at once.


The leather chairs by the fire zipped toward him. He countered Craft with Craft and had a moment to feel shocked when nothing happened before one of the chairs knocked him off his feet. He fell into the other one and had just enough time to curl into a ball before the chair behind the blackwood desk slammed into the back of the chair he was in and came down on top of it, caging him. He heard leather-bound books whiz around the room like crazed birds before hitting the floor with a thump. His shoes pattered frantically, trying to escape his feet. And over all of it was Jaenelle wailing, “Stop stop stop!”


Seconds later, there was silence.


Jaenelle peered into the space between the chair arms. “Saetan?” she said in a small, quivery voice. “Saetan, are you all right?”


Using Craft, Saetan sent the top chair back to the blackwood desk. “I’m fine, witch-child.” He stuffed his feet into his shoes and gingerly stood up. “That’s the most excitement I’ve had in centuries.”


“Really?”


He straightened his black tunic-jacket and smoothed back his hair. “Yes, really.” And Guardian or not, a man his age shouldn’t have his heart gallop around his rib cage like this.


Saetan looked around the study and stifled a groan. The book that had been on the lectern hung in the air, upside down. The rest of the books formed drifts on the study floor. In fact, the only leather object that hadn’t answered that summons was Jaenelle’s shoe.
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