
        
            
                
            
        

    


Dreams Made Flesh 

(Black Jewels Series)  

Anne Bishop  



* Pubished: February 2006      

* Publisher: Penguin Group (USA)     

* Series: Black Jewels Series      



* ISBN-13: 9781101043684     

* ISBN: 1101043687     




Synopsis  

Set in the realm of The Black Jewels trilogy, this collection features four brand-new revelatory stories of Jaenelle and her kindred. 

Publishers Weekly   

The "scheming woman seeks to control powerful man" plot substitutes for anything truly new or surprising in Anne Bishop's Dreams Made Flesh, a collection of four novellas set in the realm of her Black Jewels trilogy (Daughter of the Blood, etc.). 

As always, the author's vision of the demands-and earthy pleasures-of powerful magic compels, but these fragmentary shorter works lack the depth to be found in her novels. 

Agent, Jennifer Jackson at DMLA. Copyright 2004 Reed Business Information. 

Biography    

Anne Bishop is a winner of the William L. Crawford Memorial Fantasy Award for The Black Jewels Trilogy, presented by the International Association for the Fantastic in the Arts. 

She lives in upstate New York. Author website: annebishop.com. 

l



Dreams Made Flesh 

Anne Bishop 

Weaver of Dreams 

The magic of the Darkness is passed from one race to another as new caretakers for the Realms are chosen in this tale of the origin of the Jewels of power.… 

The Prince of Ebon Rih 

Under the cold eye of his aristocratic mother, Eyrien Warlord Prince LucivarYaslana struggles with his feelings for his housekeeper, the hearth witch Marian.… 

Zuulaman 

The Queens of Zuulaman believe they can coerce Saetan into doing their bidding by threatening the life of his child…only to unleash the High Lord of Hell's incalculable fury.… 

Kaeleer's Heart 

Daemon fears Jaenelle will never recover from sacrificing her Black Jewels to purge the Realm of the corrupt Queens. He desires nothing more than to heal her, body and soul…and help her unravel the secret of Twilight's Dawn, the Jewel Jaenelle now possesses.… 

Praise for The Black Jewels Trilogy 

"A terrific writer… the more I read, the more excited I became because of the freshness of [her] take on the usual high fantasy setting, the assurance of [her] 

language, all the lovely touches of characterization that [she slips] in so effortlessly." …Charles de Lint 

"Rich and fascinatingly different dark fantasy, a series definitely worth checking out." …Locus 

"A darkly fascinating world…Vivid and sympathetic characters, a fascinating and fully-realized magical system, lavish and sensuous descriptions, and interesting world building.… Many compelling and beautifully realized elements. A terrific read." 

…SF Site 

"Lavishly sensual… a richly detailed world." …Library Journal 

"Vividly painted… dramatic, erotic, hope-filled." …Lynn Flewelling 

"Intense… erotic, violent, and imaginative. This one is white-hot." 

…Nancy Kress 

"Mystical, sensual, glittering with dark magic." 

…Terri Windling, coeditor of Year's Best Fantasy and Horror 

"Dark, intricate, and disturbing." 

…Josepha Sherman, author of Forging the Runes 

"A high voltage ride through a new realm. Bishop draws her characters with acute emotion [and] leaves the reader lusting for her next novel." …Lois H. Gresh, coauthor of The Termination Node 

"[Anne Bishop's] poignant storytelling skills are surpassed only by her flair for the dramatic and her deft characterization… a talented author." 

…Affaire de Coeur 

"Daemon, Lucivar, and Saetan ooze more sex appeal than any three fictional characters created in a very long time… a fascinating world consisting of three realms peopled with interesting and nearly always dangerous characters." 

…The Romance Reader 

"When I first read Daughter of the Blood by Anne Bishop, I was blown away by the vividness of her writing. Dark, morbid, sinister, and yet it holds you completely fascinated and spellbound by its beauty. Once I'd begun reading… I couldn't bring myself to put down the book and leave the world that Anne Bishop had magically spun around me… Rich in both positive and negative emotions and intense in its portrayal of human behavior and human desires. At the same time, it also has many humorous moments…. One of the most original and readable books in the fantasy genre." 

…The 11th Hour 

"Has immense appeal for fans of dark fantasy or horror. Most highly recommended." …

Hypatia's Hoard 

Praise for The Invisible Ring 

"Plenty of adventure." …Locus 

"[An] entertaining otherworlds fantasy adventure with battles and dangers and chases." …Chronicle 

"Plenty of adventure, romance, dazzling wizardly pyrotechnics and internal workings of Bishop's unique and fascinating hierarchical magic system. The plot strands' convergence is skillfully handled, building tension and suspense right up to the end… Bishop's world is rich in strongly dark elements balanced by a firm belief in ideals like loyalty and love. 

Bishop is also superb at depicting the essence of her characters through dialogue, which can often be quite witty or emotionally heartwarming or chilling at just the right moments. Then there's the author's overall sublime skill as a writer, blending the darkly macabre with spine-tingling emotional intensity, mesmerizing magic, lush sensuality, and exciting action, all set in a thoroughly detailed invented world of cultures in conflict, based on ingeniously reversed genre cliches. The Invisible Ring will serve as an enticement, whetting the appetite to explore more of the realms in the Black Jewels trilogy." …SF Site 

"Anne Bishop has an awesome knack for characterization, used to great effect in this novel. It's a bittersweet story, and you'll love every word of it. Readers of fantasy and romance will love this book, and of course it's a must-have for Bishop fans. Most highly recommended." 

…Hypatia's Hoard 
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*Opal is the dividing line between lighter and darker Jewels because it can be either. 

When making the Offering to the Darkness, a person can descend a maximum of three ranks from his/her Birthright Jewel. 

Example: Birthright White could descend to Rose. 

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 Places in the Realms Mentioned in these Stories 
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Ebon Askavi (aka the Black Mountain, the Keep) 
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Weaver of Dreams 

1 

^ » 

Her web shook with the violence of the storm. AboveWorld roared and flashed, turning dark-time to light-time. But there was something more, something different that trembled through the strands of silk. Something she'd never felt before. 

AboveWorld roared and flashed again. Then something screamed…a terrible shuddering in her web…and a piece of Above World crashed into World, ripping, tearing, roaring, shrieking. 

Dark Wet splashed her, splashed her web, at the same moment something struck the web near the center. Prey? 

Hunger overcame hesitation. She hurried along the threads, intending to secure her meal before heading back to the safer, more sheltered edge of her web. 

But the something was hard and had no meat. As she tried to sink her fangs into it, she ingested some of the Dark Wet, and that… filled her, flowed through her, sang inside her. 

Changed her. 

After cleaning off every bit of Dark Wet, she discarded the something and hurried back to the sheltered edge of her web to wait out the storm. 

2 

« ^ » 

Light. And a hunger. For meat, yes. But also for something more. 

Leaving her web, she traveled along the Rough that stretched out over World until she reached a place where the piece of Above-World had crashed into World. The Dark Wet still sang inside her, almost too quiet to feel, but it was enough to guide her to more of the Dark Wet. 

Fixing an anchor thread to the Rough, she spun out silk. The World trembled with anger. The air quivered with grief and despair… and longing. 

Her legs touched the piece of AboveWorld. Hard, like the something that had struck her web. Moving cautiously, she found a place where the Hard was torn away, revealing meat…and the Dark Wet. 

After consuming as much of the Dark Wet as she could, she sank her fangs into meat and pumped her venom into the spot. It would only liquefy a tiny bit of meat, but that tiny bit would feed her well. 

So she spun a web as close as she could to the meat…and the Dark Wet that seeped over the meat. 

3 

« ^ » 

In dreams, she unfurled her wings and sailed through the Darkness—a vastness that was outside the body, and yet the body became its vessel; a power reached by heart and mind and spirit. Through it flowed the whispers of creation… and the silence of destruction. Her race had spiraled down its chasms and canyons and strange abysses for years beyond memory—and had understood that they would never understand this place that was, and wasn't, a place. 

In dreams, the vision of webs shining in the Darkness hadn't dazzled and overwhelmed her mind, hadn't blinded her to the danger of the storm, and she had reached the caves on this island that she had chosen as her final resting place. 

But the wounds received because of the storm were fatal, and the caves were too far away. 

No. Not quite true. She could have used her power to shift her broken body to the caves, but she felt a small tug, a small promise that her unique gift would not be lost if she remained where she was. 

So in a dream that was more than a dream, she sent her last vision to her mother, Draca, showing her Queen how the new caretakers of the world would be able to travel safely through the Darkness: shimmering, colored webs of power stretched through that vastness…pathways that could be reached from the Realms. 



She could not say why the beautiful symmetry of the web resonated so strongly inside her, but the image didn't fade from her mind, despite the agony that clawed at her flesh. Nor could she say why, as she drifted between visions and dreams, she felt certain there was something nearby, something small and golden, that would be able to hold her particular gift. 

She would have enough time. Just enough time. If this potential Weaver wanted what she had to give. 

4 

« ^ » 

Light-time… day. Dark-time… night. AboveWorld… sky. Rough… tree. Hard… 

scale. Dark Wet… blood. Meat… 

Sorrow. Pain. Longing. Need. Hope.… dragon. 

She… spider. Small. Golden. 

Momentarily distracted by the strange thoughts, the spider returned to her housekeeping, rolled up the tattered remains of her old web, along with the discarded prey, then spun a fresh web. She did not spin in order to catch prey. She spun to keep other things away from the flesh that not only fed her body but sang to her about things she had never known existed. The World kept shifting as she absorbed the Weaver, showing her new things in the familiar. 

Showing her ancient things in the familiar. 

Showing her a Need for Weavers who could spin dreams into shapes that could walk in the World, for Weavers who could spin dreams into flesh. 

She did not understand this Need, but it flavored the flesh her venom liquefied for her to ingest. So at night, when she was safely tucked beneath the scales in the hollow created by her feedings, she drifted on the tangled, silken threads of the dragon's longings and dreams…and began to learn how to weave a different kind of web. 

5 

« ^ » 

Perhaps the other Seers were right. Perhaps her particular gift was too dangerous to give to the new caretakers of the Realms. Perhaps there was no other race that could, or should, take the deepest heart-dreams and provide a bridge for those dreams to become flesh. 

But those dreams would be needed in the world. She knew that with unshakable certainty. They would be needed…and it was unlikely even the simplest of those dreams would ever exist because she hadn't reached the caves as she'd intended. 

She wouldn't make the same transition as the rest of her race, transforming her scales into Jewels that would serve as a reservoir for the power the new caretakers could not contain in their smaller, weaker bodies. The Jewels that came from her should have been the vessels that contained her gift and would have changed the wearer into a Seer that could shape dreams into flesh. Now… 

Did her mother know she was trapped on this island, exposed and dying? Did her sire, the great Prince of the Dragons, sense her fading presence in the world? 

Would they feel disappointment in her that, during moments of despair and heartache and hope, she was trying to pass her gift to a small, golden spider? 

She should have stayed in the dark mountain that was the lair of the Prince and the Queen. She should have curled up in one of the deep hollows within that mountain and followed the rest of her race into the forever sleep. Instead she had followed a vision of a cave filled with dreams—a vision that would never come to pass. 

Soon now. Soon. Her body was failing. Her power was fading. Soon she would be free of the world. Soon. 

Closing her gold eyes, she drifted on dreams. 

6 

« ^ » 

So much sorrow gave the flesh a bitter taste, but the spider remained, burrowing deeper beneath the scales for meat that still seeped blood, was still fresh. And it wasn't all bitter. When the daring male had approached her and indicated his willingness to mate, Dragon's flesh had been tastier that day, as if the mating had drawn sweeter memories to the surface. 

Since she wanted her hatchlings to feed on this flesh that was making her more than just a spider, she worked to find a way to reach the memories, to see the dreams. 

Dragon had shown her before. Why wouldn't Dragon show her now? 

Frustrated, she climbed up to Dragon s jaw, anchored a strand of silk, and began to build a web. But as she built the web, she… felt things. So she spun them into the web, ignoring instinct and placing the threads where they needed to be. 

Sorrow. Pain. Longing. Need. Hope. 

As she cautiously traveled the strands of the completed tangled web, warmth flowed through her. She paused, absorbed the feel of this sensation, and added one more small thread. Joy. 

Suddenly she saw the caves, the place Dragon had intended to go to do the finest dreaming. And in those caves, she saw golden spiders, much larger than herself, spinning tangled webs. 

Sound, faint and fading, filled her. 

*You have learned well,* Dragon said. *But heed me, little one. You must guard the webs you weave that make dreams into flesh. Many beings will cherish those webs because they are spun out of magic that lives in the heart. But there will be others who will want to destroy that heart-magic before it can touch the world. 

Guard the webs…Weaver of Dreams.* 

Dragon's breath came out in a long sigh… and then there was silence. 

7 

« ^ » 

The golden spider spun out the last thread of the web that filled the space between Dragon's jaw and shoulder. Most of her offspring had gone away, just ordinary spiders who would spin ordinary webs and catch ordinary prey. But the few who were different, who were like her, had stayed nearby, learning how to spin the tangled webs. 

Despite the size of her web, she had caught only one small dream, but that one held a deep well of yearning… and a taste of sorrow that was, somehow, connected to Dragon. So she plucked the thread of yearning, sending it back to the heart it had come from. 

As day turned to night, she settled into the most sheltered edge of her web…and wondered about the dreamer. 



8 

« ^ » 

Day had barely touched the sky when she sensed a Presence that resonated with her tangled web. She waited, feeling the faint tremble of footfalls on the earth, the change in the air. 

*Sso. My daughter wass able to passs on her gift after all.* 

The voice that flowed through her felt like Dragon, but wasn't quite Dragon. 

The Presence approached her web. Her offspring plucked the strands of their own webs, trying to ensnare the Presence's mind. But the Presence didn't respond, didn't give any sign that it had felt the tugs and whispers in those webs. 

*Blood singss to blood,* the Presence said, leaning over the spider's tangled web. 

*Remember me.* 

A drop of blood fell on a knot of tangled threads, a glistening bead of power. 

The spider waited until the Presence went away before hurrying over to devour the offering. 

Power flowed through her, a power even stronger and richer than Dragon's had been. 

Draca. 

Dragon's Mother. Dragon's Queen. 

Remember me. 

For hours that day, the spider stroked the strands of her tangled web, remembering Dragon, remembering the feel of Draca. Not shaped like Dragon, but still a dragon. 

This dream web had done what it was meant to do. Draca would not sorrow for Dragon anymore because she had seen that, in the most important way, Dragon was still in the world. Small now, and golden, but still in the world. 

The spider carefully cut the anchoring threads and just as carefully rolled the web into a cocoon. She traveled down Dragon's neck and shoulder until she reached the hole in the chest. 

Perhaps it was the way of Dragon's kind, or perhaps it was some last bit of magic that had changed Dragon's flesh into porous rock covered with hard stone scales. 

Inside Dragon were several chambers where she could spin the first stage of a web, then listen, quiet and protected, while the strongest heart-dreams drifted over her, guiding her as she created her web. 

The time would come when she and her offspring would make the long journey to the caves where the golden spiders would protect the webs of dreams that would become flesh. But not yet. 

She squeezed through the opening that led to a small chamber and pulled the cocoon in with her. 

Dragon's body was hollow stone now, but the heart hadn't rotted like the rest of the organs. It had changed to smooth stone. Whenever the spider came to this chamber and brushed a leg over that stone, the chamber filled with warmth, and she felt Dragon's joy that the Weaver's gift had not been lost. 

The day would come when she no longer felt that warmth, and the stone would be no more than a stone. When that day came, she would leave. But even then, whatever bit of heart-memory might remain wouldn't be alone. 

Before leaving the chamber, she spun out some silk and attached the cocoon of Draca's dream to Dragon's stone heart. 

The Prince of Ebon Rih 



ONE  

Lucivar Ya slana stood at the far end of the flagstone courtyard of his new home, enjoying the early morning sunlight that had begun warming the stones beneath his feet. The mountain air felt chilly against his bare skin, and the freshly made coffee he sipped from a plain white mug tasted rough enough to make him wince. 

Didn't matter. The coffee might not have the smooth potency that Mrs. Beale produced for his father's table, but it wasn't any worse than what he made when he went hunting and spent a night out on the land. Couldn't be any worse, since he'd made it the same way. 

He looked over his shoulder at the open door that led into the warren of rooms that made up the eyrie. Some of the rooms had been carved out of the living mountain; others had been built from the extracted stone. The result would have been a nightmare for any race that needed predictable lines and angles in a structure, but for anyone born of the Eyrien race, it was perfect. 

And this particular eyrie was now his. 

Smiling, he closed his gold eyes and tipped his head back to feel the sun on his face. Slowly opening his dark, membranous wings, he savored the feel of sunlight and chilly air playing over his wings and light-brown skin. 

In all of his seventeen hundred years, he'd never had a home until three years ago when he'd been reunited with his father…the man who, through the machinations of Dorothea, Hayll's High Priestess, had had his two younger sons taken from him. The man who had never forgotten or forgiven the betrayals that had left scars on all of them. 

He'd been happy living in the suite of rooms at SaDiablo Hall, but the Hall was still his father's house. This place was his. Exclusively, totally his. 

*Yas?* 

Well, maybe not exclusively his. 

Sipping his coffee, Lucivar watched the adolescent wolf trot toward him. The youngster had been ready to leave the pack that lived in the north woods of his father's estate but hadn't wanted to go back to the Territory most of the kindred wolves called home. Tassle had grown up near humans and wanted to learn more about them, but there still weren't many places where the wild kindred could safely live in human Territories…and there still weren't many humans beyond Jaenelle An-gelline's court who felt easy about living around an animal who had the same power as the human Blood. Since he now had plenty of land for a wolf to roam in, it was easy enough to share the space. 

Tassle, Lucivar thought, raising the mug to hide his smile. What kind of name was Tassle for a Warlord wolf? "Good morning. Smell anything interesting?" 

*Yes.Yas, you aren't wearing your cow skin.* 

"It's called leather." Which Tassle knew perfectly well. Humans had prejudices, but so did the kindred. If something could be described by referring to the animal it came from, they ignored the human word for the end result. They viewed the world from their own furry perspective, which was fair, he supposed, since no two people, let alone two species, would view the world around them in quite the same way. "I don't need clothes right now. It's a fine morning, we're alone up here, and it's not like anyone living in the valley is going to see me." 

*But,Yas—* 

He sensed it then. Someone coming up the stone stairs from the landing area below had passed through the perimeter shield he'd placed around the eyrie. The shield wasn't meant to keep anyone out, just to alert him if someone approached his home. 

As he turned toward the intruder, Helene, his father's housekeeper, hurried up the last few steps, then stopped abruptly when she reached the flagstones and saw him. 

"Good morning, Prince Yaslana," she said politely. 

"Helene," he replied with equal, if forced, politeness…especially when a dozen maids who worked at the Hall came up the stairs and gave him a quick, and approving, glance before going into the eyrie. 

Well, Lucivar thought sourly, they all got an eyeful to perk up their morning. 

"What brings you here, Helene?" 

"Now that all the workmen are done with the renovations the High Lord felt were necessary to make Prince Andulvar's old eyrie livable again, we've come to give it a good cleaning." 

"I've already cleaned the place." 

She made a sound that told him what she thought of his ability to clean anything. 

But that was a hearth witch for you. If it didn't sparkle, shine, or gleam, it wasn't clean. Never mind that stone walls weren't supposed to sparkle, shine, or gleam. 

"Fine," Lucivar said, knowing he was cornered and arguing was a waste of breath. 

"I'll get dressed and show you—" 

Helene waved her hand dismissively. "You were obviously enjoying a fine morning. There's no reason why you should do otherwise. I'm sure we can find everything. What there is of it," she added under her breath. 

He bared his teeth in what he hoped would be mistaken as a smile. "I wouldn't want to be a distraction." 

She gave him a fast sweep with her eyes. "You won't be." 

Lucivar just stared at her, too stunned to think of anything to say. 

Helene sniffed delicately. "I won't say I've seen better, but I've seen just as good." 

Who? He could think of one man Helene could have walked in on and surprised. 

As she headed for the door, another woman's voice, coming from the stairs, said, 

"Come along, ladies. We don't want to interrupt too much of the Prince's day." 

Helene turned toward the stairs, the light of battle in her eyes, as Merry bounded up the last few stairs and saw him. Along with her husband, Briggs, Merry ran a tavern and inn in Riada, the closest Blood village in the valley. 

"Oh, my," Merry said with approval. Then she noticed Helene, and the glint in her eyes didn't bode well for a peaceful morning. 

"Ladies," Lucivar said, wondering if he was going to start his day breaking up a brawl outside his door. 

"We're going to clean up the eyrie for the Prince," Merry said stiffly, indicating the women crowding the stairs behind her. "As a welcome to Ebon Rih since he'll be living here now." 

"I'm sure Prince Yaslana appreciates the gesture, but I've brought some of my staff from the Hall to take care of things," Helene replied. 

"Ladies." 

"There's no need for you to be taking time away from your own duties. We can look after him. He is the Warlord Prince of Ebon Rih now," Merry said. 

"Which doesn't make him any less his father's son—" Helene said, raising her voice. 

Hell's fire! They were squaring off like two bitches ready to fight over a meaty bone—and he was not going to become the prize of whoever won this battle. 

"—and I won't have it said that any of the High Lord's children are living in squalor," Helene continued. 

Lucivar gritted his teeth. Squalor? Squalor? He'd moved to the eyrie two days ago. There hadn't been time to accumulate squalor. "Ladies." 

They turned on him, and after studying them the way he'd study any adversary, he wisely swallowed his rising temper. Helene worked for his father, and since he would, no doubt, continue to spend time at the Hall, telling her to leave would be an insult he didn't want to live with. And Merry made the best steak pies he'd ever tasted. If he told her to go, it might be years before he had another slice of steak pie. 

Finally Helene turned to Merry and said, "While yours is the more recent claim, it is equally valid. And there's more than enough work for all of us." 

Merry nodded, then clapped her hands. "Come along, ladies. We've work to do." 

Four of the women who'd come with Merry were married or, at least, had acknowledged lovers. The other seven were younger and unattached… and would have dawdled a lot longer if Merry and Helene hadn't herded them into the eyrie. 

When he'd been a slave in Terreillean courts, he'd been stripped down and displayed for the enjoyment of the Queen who controlled the Ring of Obedience. 

He'd never felt the need to smile politely while he was being ogled. But here he was, smiling…showing his teeth, anyway…as Helene pushed the last witch inside and closed the door. 

Rage danced in his belly, twisting it into knots. He closed his eyes and tightened the leash on his temper. He had an explosive one, and it had served him well when he'd lived in Terreille, but this wasn't the same. He hadn't been forced to strip down. He'd been standing outside of his own free will, and if the women who had suddenly appeared appreciated the view he provided, he couldn't blame them for it. 

Thank the Darkness none of them had tried to touch him. He wasn't sure what he would have done if any of them had tried. 

No. That wasn't true. He knew what he would have done. He just didn't know how he would have explained breaking a woman's arm for a touch they'd all think of as harmless or, at the very worst, an invitation. 

*Yas?* Tassle's sending on a psychic thread sounded hesitant, a little fearful. 

Turning, Lucivar looked at the young wolf. "Women are a pain in the ass." 

Confusion replaced fear. *Pain? They didn't nip you. Why is there pain?* After a pause, Tassle added, *I could lick it to make it better.* 

Maybe it wasn't just for Tassle's sake that he'd offered to share his home with a wolf, Lucivar decided as amusement eased the knots in his belly. You could never tell what the kindred would pick up from human behavior and decide to make their own. Obviously, Tassle had decided the wolf version of "kiss it and make it better" was the appropriate response to this situation. 

"No, thanks," Lucivar said, moving away from the eyrie to walk in the rockstrewn grass that might have been a lawn or a garden once upon a time. He swallowed a mouthful of coffee and swore. Not only rough enough to bite but now it was also cold. 

Noticing the way Tassle sniffed the air, Lucivar made a "go forward" gesture with one hand. "Go on. Go explore. If you stay around here, you'll end up getting washed and polished." 

*You come too?* 

He hadn't had a chance yet to really walk the land around the eyrie and get a feel for it, but leaving right now felt a bit too much like running away…and it went against his nature as an Eyrien Warlord Prince to run from a battleground. "You go on. I'll keep an eye on things here." 

As he watched Tassle trot off to mark the home territory, he felt the weight of the eyrie at his back and wondered if it really would be running away to get out of sight while all of those women cluttered up his home. Besides, if his presence wasn't a distraction from the allure of buckets and mops, his absence wouldn't be noted either. Which should have pleased him. The fact that it didn't was an annoyance he'd think about later. 

"I'd wish you a good morning," a deep, amused voice said, "but I'm not sure that's appropriate." 

Turning, he watched the slender, brown-skinned man cross the rock-strewn ground with feline grace. The movement lifted the edges of the knee-length black cape, revealing the red lining and providing slashes of color to accent the black tunic jacket and trousers. 

His brother Daemon moved with the same feline grace. 

He tried not to think about Daemon too much, tried not to wonder too often if his brother had found a way out of the madness the Blood called the Twisted Kingdom. There was nothing he could do for Daemon, wherever he was. 

He pushed those thoughts aside and focused on the man settling on a stone that time and the elements had weathered into a natural seat. He looked like a handsome man at the end of his prime, his black hair silvered at the temples and faint lines around his golden eyes…an aristo Hayllian male who would be in his element at a dinner party and wouldn't know what to do on a killing field. 

Looks could be deceiving. This was Saetan Daemon SaDiablo, a Black-Jeweled Warlord Prince who was the Prince of the Darkness, High Lord of Hell, Warlord Prince of Dhemlan, Steward of the Dark Court at Ebon Askavi… and his father. 

It was the last title that made Lucivar wary. There weren't any clear rules when it came to sons dealing with fathers. Not that he paid much attention to rules, but it would have been nice to know when he was about to do something that would stomp on Saetan's toes and end with them yelling at each other. Which he did know, actually. Every time Jaenelle said, "Lucivar, I have a wonderful idea" and he went along with it, he could pretty much count on ending up in Saetan's study to receive a blistering lecture. Too bad he enjoyed squaring off with his father as much as he enjoyed getting into trouble with the golden-haired, sapphire-eyed witch who was Saetan's adopted daughter…and, therefore, his sister. The fact that Jaenelle was the Queen of Ebon Askavi and they both served in the First Circle of her court just added spice to their shouting matches. 

"It's none of my business, but I am curious," Saetan said. "Why are you standing out here displaying your assets?" 

"I'm standing out here because my home has been invaded by two dozen women with brooms and buckets…" 



"Two dozen? I wasn't aware Helene brought that many from the Hall." 

"She didn't. Some of the women from Riada showed up right after Helene did. 

And this is how I was dressed…" 

"…or not dressed," Saetan murmured. 

"…when they showed up." Lucivar took another gulp of coffee and shuddered. 

"And getting dressed after I'd been assured I wouldn't be a distraction seemed like… bragging." 

"I see. Who told you this?" 

"Helene. She said she'd seen just as good." Lucivar eyed his father. 

Saetan shook his head. "No. I will not indulge in a pissing contest with you to appease your curiosity. Besides, you've seen me naked." 

True enough, but he'd only noticed Saetan looked damn fit for a man who'd seen over fifty thousand years. He hadn't paid attention to particulars. 

"So Helene said you wouldn't be a distraction," Saetan said, looking more amused. "And you believed her because…?" 

"Well, Hell's fire, she's your housekeeper." 

"She's also a woman in her prime who is, in fact, only a few centuries older than you." 

Lucivar stared at Saetan. "She lied to me?" 

Saetan's gold eyes gleamed with suppressed laughter. "Let me put it this way: Your floors won't be swept, but you'll have the cleanest windows in Ebon Rih…at least on this side of the eyrie." 

Lucivar spun around. Female faces were pressed against every window, watching him. Oh, there were cleaning rags pressed against the windows, too, but nothing was being done with them…until the women realized he'd seen them. Then there was a lot of vigorous polishing. 

Swearing under his breath, he used Craft to vanish the coffee mug and call in a pair of leather trousers. As he pulled them on, he snarled, "It was easier when I could use my fists. If this was Terreille, I would have thrown the lot of them off the mountain." 

"You still can." 

It surprised him that the words hurt. 

"You're the Warlord Prince of Ebon Rih," Saetan said quietly. "You are the law here and answer to no one but your Queen. If you want to use your fists, there's no one who will stop you. No one here who can stop you since you wear the Ebon-gray Jewels." 

"What happened to that code of honor you live by and insist is followed in the court?" Lucivar snapped, letting temper ride the crest of wounded feelings. "What happened to the lines that are drawn for what a Blood male can and can't do? If I hurt them for no good reason, what does that say to every other man? That he can strike out for the least little thing? We serve. We're the defenders and protectors. 

I've hurt women, and I've killed women. They were the enemy and the court was the battleground. But I will not be the kind of man women cower from because they're afraid of being brutalized." 

"I know," Saetan said. "You'll decide what is and isn't acceptable in Ebon Rih, and you'll stand as defender and protector. As volatile as your temper is, as physical as your responses are most of the time, I've never worried about you hurting the coven. If you're pushed, you push back. That's not a bad thing. I'm sure there were times in the past three years when something scraped a nerve and reminded you too much of what it was like living in Terreille, but you didn't lash out automatically. You won't now." 



The temper faded, but his feelings were still raw. "Then why did you say that?" 

Saetan smiled. "Because you needed to hear yourself draw the line. You're the strongest living male in this valley. The strongest Blood, regardless of gender, when Jaenelle isn't at the Keep or staying at her cottage. Having that much power isn't easy." 

He would know, Lucivar thought. Saetan wore the Black Jewels. Until Daemon made the Offering to the Darkness and came away wearing the Black, Saetan had been the only male in the history of the Blood to wear that Jewel. If anyone knew the price that came with that much power, it was the High Lord. 

Lucivar glanced at the eyrie. "What should I do about them?" 

"Hire a housekeeper." 

He winced. "Hell's fire. Then I'll have a female underfoot all the time." 

"From where I'm sitting, your choice is one hearth witch who works for you or dealing with this lot two or three times a week." 

Lucivar felt his knees weaken. "Two or three… Why? How many times can they polish the same few pieces of furniture?" 

Saetan just looked at him pityingly. "If you hire a housekeeper, your home is her domain, and if she's worth what you pay her, she'll be territorial enough to take care of any unwanted help without you having to do a thing." 

That didn't sound bad. But he sighed. "I don't know how to hire a housekeeper." 

Saetan stood up and arranged the folds of his cape. "Why don't we go to the Keep and discuss it over breakfast?" He looked back at the eyrie. "Or were you planning to stay here and get in the middle of the tussle over who would cook it for you?" 

"I can cook my own damn breakfast." 

"You could try, boyo, but the odds are against you." 

Oh, yeah. If he walked back in there now, somebody would be pissed off at him before he even got close to a piece of toast, let alone something more substantial. 

"Let's go to the Keep." 

"A wise choice." 

As they walked back to the eyrie to inform Helene that they were leaving, Lucivar said, "If I'm so wise and so powerful, tell me again why I have to hire a housekeeper I don't want?" 

"Because you're not a fool," Saetan replied. "And given your choices, only a fool would put up with this any longer than he had to." 

"This is more than I bargained for when Jaenelle appointed me the Warlord Prince of Ebon Rih." 

"Everything has a price. This is yours. Deal with it." 

Lucivar sighed and gave up. So he'd have to put up with having one little hearth witch underfoot. How bad could it be? 

TWO 

« ^ » 

Saetan stepped out of the carriage and walked away from the Hall, wanting a few minutes to savor the sweet night air. It had been a pleasure escorting Sylvia to see her oldest son's debut theater performance. Watching her play the role of "Queen enjoying an amateur production put on by her village's theater group" had been more entertaining than the play. No one would have guessed she was a nervous mother…unless she'd been grabbing that person's hand and squeezing his fingers numb every time Beron came onstage. 

He enjoyed spending time with Sylvia. They'd clashed sometimes, but she'd offered support and understanding…and, occasionally, a caustic tongue…while Jaenelle was an adolescent, and they'd become friends in the process. So it gave him pleasure to stand as her escort when she needed the company of a friend who wouldn't expect her to act like Halaway's Queen. 

But it also had produced a dull ache inside him to watch Sylvia's face while she watched her son, to see her eyes shine with pride and remember the times when his wife, Hekatah, had sat beside him during an amateur performance, her face set in bored tolerance, or when the seat beside him had been empty because she wouldn't make an appearance at something so common…not even for one of her sons. 

When he'd first met her, Hekatah had given a performance to rival any actress on the stage. She'd made him believe she loved him. But she'd never loved the man, just the dark power he wielded. She'd never loved her sons. She'd never loved anything but herself and her ambition. 

He locked those thoughts away, as he locked so many away. He didn't want to think about Hekatah and a past that was long gone…and still had the power to hurt. 

It was for the best that he and Sylvia could never be more than friends. Being a Guardian, he was one of the few Blood who straddled the line between living and dead in order to extend their lifetimes into years beyond counting. But everything had a price, and the sheer weight of the years he had lived had silenced the craving for sex. 

Just as well. He could protect his heart while he and Sylvia were friends. If it had been possible for them to become lovers… 

Too many years between them. And he was who and what he was. 

It was better this way. He would continue to tell himself that. One day, he might even believe it. 

Any thoughts of Sylvia fled when he walked into the Hall and found Beale, his butler, waiting for him. That wasn't unusual in itself, except… something didn't feel quite right. Something was missing. 

He opened his psychic senses, searching, probing. It took a moment because her dark psychic scent permeated the walls of SaDiablo Hall, but he knew what was missing. Who was missing. 

And yet the anticipation in Beale's gold eyes didn't seem anxious in any way, so Saetan removed his cape and used Craft to vanish it before making the opening statement in this game of verbal chess. "Good evening, Beale." 

"High Lord," Beale replied. "You had a pleasant evening?" 

"Yes, I did. The play was charming." 

"And the dinner?" 

Ah. "It was quite good. Not up to Mrs. Beale's standards, of course." 

"Of course." 

Now that he had given Beale the expected…and only acceptable… response, his butler was ready to move on to what he found a trifle more important…like the whereabouts of his daughter and Queen. 

"The Lady went to the Keep about an hour ago," Beale said. "She left a message for you on your desk in the study." 

"Thank you." 

"If there is nothing else you require, High Lord, I will lock up and retire." 



Saetan shook his head. "There's nothing. Good night, Beale." 

He walked to the end of the great hall and paused at his study door to watch Beale lock the front doors. Not really a necessary precaution since there were other ways of safeguarding the people and things he treasured. Even with those protection spells, it was simple enough to get into the Hall. Getting out was another matter. 

He went inside his study, flicked a thought at the lamp on his desk. The candlelight inside glowed softly. He picked up the half sheet of parchment that had been folded into thirds and sealed with a few drops of black wax, called in his halfmoon glasses, opened the note, and read. 

Saetan, 

Meet me at the Keep at dawn. The High Lord's expertise will be required. 

Jaenelle 

Vanishing the paper and glasses, he stared at nothing for a moment before extinguishing the lamp and leaving the study. As he crossed the great hall to reach the informal receiving room and climbed the stairs that led to the family wing, a chill spread through him. He knew what kind of expertise Jaenelle might require from the High Lord of Hell. What he didn't know was why. 

When he reached her suite of rooms, he knocked on the sitting room door. He didn't expect an answer since she wasn't there, but the knock was a habit…and a precaution, since some of the kindred Warlord Princes who served her were fiercely protective. 

As he opened the door, the cold rage filling the room stopped him before he'd taken the first step. He gritted his teeth and moved forward, each step a test of will, until he stood in front of the worktable and stared at the reason Jaenelle had declined Sylvia's invitation to see the play. 

The curtains were still open, and the moonlight was enough to make the spider silk look silvery in the dark room. 

A tangled web. The kind of web Black Widows used to see dreams and visions. 

Besides being a Queen, Jaenelle was a natural Black Widow and Healer. That rare combination of gifts made her an extraordinary witch. The Ebony Jewels she now wore…Jewels that indicated power he couldn't begin to estimate…made her the most powerful…and lethal… witch in the history of the Blood. 

She hadn't cut any of the threads. Hadn't destroyed the web. She'd left it intact, knowing there was another Black Widow living at the Hall who could look into that web and see the same vision. Him. 

Not quite an invitation to look, but the tacit offer to let him see what she had seen was the reason he turned and walked out of the room. It was enough to know whatever she'd seen had produced the cold rage that lingered in the room. 

As he retraced his steps through the corridors and down the stairs, he called in his black cape and settled it over his shoulders, hooked the silver chain that held it together in front, and flicked the material so that the front edges folded back to reveal the red lining. He didn't bother unlocking the front doors. He simply used Craft to pass through the wood. 

A few moments later, he reached the stone landing web in front of the Hall, caught the Black Wind, and was riding that psychic roadway through the Darkness to Ebon Askavi. 

It didn't take him long to reach the Keep, despite the distance between the Hall in Dhemlan and the Keep in Askavi. He dropped from the Winds, appearing on the landing web closest to the residential section within the mountain. Not the area that housed scholars when they came to study the books in the library, but the part of the Keep set aside for the Queen and her court. 

He wasn't surprised to see Draca waiting for him by the time he reached the first common room. She was the Keep's Seneschal. Had always been the Keep's Seneschal. And a very, very long time ago, she had been the dragon Queen who, when her own race's time in the world had finally come to an end, had shed her power along with her scales. The females those scales touched had become the first Blood, inheriting an old power in order to become the new guardians of the Realms. She looked human now, and ancient, but the reptilian cast to her features intimidated most people. 

Even as he walked toward her, his mind was reaching out, searching, probing. Not finding what he sought honed his temper. But this was the Keep, and this was Draca, so he tightened the leash on his growing rage… and fear. 

"Draca," he said, bowing slightly when he stood before her. 

"Ssaetan," she replied, inclining her head in a mark of respect she rarely gave anyone. 

"Jaenelle told me to meet her here. Where is she?" 

"Sshe iss expecting you at dawn, High Lord." 

"I'm here now. My daughter is not." 

"The Queen hass gone to the Keep in Terreille." 

Anger flamed, then turned icy. He understood the distinction she made, heard the warning in it, but he still turned away, intending to go to the Dark Altar within the mountain…one of the thirteen Gates that linked the Realms of Terreille, Kaeleer, and Hell. 

"High Lord." 

He stopped and looked over his shoulder. "No. Terreille is enemy territory. She shouldn't be there, and she certainly shouldn't be there alone." 

"The Keep iss protected." 

He knew that, but the need to protect…a need that was part of what made a Warlord Prince so deadly…was swelling in him until he couldn't think past it, couldn't feel anything but the drive to defend his Queen. 

"Ssaetan." 

Centuries of training made him hesitate. 

"Sshe doess not expect you until dawn." 

He fought a vicious internal battle, instincts warring with training. 

"Come," Draca said, her voice gentled with understanding. The door of the common room silently opened, untouched by any hand. "I will have yarbarah brought for you. When you are needed, you will be nearby." 

He closed his eyes. Breath by breath, he pulled himself back from the killing edge, that state of mind that stripped Warlord Princes of the veneer of civilized behavior…and was an intrinsic part of their nature. When he was sure he wouldn't respond by striking out with lethal intent, he opened his eyes, and said, "Thank you. Yarbarah would be welcome." 

He walked past her and entered the common room, feeling as if he'd stepped into a cage. In a way, he had. But he had made the choice to obey. That was the only thing that made staying in that room tolerable. 

Removing the cape, he dropped it over a chair, then walked to the windows that overlooked one of the many gardens. He heard a servant enter and set the blood wine and a glass on a table, but he kept his eyes focused on the garden… and the night sky. And waited for the long hours to pass until dawn. 

THREE 

« ^ » 

Listening to the voices just beyond the kitchen, Marian watched batter drip from the wooden spoon back into the mixing bowl, nervous that even the quiet sound of a spoon against a bowl might call attention to herself. It wasn't likely anyone would notice sounds in the kitchen if she continued making breakfast. No one in her family noticed she was around unless there was some hearth-Craft they wanted done. But there was something about the anger and desperation edging her father's wheedling voice and the strained annoyance in her mother's that made her draw her wings in tight to her body in a defensive gesture and want to play leastin-sight. 

"Hell's fire, woman," her father said, his voice rising. "It's not so much to ask. I need the errand done, and I need it done now." 

"Why can't it wait until after breakfast? One of the girls…" 

"No." A pause. "A Priestess-in-training and a Healer-in-training can't take valuable time away from their studies for something simple like this. Besides, Marian isn't doing anything important. She won't be missed." 

Marian pressed her lips together as she looked at the biscuits ready for baking. 

She wouldn't allow her father's words to cut her this morning. She wouldn't. 

Besides, she'd been hearing that sentiment in one way or another her whole life… 

more in the past few years since her younger sisters had been accepted into training. A hearth witch was a convenience, but her skills wouldn't enhance the status of a family who wasn't aristo, wouldn't aid her father's ambition to be more than a Fifth Circle guard for a light-Jeweled Queen. 

She heard her mother's exasperated "Very well, then" and went back to mixing the batter as Dorian entered the kitchen. Her mother hesitated, then moved briskly to the table where Marian was working. 

"You heard," Dorian said. 

"Hard not to," Marian replied, keeping her attention on the mixing bowl. 

With a huff, Dorian pulled the bowl and spoon out of Marian's hands. "Well, go on then.Take care of this errand that's got him so bothered and get back here as quick as you can." 

"To do more things that are unimportant?" Marian asked, surprised to hear the resentment that had been building inside her for a long time actually color the words. 

Dorian's face flushed with temper, but she kept her voice low. "Don't you use that tone with me, girl. I won't put up with you getting snippy and acting above yourself." 

Marian swallowed the lump in her throat. Yes, this had been building for a while now. It might as well be said. "If I'm going to be treated like hired help instead of family, I should at least get a wage for the labor." 

Dorian dropped the spoon on the table. Her hand swung back. Then she regained enough control to press her hand against the table. "You've got a roof over your head and food in your belly. You shouldn't have to be paid to help me provide those things." 

"My sisters get those same things…and spending money besides… without doing any of the work." 



"Marian…" 

"What's the delay?" Her father's voice boomed from the kitchen doorway. 

"We'll finish this later," Dorian said. 

She disliked confrontation, couldn't hold on to anger. She'd end up doing more work to make up for her show of defiance…and nothing would change. 

As she walked through the kitchen doorway, her father raised his hand as if to cuff her, but she hurried past him and stayed ahead of him until they were outside the eyrie. Then he caught up to her and grabbed her arm hard enough to bruise. 

She saw temper in his face, but it made her think of a scared bully rather than a dangerous Eyrien Warlord. Still, a scared bully could become dangerous if he needed to convince himself that he was strong. 

He started to speak, then held back, clearly deciding to ignore a household squabble since it wouldn't interfere with what he wanted. 

Using Craft, he called in a thick envelope and handed it to her. "Messenger's waiting for that. Needs it before the day begins at court, so don't be dawdling." 

"If it's so important, why don't you deliver it?" Marian said. 

His fingers dug into her arm. "Don't sass me, girl. Just do as you're told." His other hand pointed at a small wood in the valley below. "He'll be waiting for you there. You fly down, then take the path through the woods." 

"And if I don't find him?" 

"He'll find you." He released her arm with enough force that she staggered a couple of steps to keep her balance. "Get on with it." 

Vanishing the envelope, she moved farther away from him before she spread her wings and launched herself skyward. She forgot him as she pumped her wings to take her up into the pale dawn sky, dismissed the troubles waiting for her at home as she focused on the joy of soaring over the land. She loved flying…loved the feel of it, the freedom of it. When she was in the air, she could almost believe her dreams were possible. A home of her own, with a garden big enough to grow food, flowers, and the herbs and other plants she could sell to Healers for their special brews. A place of her own, where her hearth-skills wouldn't be dismissed and she wouldn't have to tiptoe around male temper and moods. 

It was nothing more than a dream. Her Purple Dusk Jewels didn't give her enough power or status to keep her safe from stronger males if she were on her own. She didn't have the temperament to cope with the cruelty and vicious games that were played in the courts and in aristo houses, so there was no point thinking she could work in one of them. If her mother turned her out, she'd end up working somewhere for room and board and little else. Or, worse, she could end up begging for a place in one of the large eyries that stabled the warriors who served in the Eyrien Queens' courts. She'd seen some of the women who did the cooking and laundry in those eyries…and who were expected to take care of other needs as well. She wouldn't survive long in one of those places. So it always came back to accepting that she would be her mother's unpaid help. 

But she still wished for something better. 

Blinking back tears…and telling herself it was the wind that created them…she looked up… and saw the Black Mountain in the distance. 

Ebon Askavi. The Keep. Rumors had been flying recently that there was a Queen there now…a powerful, terrible, Black-Jeweled Queen. But no one had actually seen her. No one could say for certain. 

She paused, moving her wings to hover, unable to look away from that mountain. 



Unable to shake the feeling that something was aware of her, watching her. From that mountain. 

Heart pounding, she shook her head to pull her gaze away from the Keep, folded her wings, and did a fast dive toward the woods in the valley. She was an unimportant hearth witch. There was no reason for anyone to look in her direction. 

Unless it had something to do with the envelope her father wanted delivered to a messenger without the court he served in being aware of it. 

Pulling out of the dive, she glided to the edge of the woods, then backwinged to land lightly on the path. She'd deliver the envelope and go home. Once she was safely back in her mother's kitchen, she'd convince herself that the uneasiness growing in her was her own doing, that there wasn't something in the woods that made her want to turn and run, that she wasn't sensing ripples of dark power far, far, far below the strength of her Purple Dusk Jewel…ripples of power that were rising up from the abyss and coming toward her. 

She kept to a fast walk, afraid to run because that would incite a predator's instinct to hunt. And there were predators out there, somewhere. She was certain of it. 

She'd almost reached the other end of the small woods when an Eyrien Warlord stepped out of the trees and spread his wings to block the path. Four other Warlords stepped out of the trees behind her. 

"You have a message for me?" the first Warlord asked. 

They were all wearing clothes that were old but of good quality. The kind of quality only aristo families could afford. That didn't make her feel easier. 

"Well?" he demanded. 

Calling in the envelope, she walked toward him until she was close enough to hand him the envelope by extending her arm its full length. 

He snatched it from her, tore it open, read the first page quickly, then tossed all of it aside. When he looked at her, his smile was amused and cruel. 

"The message wasn't meant for you?" Marian said, backing away from him. 

"Oh, it was for me. You're the payment, witchling." 

"I… I don't understand." 

"You don't have to." 

She felt the other men moving closer, surrounding her. "If you hurt me, my father…" 

The Warlord laughed, a vicious sound. "He sent you here, didn't he? He knew well enough what's going to happen. But nobody is going to miss the likes of you." 

She leaped skyward. There wasn't much room to maneuver under the trees, but she was only a few wingstrokes away from open land…and open sky. If she could get past the Warlords, she might be able to stay ahead of them long enough to catch one of the Winds and… head where? 

The Black Mountain. If she could reach the Keep, she could beg for sanctuary, and the Warlords couldn't hurt her. 

She'd almost reached the open land when she heard the crack of a whip, felt the leather cut her skin as it wrapped around her ankle. They hauled her back under the cover of the trees…and they were on her, flying around her, letting her flail and struggle and try to fly while their knives and war blades sliced her. Blood flowed from dozens of shallow cuts. When they sliced her wings, she managed a rough landing, but there was nowhere to run, no way to escape. 

Ripples of dark power coming closer. Closer. 

"Help me!" she screamed. "Please! Help me!" 

Laughing, the Warlords grabbed her arms and legs and flipped her over on her back, holding her down. The fifth man dropped to his knees between her legs and ripped her torn, bloody clothes to expose her. 

"Hurry up," another Warlord said, "or the bitch will bleed out before we all have a chance to use her." 

"She'll last long enough," the Warlord kneeling between her legs replied as he opened his trousers. 

No, Marian thought. No. 

"You want to play with a witch?" a midnight voice said quietly. "Then play with me." 

The last thing Marian saw before her vision blurred was the fear on the face of the Warlord in front of her. Then a wave of freezing black rage washed over her, pulling her under. She thought she heard muted screams of agony and terror, then the sounds were gone. Everything was gone… 

…until she felt a hand close over hers, felt power that wasn't hers flowing into her. She forced her eyes open and stared at the golden-haired, sapphire-eyed woman kneeling beside her. Stared at the Black Jewel that hung from a chain around the woman's neck. 

"You're the Queen," Marian said, barely able to draw enough breath to shape the words. 

"Yes, I'm the Queen," the woman replied. 

"I don't want to die." 

"Then don't." The woman placed her other hand on Marian's forehead. 

The dark power closed in around her again, but it was warm now, gentle, a cocoon of soft blankets. Power not her own kept her heart beating, kept her lungs moving. 

Her last thought before she surrendered to it was, I've seen the Queen of Ebon Askavi. 

As soon as Saetan stepped through the Gate, he knew Jaenelle wasn't in the Keep in Terreille. A moment later, when her psychic scent flooded the corridors, he knew she'd returned…and the control on his temper frayed a bit more. 

That she was his Queen didn't matter. That her power eclipsed his didn't matter. 

By the time he was done explaining things, his Lady would be in no doubt about how her Steward felt about her entering Terreille, which was the enemy's territory, without even one escort going with her. 

Then he stepped out of the room that held the Dark Altar and saw her moving toward him, one hand under the blankets wrapped around… 

He smelled the blood, noted the dangerous, feral look in Jaenelle's eyes, and felt the heat of his temper chill to cold rage as he rose to the killing edge. 

Jaenelle stopped in front of him. She said nothing while he carefully pulled aside a part of the blankets and looked at the young Eyrien woman, while he studied the torn clothing and the slices in her skin that still seeped blood despite the healing web he sensed Jaenelle weaving around her. 

"Why?" he asked. 

Jaenelle turned her head. "Ask them." 

Five bodies appeared in the hallway. Saetan used Craft to probe the bodies. He felt equally chilled by and approving of what Jaenelle had done. From neck to toes, the bones of the Eyrien males had been crushed into small pebbles, making the bodies look like oddly shaped sacks. The muscles and internal organs had been ripped apart, as if claws had slipped beneath the skin, leaving it untouched while they tore through everything else in long, leisurely strokes. Which, he imagined, is exactly what she'd done. And for the few seconds it took her to do it, the pain would have been exquisite… 

He looked at the Eyrien woman. 

…but not enough to pay the debt. 

"This is what you saw in the tangled web last night?" he asked too softly. 

"I saw emptiness where something bright and joyful should have been. I saw happiness wither like a plant that couldn't find the right soil to take root in. And I saw the terrace where I was standing at dawn, but it was empty…a warning that my presence, or absence, would make the difference in what would come." 

"I see." He looked at the bodies again. "Now I understand what kind of expertise you need from me." 

Jaenelle nodded."Find out why this happened, High Lord… and settle the debt." 

"It will be a pleasure, Lady." 

He stepped back, watched her hurry into the room that held the Dark Altar and the Gate that would take her and the woman to Kaeleer. 

He waited a few minutes, studying the bodies that flopped in unnatural positions. 

Then he raised his right hand. His Black-Jeweled ring flashed with the reservoir of power it held. The bodies rose from the floor and floated toward him.Turning, he walked back to the Dark Altar, lit the four black candles in the candelabra in the proper sequence, and walked through the misty Gate, the bodies floating behind him. 

When he walked out of the Gate, he felt the difference between this Realm and the two Realms that belonged to the living. Hell was the land of the demon-dead Blood who still had too much power even after the body's death to return to the Darkness. A cold, ever-twilight Realm. He'd begun ruling here while he still walked among the living. He'd been ruling the Dark Realm ever since. 

Turning to look at the bodies floating behind him, he smiled a cold, cruel smile. 

He accepted that executions were sometimes necessary, and he performed them with exacting skill when duty required it of him. He'd never developed a taste for them, but he suspected finishing what Jaenelle had begun was truly going to be a pleasure. 

Walking through the corridors of the Keep, he went to the closest landing web, caught the Black Wind, and took the five bodies with him to the Hall he'd built in this Realm. There, he would have everything he needed to make sure the debt owed to the Eyrien woman was paid in full. 

The sun had set by the time Saetan returned to the Keep in Kaeleer and entered Jaenelle's suite of rooms. She was on the couch in her sitting room, reading one of those romances that was as close as she was willing to get when it came to experiencing intimacy with a man. With Lucivar as her First Escort, she didn't need a man just to fill the position of Consort, and when Daemon finally … 

He wouldn't allow himself to travel down that road. He would defend Jaenelle's choice not to have a Consort…and he would hope that, with the right man, someday her interest in sex would go beyond the pages of a book. 

Jaenelle closed the book and looked at him with sapphire eyes that still held a touch of feral rage. His daughter hadn't come back yet. Not completely. He was still dealing with Witch…and his Queen…and he needed to tread carefully. 

"How is the woman?" he asked quietly. 

"Marian will be all right," Jaenelle replied just as quietly. 



Marian. Saetan tightened the chain on his temper. The bastards hadn't known her name, hadn't cared who she was. Finishing the kill shouldn't have taken more than a few minutes for each of them. It was why they'd done it that had spurred him to prolong their suffering with a viciousness that wasn't a side of himself that usually surfaced. But they had deserved everything he'd done after he helped them make the transition to demon-dead…and then proceeded to rip their minds apart before he drained what was left of their psychic power, finishing the kill so they could become a whisper in the Darkness. 

"She lost a lot of blood," Jaenelle continued, "but all the wounds were shallow. 

Her wings were sliced in several places, but they were easily repaired. A couple of days of bed rest and good food will rebuild her strength. There won't be any permanent damage to her body." 

Yes, Jaenelle would make the distinction between body and heart. Her body had healed from the brutal rape that had almost destroyed her when she was twelve years old, but she carried the emotional scars… and always would. 

"Have you eaten?" Saetan asked, noticing the decanter of yarbarah on the table in front of the couch. 

When she gave him a wary smile, he knew his daughter was back. 

"I was waiting for you." Shifting her legs, Jaenelle poured a glass of yarbarah, warmed it over a tongue of witchfire, and offered it to him. 

Accepting the glass, he sat on the couch, and tipped his head to read the title of the book between them. "Are you going to loan that to me when you're done?" 

"Why?" 

Oh, yes. His daughter was back. "A father should be aware of his children's interests." 

"Then why don't you ask Lucivar what he's reading?" 

"Because Lucivar rarely picks up a book, let alone reads any of it. If he showed an interest in one, any comment from me would more than likely embarrass him into putting it down and not picking up another for at least a decade." 

"You could point out some of the stories have sex in them,"Jaenelle said. 

A topic his son found even less interesting than his daughter did. 

A quiet chime sounded. Moments later the small table on one side of the sitting room held a basket of fresh bread, a small bowl of whipped butter, and two steaming bowls of soup. 

Grateful for the interruption, Saetan offered his hand and led Jaenelle to the table. 

As a Guardian, he really didn't need more than yarbarah and a token amount of fresh blood once in a while, but he could eat and enjoy food again, thanks to the tonics Jaenelle made for him, and she'd eat more if someone joined her than she would alone. 

She settled into her meal with a healthy appetite that relieved him… and enforced the decision not to tell her why Marian had been attacked by those five Eyrien males unless she specifically asked him. 

They'd finished the soup and were halfway through the prime rib that followed before Jaenelle spoke again. 

"I was thinking," she said with enough hesitation to make him watch her sharply. 

"If Marian doesn't want to return to Askavi in Terreille, she'll need a place to stay. 

So I was thinking she could stay with Luthvian for a while. Help out a little with small hearth-Craft things while she regains her strength." 

"Why Luthvian?" Saetan asked, keeping his voice painfully neutral. 

"She's the only Eyrien female in Ebon Rih. She could help Marian adjust to living here. And she's a Healer, so she could keep an eye on how well Marian is recovering." 

He focused his attention on his meal, biting back all the comments that were ready to spill out if he wasn't careful. His relationship with Luthvian, who was Lucivar's mother, was too tangled and adversarial, and any response he made would reflect that. But he understood why Jaenelle would think staying with another woman would be easier for Marian right now, and she could be right. So he offered no opinion. 

"If it doesn't work, I'll find another place for her," Jaenelle said. 

"Then it's settled." He didn't feel easy about it, but he let it go. For now. "In that case, witch-child, tell me about this book you're reading." 

She evaded, he pursued, and they ended the evening with a delightful hour of haggling over the value of various kinds of stories that helped them both step back from the blood and the fury that had started the day. 

FOUR 

« ^ » 

As twilight softly deepened into night, Marian stood behind Luthvian's house, relishing a quiet moment with nothing to do. Her back was sore, and it worried her because Lady An-gelline had been very insistent that she take things easy for a fortnight and not overwork muscles that still needed time to fully heal. But every time she mentioned feeling strain in her back or legs, Luthvian dismissed the concern and implied…when she didn't say it outright…that Marian was just trying to get out of earning her keep. The criticism stung. Since arriving at Luthvian's, she'd done nothing but wash, scrub, polish, and mend. And everything she did was adequate but not good enough that she should even dream of looking for a position in another household. Luthvian was letting her stay as a favor to Jaenelle. 

It didn't matter, she told herself, feeling despair rise up before she choked it down again. She was alive, and she was living in Kaeleer, the Shadow Realm most people had thought nothing more than a myth until a few years ago. She didn't have to go back to Terreille, didn't have to trust her life to the whims of male temper. 

Not as much, anyway. 

Luthvian had also made it very clear that anything that displeased her would also displease her son, the Warlord Prince who ruled Ebon Rih. 

Marian understood the threat. What had been done to her in Terreille would be a slap on the wrist compared to what an enraged Warlord Prince who wore Ebon-gray Jewels could do to her. 

She carefully spread her wings as far as she could until she felt her back muscles pull. Gritting her teeth, she counted to five, then slowly closed her wings and waited a few seconds before beginning the exercise again. 

She would find other work…paying work…and she would work hard and save and one day have that place of her own. And she would soar again, riding thermals over land that was more beautiful than anything she'd ever seen back home. She would… 

"Did you hem that dress?" Luthvian's voice stabbed out of the dark. 

Marian winced, wondering how long the Black Widow Healer had been watching her. Reminding herself that she had nowhere else to go…yet…she turned. "As I explained, Lady Luthvian, I can't hem the dress until you have the time for a fitting so that I can make sure the length is correct." 

"I told you how much to take it up." 

Her younger sisters had said the same thing to her in the same sneering voice… 

and complained bitterly to their mother when the hem fell too long or too short because they insisted she should be able to hem something without wasting their time. 

"Nevertheless," Marian said, fighting to keep her voice respectful, "I would feel more confident about the length if I pin the dress while you're wearing it." 

The silence that followed made Marian uneasy. A Black Widow was too dangerous a witch to antagonize, and Luthvian could do far more than hurt her body. 

"They don't work. You know that, don't you?" Luthvian said. 

"I don't understand." A ball of fear settled in her belly. 

"The wings. They were damaged too severely.You'll never fly again." 

The fear sharpened into pain. "No. Lady Angelline said…" 

"Jaenelle is a decent Healer, but she has little knowledge or experience when it comes to Eyriens. I have both. And I'm telling you those are only for display now. 

You'll never fly again. If you try, you'll only end up damaging your back so badly you won't be able to work enough to 

earn your keep, and then where will you be?" Luthvian's voice softened. "You'd be better off having them removed. If they're gone, you won't be tempted to do something that would cripple you." 

No, Marian thought as tears filled her eyes. No! 

"I can do it for you." Luthvian's voice was quiet and persuasive. "In a month, you won't remember what it felt like to have them." 

"No!" 

Luthvian's voice turned cold. "Please yourself. But if you do something that makes you useless, don't expect to remain here!' 

She didn't hear Luthvian walk away, but she heard the kitchen door close. She stayed outside for a long time, hunched over to try to ease the pain that twisted her up inside. 

She'd hoped being in Kaeleer meant a promise at a new life, a better life. But nothing had changed for the better. If anything, the life ahead of her was worse than the one she'd left behind. 

FIVE 

« ^ » 

Lucivar glided toward the courtyard in front of his eyrie, glad to be home. He'd spent the past week visiting the villages in Ebon Rih, meeting with the Queens who ruled the Rihlander Blood villages of Doun and Agio, and talking to the council members who ran the larger landen villages. The non-Blood Rihlanders were afraid of him…with good reason. The Blood might be a minority among any race, but the power that lived within them made them the rulers and guardians of the Realms. For the most part, the Blood ignored the Ian-dens and the landens kept away from the Blood. Reminding village council members that they were now answerable to an Ebon-gray Warlord Prince wasn't going to make them sleep easy for a while. 

Hell's fire. It didn't make him sleep easy. He'd spent most of his life ignoring or defying anyone's claim of authority over him. Now he was the authority who was going to draw the line and stand against anyone in his territory who dared step over it. 

He wasn't sure he liked being on that side of the line, but he'd adjust to the formality directed at him from the Queens' courts in Doun and Agio. At least in Riada, which was the closest village to Ebon Askavi and was also his "home" 

village, the informal respect the villagers had shown him since he'd arrived in Kaeleer hadn't changed. Not much, anyway. There was a proprietary interest in him now. What he did affected all of them. 

Which made him wonder why Merry had looked so uneasy when he'd stopped by The Tavern to see what she was serving that night that he could take home with him. 

"A dinner for two, Prince Yaslana?" Merry had asked. 

"Or one hungry man," he'd replied, grinning. 

Why hadn't she smiled back when she'd prepared the basket of food for him? 

As he landed lightly on the flagstone courtyard, he sent a thought out on a psychic spear thread. *Tassle?* 

*Yas.* 

The wolf sounded sulky, almost edgy. 

*What's wrong?* 

A pause. Then, *I don't like that female. I don't want to be friends.* 

Lucivar felt his temper unsheath as he studied the front door of his home. An Ebon-gray shield formed a finger-length above his skin, an instinctive response to walking into a situation where it was safer to guard against a potential attack. The fact that he was reacting that way before entering his home honed his temper until the slightest push would have him riding the killing edge. 

He pushed the door open and stepped inside. The female psychic scent hit him the moment he crossed the threshold. He knew that scent. Loathed the young witch it belonged to. 

Roxie. 

She'd been one of Luthvian's students when he'd first come to Kaeleer…a Rihlander witch from Doun whose family was aristo enough that she thought she could do anything she pleased. She used lovers the way other women used handkerchiefs. She soiled them, then tossed them aside. But from the first day she'd met him, her goal had been to corner him and force him into bedding her. 

The bitch had never understood that if she had managed to corner him, bedding her would have been the last thing on his mind. 

And now she was here. In his home. 

He moved silently until he reached his bedroom door. The wide corridor reeked of her. 

As he pushed the door open and walked into the bedroom, Roxie raised her bare arms over her head and smiled at him, her body clearly defined under the sheet that covered her. 

He usually had a hot, explosive temper. As he approached the bed, he felt chillingly calm. 

"Get out of my bed," he said softly. 

She shifted a little, the movement uncovering more of her breasts. "Why don't you join me? You want to. You know you do." 

The revulsion that washed through him almost sheared his self-control. 

A triumphant look filled her face when he stepped up to the bed. A moment later, the look changed to terror. 

He hadn't consciously made the decision to call in his Eyrien war blade. But the edge of that blade, honed so sharp it could make air bleed, suddenly hovered just above Roxie's neck. If he relaxed his hand, the blade would slide through skin and muscle until it gently came to rest against bone. He wouldn't have to do anything, wouldn't have to exert any force. Just relax his hand. 

"If I ever find you in my bed again, I'll slit your throat," he said, his voice still calm and soft. 

Roxie swallowed. The movement was enough to push her skin against the blade. 

Lucivar watched the blood trickle from the shallow wound, becoming seduced by the heat of it, the smell of it. He stepped back before the temptation to let the war blade sing became too great. As he stepped back, the cold inside him broke and hot temper flared. 

Vanishing the war blade, he scooped up her clothes in one hand, hauled her out of bed with the other, and dragged her through the eyrie, ignoring her squeals and protests. He flung her and her clothes out the door and slammed it shut, not knowing or caring if she got hurt when she landed. 

Then he stood with his teeth clenched and his hands curled into fists, fighting the urge to open that door and purge the memories of all the witches he'd known in Terreille who were just like her. He wanted to pound those memories into her flesh, exorcising them from his own. 

Minutes passed, but the feelings didn't. He still rode the killing edge. 

Violence still sang in his blood. He had to purge that violence…or have it purged out of him. There was only one person who could do that for him. 

Roxie was gone when he left the eyrie. That spared him the inconvenience of killing her and taking the bitch's mangled body back to her family. He would have killed her if she'd still been there. He couldn't have stopped himself. A Warlord Prince was a born predator, a natural killer, and the "training" he'd received under the hands of the witches in Ter-reille had honed that killing instinct instead of providing a sheath for it. Right now, he was a danger to everyone. 

With one exception. 

He opened his psychic senses, searching until he brushed against the dark power that eclipsed his own. 

Launching himself skyward, he flew to the cottage beyond the outskirts of Riada. 

He landed close enough to the porch that two steps and a leap had him standing in front of the door of the neat little cottage Saetan had built for Jaenelle as a place where she could spend solitary time when she needed it. Not that she was ever really alone. There was always a kindred male with her, but a wolf or dog was content to nap for hours while she got lost in a book or would walk with her for miles without wanting conversation. 

He hesitated a moment, then opened the door and entered the cottage's main room. Jaenelle stood near the hearth as if she'd been expecting him. She probably had. She would have felt that flash of temper, would have sensed him coming toward her. 

He stood close to the door, wanting to go to her, needing to go to her. He couldn't do that. Not yet. Not until he'd smoothed some of the jagged edges off his temper. 

"Lucivar," Jaenelle said quietly. 

He stared at her, focused on her sapphire eyes. 

She walked up to him and placed one hand against his cheek. "Lucivar." 

He closed his eyes and breathed in the physical scent of her and the dark psychic scent that was both a balm and an enticement. He didn't want her sexually…had never wanted her that way…but the hugs and sisterly kisses kept him balanced in a way nothing else had ever done. 

Hold the leash, he silently pleaded. Choke me into obedience if that's what it takes. 

She just stood there, her hand against his cheek, until those jagged edges of temper receded…and made him aware of something that brought a different edge to his temper. 

"Where's your escort?" he demanded. 

"It's been a warm afternoon," Jaenelle replied. "Jaal is sprawled in the stream out back." 

Lucivar snarled. "He didn't even rouse himself to find out who had entered the cottage." 

Jaenelle lifted both eyebrows to express surprise. "You wanted to be pounced on by a wet tiger?" 

Being near her had restored enough of his balance that he took a moment to consider that. "No." 

"Didn't think so. That's why I told him to stay where he was." She stepped back and turned toward the archway that led to the kitchen. "I have a small keg of ale." 

"I have half a steak pie, cheese, and a fresh loaf of bread." Jaenelle grinned at him. "In that case, you can stay for dinner." 

He waited until they'd eaten and were sitting on the porch, watching twilight smudge the land into soft shapes. 

"I need help, Cat," he said quietly, using his nickname for her to indicate he needed help from his sister, not his Queen. 

"Still being overrun by helpful ladies?" Jaenelle asked. 

"No. Well, yes, but…" He took a deep breath, knowing he was about to walk the crumbling edge of a sheer cliff. "I found Roxie in my bed when I got home today." 

"Roxie," Jaenelle said in that midnight voice that chilled her court. 

Roxie didn't like Jaenelle, and Jaenelle didn't like Roxie. The difference was Roxie didn't have enough power to do anything with that feeling. Jaenelle disliking someone was out and out dangerous. 

Lucivar rubbed his hands over his face and sighed. "I need a housekeeper. I need a dragon who will…" 

Jaenelle cocked her head and looked at him. 

"No." His nerves jumped, making him feel like he had tiny bugs skittering all over his skin. "Not a real dragon." Not that he didn't like the dragons who lived in the Fyreborn Islands. He did. He enjoyed wave whomping with them whenever he and Jaenelle visited the islands. But the last thing he needed was a dragon the size of a pony…not including the tail…waiting by the door to flame anyone who crossed the threshold. 

"It would solve the problem of uninvited guests," Jaenelle pointed out. 

"No." 

She got that half-puzzled look on her face that always made him think of a kitten puzzling over a large, hoppy bug. "I wonder if any of the kindred have witches with a gift for hearth-Craft. What would they use it for?" 

"It doesn't matter." His voice sounded firm, didn't it? Hell's fire, he hoped it sounded firm. "I need a human with enough housekeeping skills that Helene and Merry will be satisfied that the eyrie is being tended and whose presence will keep any other females from thinking that…" He bit back the words. Best not to mention Roxie again. 



Jaenelle hesitated. "There is a hearth witch who has come to Kaeleer recently." 

"Through the service fairs?" Lucivar asked, wondering about Jaenelle's hesitation. 

The twice-yearly service fairs in Little Terreille had been set up to deal with the flood of Terreilleans fleeing the cruelty of the courts and Territories under the influence of Dorothea SaDiablo, the High Priestess of Hayll. 

"No,"Jaenelle replied. "I brought her in." 

What in the name of Hell were you doing in Terreille? He knew better than to ask her that question. He'd just visit the Hall in the next day or two and ask his father. 

"She may be… content… where she is,"Jaenelle said, "but I can ask if she'd consider being your housekeeper." 

"All right." 

Jaenelle nodded. "I can…" Her mood turned grumpy, and she rolled her eyes. 

"No, I can't. I have to do Queenly things tomorrow, and there's a formal… 

something… late in the evening." 

Lucivar grinned. "Something that requires getting all polished and dressed up?" 

Jaenelle hated fancy dress. 

"Yes," she growled, "it's dress-up. But there will be time to come back here after your usual dinner hour." 

"That won't give you much time to get ready." 

The look she gave him could have frozen blood. 

"I could still see if there are hearth witches among the dragons," Jaenelle said. 

Feeling more relaxed than he'd felt all week, Lucivar stood, stretched, then bent over to give Jaenelle a kiss on the top of her head. "Don't threaten your older brother," he scolded mildly. "Especially after I took the brunt of Father's snarling over the raft." 

Wincing, she looked up at him. "Was it bad? He just kept gritting his teeth when he saw me and refused to talk about it." 

Lucivar straightened up and leaned against one of the porch's supporting posts. 

"No, it wasn't bad. He was actually quite calm about our making a raft out of what he called 'twigs and kindling'…" 

"Which is what it was," Jaenelle said. 

"…and holding the whole thing together with nothing but Craft." 

"Which is what we did." 

"And he said he understood why we felt we needed to be standing on the thing when we put it in the river to test it." 

"How else were we supposed to find out if it worked?" 

"He even managed to sound calm about our not abandoning the raft after we hit the rapids. And he didn't yell about our going over the waterfall." Lucivar scratched his neck. "Although, I still haven't figured out how he could speak so clearly with his teeth clenched like that." 

Jaenelle leaned forward. "You didn't tell him the raft started breaking up before we. went over the waterfall, did you?" 

"Do I look like a fool?" Lucivar demanded. "Of course I didn't tell him that. 

Besides, what threatened to pop a few blood vessels was his finding out that we went back to the starting point and did the whole thing all over again." 

"Oh, dear," Jaenelle said. "I'm surprised the walls of the Hall didn't shake when he started yelling." 

"He didn't have a chance to yell." Lucivar smiled that lazy, arrogant smile that always signaled trouble. "Before he got started, I ended it." "How?" 



"I told him he was jealous." 

Jaenelle's mouth fell open. "Lucivar! You told Papa…" "That the only reason he was mad at me was because you'd invited me to go with you to try out this idea instead of inviting him." 

Her silvery, velvet-coated laugh rang out over the land. "Oh," she gasped. "Oh, that was mean. What did he say?" 

Lucivar laughed with her. "He just gave me that stare that will burn holes through bone, then threw me out of his study. He hasn't said a thing about it since then." 

"Poor Papa."Jaenelle sighed. "I guess I'll dress up special tomorrow to make it up to him." 

"You do that, since my wearing a dress won't do anything for him." 

She looked at him and howled with laughter…which brought an answering roar from behind the cottage. 

Great. Any moment now, he'd be trying to explain to a baffled feline Warlord Prince why their Queen was making those funny noises. 

"I'll see you tomorrow." He leaped off the porch, spread his wings, and launched himself skyward. 

"L-Lucivar!" 

Nope. Fair was fair. He'd dealt with Saetan on his own over the raft, so she could explain her behavior to the "kitty." 

He didn't let Roxie's lingering scent spoil his mood when he returned home. 

Besides, by tomorrow evening, all his female problems might be solved. 

SIX 

« ^ » 

As she set the brass basket next to the woodpile, Marian felt her back muscles protest and threaten to seize up. Again. Studying the woodpile, she raised one hand and used Craft to lift the pieces of wood and set them in the basket. 

Luthvian would criticize and sneer, saying…again…that it was laziness to use Craft for simple things, but Marian didn't care. Using Craft instead of straining muscles wasn't laziness, it was practical…especially since her back had seized up once today while she was scrubbing the kitchen floor. 

Odd how gentle Luthvian had been when she'd come into the kitchen and found Marian on the floor, unable to get up. At that moment, she had been all Healer, skilled and efficient. But the quiet words she'd said as she eased the pain were the same ones she'd been saying… the useless wings were causing the back pain. 

Removing them was the only way Marian would fully heal. 

Since she wouldn't let Luthvian remove her wings, she couldn't say anything about the chores that made her back hurt. She knew the wounds had been healed, but when she ached, she could close her eyes and mentally trace every knife slash the Warlords had inflicted. 

Gritting her teeth, Marian reached for the handle of the brass basket. 

The basket vanished before she touched it. It reappeared a moment later, waist high and just out of reach. Then it fell to the ground with a heavy thunk. 

"Perhaps I wasn't clear enough when I told you to take it easy for a few days." 

The voice didn't quite hide the ripple of anger beneath the mildly spoken words. 

Marian turned. Jaenelle stood a few feet away from her. 

"Lady Angelline." Marian swallowed hard, unable to look away from those sapphire eyes. She felt as if fingertips were passing over her body, just above her skin. 



"You haven't done any permanent damage," Jaenelle said, "but…" 

"Marian!" Luthvian's voice lashed out through the open kitchen windows. "Are you going to dawdle all night over a few pieces of wood? You have chores to finish." 

Something deadly flashed in Jaenelle's eyes, gone so fast Marian wasn't sure she'd actually seen it. 

"Pack your things," Jaenelle said quietly. "You're leaving." 

"But…" 

"Now." 

She wasn't going to argue with that voice. Moving as fast as her stiff legs could manage, she reached the cottage's far corner just as Luthvian stepped out of the kitchen door. 

"Hell's fire, girl," Luthvian snapped. "Where's the wood? Can't you do anything…" She froze for a moment. "Good evening, Jaenelle." 

"Good evening, Luthvian." Jaenelle moved forward until she stood next to Marian. "Marian is leaving. Her skills are required elsewhere." 

Luthvian looked as if she'd been slapped, but she recovered quickly. "We need to discuss this." 

"Fine," Jaenelle replied. "We'll discuss it while Marian packs her things." 

The air crackled with suppressed temper. Marian stepped back and swung around both women, too nervous to step between them. As she entered the kitchen, she heard Luthvian say, "She's adequate, but anyone who pays wages for her work will be disappointed." 

She didn't wait to hear Jaenelle's reply. She simply hurried up to the small, secondfloor room Luthvian had given her. There wasn't much to pack. When Jaenelle had brought her to Luthvian's cottage, she had only the trousers, tunic, and underthings she'd been given at the Keep since 

her own clothes had been destroyed in the attack. Luthvian had given her a skirt and two tunics the Healer no longer wanted and had grudgingly purchased two sets of underthings for her. Her only other possessions were the things that, through Craft, she always carried with her…her moontime supplies, the hairbrush and hair ornaments her sisters hadn't permanently "borrowed," the book she'd asked for last Win-sol and had actually gotten as a gift from her mother, and the small loom and cloth bag of yarns. 

She vanished the clothes, since she had no other way to carry them, and had just walked out of the room when thunder shook the cottage. Her heart pounded as she rested a hand against the wall to steady herself. There had been no sign of a storm when she was outside a few minutes ago. Where had the… A different kind of thunder. 

A chill went through her. Her heart pounded harder. The kind of thunder that happened when a witch revealed enough of her temper to be a warning to those around her. 

Biting her lip, Marian gave herself a few seconds to gather her courage before going downstairs to the kitchen. Luthvian sat at the kitchen table, her gold eyes full of resentment and fear. Jaenelle stood in the doorway, not actually in the kitchen but also not waiting outside. 

Marian hesitated. She should say something to Luthvian, but she didn't know what it would be. She couldn't thank Luthvian for the hospitality since she'd more than earned her keep while she'd stayed at the cottage…and hadn't felt welcome in the first place. And she was afraid that no matter what she said right now, Luthvian's response would be brutal and heart-shattering. So she looked away and walked to the outside kitchen door. 

Jaenelle stepped back and to one side to let her pass. The door closed behind them with a gentleness that was worse than a bad-tempered slam. 

"Can you walk a bit?" Jaenelle asked when they reached the gate in the low stone wall that surrounded Luthvian's land. Marian nodded. They walked in silence for several minutes. Then Jaenelle said, "I'm 

sorry things were difficult for you. I thought…" She shook her head. "It doesn't matter what I thought. It was an error in judgment, and you paid the price for it." 

There were things Luthvian had hinted at, reasons why enduring work she knew was harming her was better than being told to leave. But now that she'd been taken from the cottage… 

"I don't want to go back to Terreille," Marian said, the words bursting out of her. 

"No one said you had to,"Jaenelle replied. 

"But if I don't serve Lady Luthvian…" 

Jaenelle swore. Marian didn't know the language, but she understand the vicious way the words were said. 

"You don't serve Luthvian," Jaenelle said tightly. "You serve in my court." 

Marian stopped walking, too stunned to keep moving. "I… Your court?" 

Jaenelle turned to face Marian. After studying the hearth witch, she said, "Eighth Circle. Don't you remember signing the contract after I explained that you needed to serve in a court for eighteen months if you wanted to stay in Kaeleer?" 

She remembered Jaenelle handing her a piece of parchment and explaining something about her needing to sign the document in order to stay in Kaeleer, but she'd still been feeling too weak and woozy to take in anything except that signing would let her stay. And when Luthvian had implied that staying or being sent back to Terreille rested on her decision… 

"What do I have to do?" Marian asked. 

Jaenelle shrugged. "Service in the Eighth Circle? A meal once in a while when I'm staying at my cottage in Ebon Rih would cover the requirements." 

A meal. Would Jaenelle supply the food for her to cook, or would she be expected to provide it? How would she provide it? "Where are we going?" 

Now Jaenelle smiled. "Your skills really are required elsewhere. I know someone who needs a housekeeper." 

Marian relaxed a little. If wages were included as well as room and board, she could fulfill her obligation to the Lady's court. 

Jaenelle looked up at the sky and winced. "Come on. We'd better ride the Winds and get there. If I'm late getting back to the Hall, Papa will give me that patient look. I really hate that patient look…especially when I deserve it." 

Before Marian could wrap her mind around the idea that the Queen of Ebon Askavi had a papa who would dare criticize her, even if it was just with a look, Jaenelle took her hand and launched both of them onto the Purple Dusk Wind. 

A few minutes later, they dropped from the Winds and landed on a flagstone courtyard in front of an eyrie. Marian winced when she saw the rock-strewn, overgrown mess on one side of the eyrie, but she didn't have time to decide if it had once been a garden or had always been a wild, overgrown tangle before Jaenelle opened the door without knocking and pulled her inside. 

"Lucivar!"Jaenelle called. 

A sharp whistle came from another room in the eyrie. 



Lucivar? Fear rushed back into Marian as Jaenelle pulled her toward the archway on one side of the big empty room. 

"I thought you…" a male voice said. 

One last tug and Marian was in the kitchen facing an Eyrien male. A Warlord Prince. Who wore Ebon-gray Jewels. 

The room spun. Her knees weakened. Hell's fire, Mother Night, and may the Darkness be merciful. Not him. Please, not him. 

"Marian," Jaenelle said, "this is Lucivar Yaslana, the Warlord Prince of Ebon Rih. 

Lucivar, this is Marian…your newhousekeeper." 

No. No no no. She'd heard of Lucivar Yaslana. Who in Askavi hadn't heard of Lucivar Yaslana, even though it had been centuries since he'd actually lived in Askavi. He was Luthvian's son? The ruler of Ebon Rih? She couldn't possibly stay here. She couldn't. When Luthvian complained to him about her leaving… He could do anything he wanted to her and no one would mutter a word. Warlord Princes were a law unto themselves. Even in Terreille the ones who weren't kept on a tight chain were treated cautiously, and everyone knew the rules that applied to every other male didn't apply to them. Couldn't apply to them. 

"Lady Marian," he said. 

Had she already done something wrong? Was he already angry with her? She couldn't stay here. 

Jaenelle huffed. "I'm sorry. I really have to go." Her hand brushed Marian's shoulder. "I'll be back in a day or two to see how you're doing." 

Then she was gone, and Marian was left facing a man who, even doing nothing, was a hundred times more dangerous than the five Warlords who had tried to kill her. 

"Why don't you sit down?" Lucivar said, tipping his head to indicate the nearest of four chairs that were on either side of a large pine table. 

Not knowing what else do to, Marian pulled out the chair and sat down. 

"Would you like some coffee?" he asked. 

She nodded, but kept her eyes focused on the table. She flinched when he set a white mug in front of her, but he stepped back, putting enough distance between them that she could breathe again. 

"Did my sister explain anything on the way here?" 

Startled, Marian looked up. "Sister?" Luthvian hadn't mentioned a daughter. 

"Jaenelle," Lucivar said. "She's my sister." 

That should have been comforting. It wasn't. But there was one thing she had to know. "Does anyone else live here?" 

"Tassle lives with me. He's…" 

She heard the click of nails on stone a few seconds before a wolf appeared in the archway. Yaslana kept a wild animal for a pet? 

The wolf came forward slowly, the tip of his tail waving as he sniffed her hand. 

She didn't move, didn't dare even twitch when he stepped closer to sniff her feet and legs, his tail waving with more enthusiasm. But she jumped when he suddenly pushed his muzzle between her legs. That's when Yaslana stepped forward, grabbed the wolf by the scruff of the neck, and pulled him away. 

"Go outside, Tassle," Lucivar said, his voice, although quiet, demanding instant obedience. 

With a whuffle-whine, the wolf left the kitchen. 

Lucivar stepped away. The move brought him to the archway rather than moving back into the kitchen. "Relax for a few minutes and finish your coffee. Then I'll show you to your room." He left, not waiting for her answer. 



Just as well. She wasn't sure she could have answered. Her hands trembled as she lifted the mug and took a large swallow of… 

She shuddered. He'd said this was coffee. She wasn't sure what it was, but she was certain it wasn't coffee. At least, she hoped it wasn't. Setting the mug down, she braced her head in her hands. She was alone with an Ebon-gray Warlord Prince and a wolf. Sweet Darkness, what was she supposed to do? 

Lucivar wound his way through the rocks, needing to put some distance between himself and the witch trembling in his kitchen. Tassle danced beside him, a furry bundle of excitement. 

*Can we keep her,Yas?* Tassle asked. *She can be the female for our pack.* 

Since he didn't think Marian wanted to be part of their "pack," he answered the question with a question. "Why all the tail wagging?" 

*Ladvarian says dogs wag their tails to let humans know they want to be friends.* 

Ladvarian was a Sceltie Warlord Jaenelle had brought to the Hall when he was a puppy. Since dogs had more experience living with and around humans, the wild kindred who were part of Jaenelle's court considered Ladvarian an expert on human behavior and looked to him to explain the bewildering things humans did. 

*So I wagged my tail,* Tassle continued happily. *I want to be friends. I like her smells.* 

Lucivar's feet rooted to the ground. This was a statement he couldn't ignore… no matter how much he wanted to. He scrubbed his hands over his face and sighed. 

"Tassle… Don't sniff her crotch." 

*But… Yas…* 

"I know it's acceptable among wolves, but you cannot do it with human females. 

It makes them snarly." 

*But…* 

"No, Tassle." 

Tassle hung his head and looked up at Lucivar with woeful eyes. *Would she snarl at you if you sniffed her crotch?* 

The picture formed in his mind before he could stop it. Marian, sitting in the chair in the kitchen. Him on his knees in front of her, his arms around her waist, his face pressed against the juncture of her thighs, breathing in the smell of her as her scent changed from warm and quiet to hot and aroused. 

He turned away from Tassle, not sure if he should curse himself, curse Marian, curse Jaenelle, or curse the wolf for asking the question. 

Because that was the question, wasn't it? One look at Marian and everything in him had sharpened with interest, had churned toward desire. If he'd met her in any other way, he would have staked a claim. That was Protocol. That was permissible. 

Warlord Princes weren't like other men. They were passionately violent and violently passionate and far more territorial than other males. And when a particular woman intrigued a Warlord Prince sexually, he had a simple way of dealing with potential rivals: He killed them. 

Because that lethal response was part of the nature of Warlord Princes, the Blood had long ago established Protocols to give other males a chance of survival. When a Warlord Prince indicated interest in a female, the other males stood back, giving him time to get to know her…and for her to get to know him and consider if she wanted that formidable temper and driving sexual hunger focused exclusively on her. Because it would be exclusive. But the choice was always hers.When she'd spent enough time with him to make a decision, she would either accept him as a lover… or tell him to go. And if she told him to go, he didn't argue, didn't try to persuade her…he had to walk away. That was part of Protocol, too. 

But he couldn't even follow Protocol because she was his damn housekeeper. She had every right to expect him to protect her from any male's unwanted sexual attention…and that included him. 

But… Hell's fire, she was pulling at him in too many ways. Her fear spiked his temper because his instincts demanded that he defend and protect…and destroy whatever was causing that fear. He couldn't do that because he was the cause. And underneath that fear he sensed a warm, quiet strength that intrigued and aroused him, that made him want to wrap himself around her and breathe in her psychic scent as well as her physical smells. Oh, he'd been stirred by a few women over the past three years, and there had been times when the hunger inside him had been fierce, but never enough to give in, never enough for him to forget the rage and bitterness that had flavored most of his sexual experience. So it had been easy enough to turn away from that stirring, to chain that hunger. Until Marian had walked into the kitchen. Now he wanted, and he wasn't sure if he could keep that hunger chained. 

Lucivar looked toward the eyrie. Maybe, once she was settled in the housekeeper's room, her fear would ease a little. Maybe it would ease enough that she would stay, although he wasn't sure if her staying would be a torment or a boon. 

He sighed, then turned back to look at Tassle. "I'm going to get her settled in for the night. You stay here. I don't think she can handle more than one male at a time right now." 

Tassle whined but didn't follow him when he went back to the eyrie. She was still in the kitchen, her eyes too bright with fear. "I'll show you to your room." His voice was as calm as he could make it, but there was a hint of a growl that was a response to her fear. 

Silent, she followed him to a room that was on the opposite side of the eyrie from his bedroom. She shuddered when he opened the door and she realized she had to walk past him. 

Watching her look around the room, he said, "My father's housekeeper brought over the furniture and set up the room.There's a private bathroom through that door. I expect you'll find everything you need." At least for tonight. 

She still didn't say anything. She looked bruised and exhausted, and the only thing he could do to help her was to leave her alone. 

"Good night, Lady." He closed the door and stared at it for a few moments. Damn you, Cat. You really kicked me in the guts this time. 

But as he went back outside to tell Tassle it was all right to come in, he had a bad feeling it wasn't his guts that would feel the pain. 


* * * 

Marian stared at the door. No lock. No way to prevent someone from coming in during the night to… 
She could put a Purple Dusk shield around the room, but that would probably just insult him…or amuse him. It certainly wouldn't stop him if he… 

She shuddered, then clenched her hands until they ached. She couldn't think like that. Fear was already a living thing crawling inside her. If she was going to survive staying here, she had to beat it back, not feed it. 



She called in her nightgown…another piece of clothing Luthvian had been ready to discard and had given to her instead. She wouldn't think about that either. Just wouldn't think anymore. Couldn't think anymore. 

After changing her clothes, she settled into bed and called in her book, sure she wouldn't get any sleep. 

Later, she roused enough from a deep sleep to realize someone was gently pulling the book out of her hands and turning off the lamp on the bedside table, but not enough to wonder who it was. 

SEVEN 

« ^ » 

Marian jolted awake, her heart pounding. She kept her eyes closed, feigning sleep to give her scrambled brain a few precious seconds to catch up and identify what had ripped her out of a deep sleep. 

There. Warm breath against her hand. Someone was in her room, next to her bed. 

Someone who would know by the change in her breathing that she wasn't asleep, and pretending only kept her blind to the danger. 

She opened her eyes… and stared at the wolf who was watching her intently. 

*You are awake. Yas told me not to wake you and I didn't wake you but now you are awake.* The wolf stretched his neck so that they were nose-to-nose. *You can pet me.* 

She raised her hand to obey. Then her brain identified what was wrong with this 

"conversation." 

A breathless shriek, a wild kick to free herself from the bedcovers, and a hasty scramble had her standing on the opposite side of the bed from the wolf, who looked equally startled. 

The bedroom door was open. She was closer to it. If she could reach the door… 

She shuffled sideways, never taking her eyes off the wolf…until he put the corner so fast she almost hit the opposite wall, and ran down the wide main corridor of the eyrie. Seeing the archway of the only room she recognized, she grabbed at the stone wall and swung into the kitchen, startling Yaslana enough that he almost dropped the mug he was holding. 

"What in the name of Hell…" he began. 

"The wolf talks!" 

"I know," Yaslana replied. "He's kindred. Since you're up, do you want some coffee?" 

Marian stared at him. Maybe he wasn't awake enough to understand what she'd said. "The wolf talks. In sentences!' 

"I know." He studied her for a moment, then added, "He's kindred. Blood." 

"Blood?" She suddenly felt a bit weak and woozy. 

"The Blood from the nonhuman races are called kindred." Yaslana scratched his cheek. "Tassle is a Warlord, as a matter of fact. Wears the Purple Dusk Jewels." 

Marian groped for the nearest chair to keep from sinking to the floor. Blood? 

Warlord? Purple Dusk Jewels? 

A whine. 

She turned. Standing in the archway, the wolf gave her the most woeful look she'd ever seen. 

He whined again and slunk away…and she felt as if a small boy had tried to give her something he thought was a wonderful present… and she'd smacked him for it. 

Confused and feeling guilty, she focused on the familiar sound of sizzling meat… 



and frowned. "What are you doing?" 

Turning back to the stove, Yaslana picked up a fork and flipped the two steaks sizzling in a skillet. "Making breakfast.You want some? There's plenty." He poked at something else in the other skillet. 

Marian slumped in the chair. "But… I should be making breakfast." 

He shrugged. "You were asleep." 

She quailed at the implied criticism. Then she bristled at the unfairness of it. "I'm sorry, Prince Yaslana. You didn't tell me what time you expected…" 

"I woke up early and decided to make breakfast," he said testily. "It's not important." 

Not important. The words cut into her, telling her clearly enough what he thought of the skills that usually gave her such pleasure. 

He picked up a pot, poured dark liquid into a mug, brought the mug over to the table, and plunked it down in front of her. 

She looked at the mug…and shuddered. 

He stiffened as if she'd slapped him, then grabbed two plates from the counter, returned to the stove, and started dishing out the food. Every move he made radiated temper as he put the plates of food on the table, then dug out silverware from a drawer and dropped it on the table. 

As he pulled out his chair, she gathered her courage to ask, "May I have some cream and sugar?" 

He paused. "You didn't use any last night." 

True, but last night she hadn't known how bad this stuff tasted. 

A sugar bowl and a small glass bottle appeared above the table. They hovered for a moment before gently coming to rest within easy reach. 

She added two teaspoons of sugar…then added a heaping third when he turned away from the table for a moment…and as much cream as she could fit into the mug without having it spill over the rim. She stirred carefully and tasted cautiously. It was lighter and sweeter…and it was still terrible. 

He sat down, chose some silverware from the pile on the table, and said, "Eat." 

She stared mournfully at what could have been a very fine steak if it hadn't been slapped into a skillet with no regard for its potential. Suppressing a sigh she was sure would only irritate him further, she selected her silverware and began to eat. 

The fried potatoes were quite good, the scrambled eggs were bland but not bad, and the steak, despite its treatment, was still tender. But every bite she chewed and swallowed was an effort of will. She was too aware of the annoyed man sitting across from her, too aware that she hadn't yet performed her first task in her new position and he was already displeased with her. 

After a few bites, her aching stomach threatened to rebel if she forced another mouthful of food into it, so she pushed the food around, wishing the meal would end…and afraid to consider what might happen when it did. 

Suddenly, Yaslana set his knife and fork down and pushed back his chair, his halfeaten meal another silent criticism. 

"I have to go out for a few hours," he said. "I should be back by midday." 

As he moved toward the archway, she half turned in her chair but couldn't look at him. "What…What would you like me to do?" 

"Whatever hearth witches do." 

Defeated, she said, "Nothing important." 

She thought she'd said it quietly enough that he wouldn't hear, but he stopped in the archway and stared at her for a long moment. Then he was gone. 

She sat at the table for a long time, trying to convince herself that she had work to do. The dishes to wash at the very least, and the remains of the meal to store, and the midday meal to plan once she'd taken a look at what was available. The task of exploring her domain should have delighted her. Instead, she sat. 

She was a hearth witch whose Jewels weren't dark enough to give her any status worth mentioning, and her skills had no value. So what was the point of trying, always trying? The only time anyone had valued her was when those five Warlords wanted to kill her. What did that say about a woman who, being from one of the three long-lived races, had already lived thirteen centuries and would live many more…and would never do or be anything important? 

Maybe Lady Angelline didn't do me a favor when she rescued me. Maybe it would have been better if-… 

Marian shook her head. No. This was just another rough patch of road, just another part of the journey that she had to get through before she could turn the dream of having a place of her own into a reality. 

A whine made her turn toward the archway. The wolf was back, still looking woeful. 

Kindred. Blood. Warlord. Young. 

She finally realized why he made her think of a small boy. He was still young. 

"Good morning, Lord Tassle." When he didn't respond, she tried again. "I'm sorry I reacted badly. I… I've never talked to a wolf before." 

*We do not talk to many humans. Only friends.* 

She raised one hand. "Would you still like me to pet you?" 

*Pet?* He came forward, slipping his head under her hand. *Pet.* 

So she petted…and the wonder of touching a wild animal who was more than a wild animal began to fill her. 

She glanced at the unfinished meals. "Would you like some steak, Tassle?" 

*Burned meat?* 

"No, it isn't burned…" Oh.Wolf."…but it is cooked." 

He sighed. *I will eat it anyway* 

She gave the meat to Tassle, ignoring the fact that she could have made a nice steak pie out of it, and began to clear the table. 

"After I wash up and get dressed, could you show me around?" she asked him. 

*I can show you,* Tassle replied. *You do not have to mark territory. I mark our territory. Even Yas cannot mark territory as well as I can.* 

She thought about that for a moment, then bent her head so her long black hair fell forward and hid her grin. Even if nothing else was what she'd hoped for, learning about the kindred was going to be interesting. 

Lucivar stormed into Saetan's study at the Hall and slammed the door behind him. 

Saetan didn't even flinch, just set the documents he'd been reading aside and leaned back in his chair. 

It figured that the High Lord wouldn't have much reaction to that kind of entrance. After all, he'd been dealing with Jaenelle, the coven, and the boyos for the past five years, and the combination of adolescence, power, and those particularly agile minds when it came to using Craft would have shattered the nerves of a less strong-willed man. 

But that lack of reaction annoyed Lucivar. He needed a battleground on which to vent the emotions churning inside him, and his father wasn't being accommodating. So he shaped the battleground himself. 

"This isn't going to work," he snarled as he paced in front of Saetan's desk. "It just isn't going to work." 

"What isn't?" Saetan asked. 

"Marian." 

Saetan sighed, but there was exasperation underneath the sound. "The woman has barely had time to unpack. What has she…" 

"I can't stand this!" Lucivar shouted. "This is my home. I don't want this in my home." He stopped pacing and raked one hand through his hair. "She's bringing out everything that's savage in me." 

"Why?" 

"Because she's afraid! She's afraid of Tassle and…" It burned him to say it."… 

she's afraid of me." 

"She has good reason to be afraid of you." 

Oh, now. Here was a battleground and an opponent who wouldn't flinch at his temper. His voice became quiet and deadly. "Meaning what?" 

"Do you know how Marian came to live in Kaeleer?" Saetan asked. 

"Jaenelle brought her in." Another battleground. "And what in the name of Hell was Jaenelle doing in Askavi Terreille?" he roared. 

"Rescuing a hearth witch." 

He heard it then. It wasn't anger under Saetan's calmly spoken words; it was rage. 

So he chained his temper, no longer sure if he was dealing with Saetan, his father, or Saetan, the High Lord of Hell. He didn't understand why Andulvar Yaslana, the Ebon-gray Eyrien Warlord Prince who had been Saetan's closest friend for more than fifty thousand years, made a point of warning him to be careful when he dealt with the High Lord, but the fact that the Demon Prince felt the need to make the distinction was reason enough for him to be cautious. 

Saetan rose, came around his desk, and leaned against the front of it. That informal stance, rather than his remaining behind the desk, usually signaled a discussion between equals. 

"Marian's father is a Warlord serving as a Fifth Circle guard in a Queen's court," 

Saetan said, his voice still quiet…and still filled with suppressed rage. "From the information I gathered, he doesn't have the brains, the backbone, or the balls to advance any higher, but he deludes himself by thinking it's his lack of the proper social connections rather than his lack of abilities that keeps him from being in the First or Second Circle. He likes to rub elbows with the aristo males in the court, and he likes to gamble…and some of them tolerate him because they find his expectations amusing and they like winning the quarterly pittance he earns whenever they consent to let him gamble with them. But they wouldn't let him play on credit because they'd quickly realized he had no way to pay them back. 

"But one night, a few weeks ago, they let him play beyond the marks he'd brought to the table. They kept refilling his glass, and they let him play because he had something they wanted. He'd been bragging recently about his younger daughters and how he expected them to become prominent witches once they completed their training as a Healer and a Priestess. But the eldest daughter was an embarrassment to him. A witch whose skills would never provide the family with any status, a witch who did…" 

"Nothing important," Lucivar murmured, remembering the defeated way Marian had held herself when she'd said those words. 

Saetan nodded. "That was exactly what those aristo males wanted… a witch who did nothing important, a witch whose disappearance wouldn't draw the attention of anyone in the court." His hands curled around the edge of the blackwood desk. 

"So they let the bastard gamble until he was so far in debt he would never be able to repay them. And when he sobered up enough to realize his standing in the court would be ruined if he didn't repay them, they offered him a trade…and he took it. 

"He didn't even have the courage to take her to the meeting place so she would know why she was being sacrificed. He just sent her there. Five Warlords with knives and Eyrien war blades. One terrified hearth witch, tethered so she could fly, since that made it more interesting, but couldn't escape. Shallow slices to prolong the pain and fear. And when she couldn't fight anymore, they pulled her down, intending to rape her while she bled out under them." 

Feeling sick, Lucivar closed his eyes. "So they raped her." 

"No. Jaenelle arrived before they began that part of their entertainment." 

Lucivar shuddered. Jaenelle had been brutally raped when she was twelve. Her body had healed, but she, and those who loved her, lived with the emotional scars. 

There was nothing that turned Jaenelle lethal and merciless faster than rape. 

He opened his eyes, needing to see Saetan's confirmation. "She killed those Warlords." Then he shook his head. "If she intended to begin the healing in order to save Marian, it would have been a fast kill." Which meant they hadn't suffered nearly enough to repay the debt of pain and terror they'd inflicted. 

"A fast kill," Saetan agreed. "Although, considering the condition of their bodies, it was sufficient for the initial payment." 

Lucivar said nothing, just waited for the rest. 

"Jaenelle gave them to me to extract the rest of the payment," Saetan said too softly. "And they paid the debt in full." 

The knowledge of what Saetan could do to one of the Blood after the physical death should have frightened him, but he took a grim satisfaction in knowing every wound Marian had received, every moment of terror she'd experienced, had been accounted for. While Saetan ripped their minds apart, piece by piece, he would have found out everything there was to know about why and how Marian had ended up being attacked by those men. 

"What about her father?" Lucivar asked. 

"I have no authority in Askavi Terreille. I can't touch her father." 

Yet. 

The word hung unsaid between them, and Lucivar knew with absolute certainty that it didn't matter how many more centuries Marian's father lived. The day would come when his body died, and he would make the transition to become one of the demon-dead. He would end up in the Dark Realm…and the High Lord would be waiting for him. 

"So you have a choice, Lucivar," Saetan said. "I can appreciate, quite well, what it means to have Marian's fear scraping against the instincts that bring out the best, and the deadliest, side of your nature. If you can't tolerate it, then you should dismiss her. Between Jaenelle and me, we should be able to find her another position. Or you can grit your teeth for a while and endure it, giving her time to settle and regain her balance. Giving both of you time to find out if it's you she really fears." 

Lucivar turned away. He couldn't dismiss her. Not just because of what he'd learned from Saetan, but because it would confirm that she did nothing important, that her skills had no value. That she believed it, accepted it, chafed as much as anything else. 

But having her stay wasn't going to ease the other part of his frustration… 



especially now that he knew there were five…the bastards!… more reasons why she'd run from him. 

Lucivar started pacing again. 

Saetan watched him for a while, then cocked his head. "Something else?" 

He tried to think of a delicate way to say it, but in the end, he blurted it out. "She makes me hungry." 

"She…" Saetan paused. Crossed his arms over his chest. 

Lucivar glanced at his father, expecting to see criticism or anger in Saetan's expression. Instead, he saw… interest. 

"I know it isn't possible," he said. 

"Why not?" 

Lucivar stopped pacing and stared at Saetan in disbelief. "For one thing, she works for me. If she thinks that's part of what I expect from her…" He raked his fingers through his hair. "I couldn't stand it if she came to my bed because she thought she had to." 

"If she worked for someone else?" 

Where he couldn't protect her, especially now that he knew she needed protecting? Not while he was breathing. But the question made his temper soar. 

"I'd follow Protocol and stake a claim," he snarled. 

"There's no reason why you can't do that," Saetan said. 

"She works for me." 

Saetan made an exasperated sound. "There's just the three of you. If she worked somewhere else and you expressed interest in her, she'd be scrutinized by everyone in that household because your interest would be public knowledge. 

This way, you can get to know her…and she can get to know you…in private. 

The end result will be the same. If she wants to be your lover, she'll make the choice." 

"She still might think…" 

makes her feel cornered, I will kick your ass from one end of Kaeleer to the other and back again." 

The threat, which was sincere, shouldn't have cheered him up, but it did. 

"You want advice about how to deal with Marian?" Saetan said. "Treat her the same way you treat the coven." 

Lucivar clenched his fists. The coven could take anything he dished out, but… 

"She's too fragile to be handled that way." 

Saetan just looked at him for a long time, then said quietly, "I saw her when Jaenelle brought her to the Keep. The woman who survived that attack has strength she's never tested, strength she probably doesn't even realize is inside her. 

Give her the chance to find it. Give her a reason to test it." 

Marian stared at the open kitchen cupboards. The empty kitchen cupboards. The man had two skillets, a pot, a chipped mixing bowl, four mismatched dishes, two coffee mugs, three glasses, two kitchen knives, and an odd assortment of silverware. No baking dishes, no baking sheets, no measuring cups. No coffee pot or coffee grinder. He didn't even have wooden spoons. How was she supposed to prepare decent meals for him without any tools? 

And the pantry. The size and design of it thrilled her, but the barren shelves made her want to cry. There was a small keg of ale and a wine rack that held three bottles labeled "yarbarah," which she assumed was the name of a vineyard somewhere in Kaeleer because the only other "yarbarah" she knew about was the blood wine warriors drank at special ceremonies, and Yaslana wouldn't have three bottles of that. But the flour, sugar, and coffee beans were just left in their sacks without so much as a light shield to keep the bugs out, and they were the only food items. 

The cold box was a delightful discovery, especially when she realized the top third of it was a separate freeze box, but leaving hunks of meat wrapped in nothing more than brown paper was just… scandalous. The only other things in the cold box were a half-full butter bowl, the glass bottle of cream, and one egg. 

Marian slumped in a chair. There had been no mention of wages last night, and she'd been too frightened to ask, but now she was glad she hadn't. 

The pine table and chairs in the kitchen were new. So was the stove, the cold box, and the furniture in Prince Yaslana's bedroom. The furniture in her room was not, but it was good quality. 

The rest of the rooms were empty. 

Which made her wonder if Prince Yaslana was just getting by until it was time for the next tithe. After all, Luthvian had said he'd just recently become the Prince of Ebon Rih, so he wouldn't have received any of the income yet that came with the title. Maybe he couldn't afford anything more yet. Maybe that's why he hadn't mentioned wages. 

Dark power washed through the eyrie, warning her that he'd returned. She jumped up and quickly shut all the cupboards and drawers so he wouldn't wonder what she'd been doing. Then she stopped and looked around. Better if he found her doing something useful, but… what? 

Yaslana walked into the kitchen, checked his stride, then advanced toward her more slowly, almost warily. 

Marian's heart leaped into her throat. It was midday, wasn't it? He was expecting a meal, and she didn't have anything to serve him. 

Three dishes suddenly appeared on the counter…two large glass baking dishes with covers and a brown crock. 

"Mrs. Beale sent these, with her compliments. She said it wasn't likely that you'd get to the market today since you'd need a little time to settle in and…" He made a face. "And since she doubted I had more than salt and pepper on hand for spices, you'd want to make a list before you went shopping." 

Mrs. Beale, whoever she was, was an optimist, Marian thought as she eyed the dishes. She hadn't even found salt and pepper when she'd gone through the cupboards and pantry. 

"So this should take care of today's meals," Yaslana said. 

While she was grateful for the meals, Marian really wanted to know how long she could keep the dishes. 

"And there's this." He took another step toward her and held out a thin stack of papers. 

She took them, fanning them out before she actually looked at them. Her heart leaped into her throat, and she had to bite back a squeal. 

Silver marks. A lot of silver marks. More than she'd ever seen in her life. 

"This…" She had to clear her throat before she could get the words out. "This is the housekeeping account?" Oh, the meals she could make with these kinds of funds. 

Frowning, he shifted his weight. "I have accounts set up at all the shops in Riada. 

When you do the marketing, just tell the shopkeeper to put it on my account." He tipped his head toward the marks. "That's for you. An advance in your wages. 



Since you haven't been in Kaeleer very long, I figured there were things you'd need to buy for yourself." 

She felt the blood draining out of her head as she stared at the silver marks. 

"You're advancing me a month's wages?" 

His frown deepened. "Half a month." 

Now she did squeal as she thrust out her hand. "I can't take this!" 

He took a step back. "Why not?" 

"It's too much." Too agitated to think about what she was doing, she took a step toward him, still holding out the marks. 

He took another step back. 

"Who says it's too much?" He sounded testy. "Besides, I can afford it." 

Marian shook her head. If you can afford it, why don't you have any furniture?"'It's too much." 

"Look," he said, a snarl rising in his voice. "My father suggested that as an acceptable wage for a housekeeper, and he should know. Hell's fire, woman, there are enough servants at the Hall to populate a small village." 

She finally looked at him…and realized he was defensive… and nervous. It suddenly occurred to her that he'd never done this before, never had to decide things like wages or define the duties of household staff. So she folded the silver marks, put them in her skirt pocket, and said, "Thank you, Prince Yaslana." 

He looked as relieved as a man walking off a battlefield. "Fine. That's settled." He took another step back toward the archway. "I'll go out and chop some wood." 

Marian glanced at the dishes on the counter."Don't you want to eat?" 

"Sure. I'll be out there. Just yell when it's ready." 

The man could certainly move, Marian thought as she stared at the empty archway. 

It was rather sweet, the way he got all testy and nervous about giving her wages. 

And it was considerate of him to realize there were things she would need to buy for herself. 

She pulled the silver marks out of her pocket, fanned them out again…and smiled. 

It was still excessive for a half-month's wages, but if she kept half of it for herself, the other half would give her a good start on buying the basics she needed for the kitchen. 

EIGHT 

« ^ » 

Marian sipped her coffee, looked around her clean kitchen… and sighed. It was barely midmorning, and she'd already made a casserole, cleaned up the kitchen, stripped the beds and put on fresh linens, had all the laundry washed and hanging in the drying room, dusted the furniture, and swept the floors. There was nothing left to do…and Prince Yaslana would be gone for the next two days. 

She still wasn't sure how service in Lady Angelline's court worked. It all seemed so… casual. She knew Prince Yaslana went back to SaDia-blo Hall one or two days each week for a few hours, but she wasn't sure if he went there for court business or just to visit family. He'd explained that since all the males in the First Circle had other responsibilities, his father, as Steward of the Court, worked out a rotation so that each male fulfilled his obligation to Queen and court by being on duty for two or three days twice a month. 

So he'd left before sunrise, and she had the next two days stretching out in front of her. She could read, but reading was the reward after the day's labor. She'd finished the weaving she'd started on her small hand loom and had made a decorative mat for the kitchen table. She didn't feel like making something just to fill up time. So what… 

Turning to look out the window, she studied the mess of rocks and weeds. It had been a garden a long time ago. She'd found herbs growing wild among the weeds and suspected there had been an herb bed and a kitchen garden on this side of the eyrie. 

Why hadn't Yaslana done anything to at least clean it up? For a man who was always aware of his surroundings, he seemed willfully blind to the fact that a natural meadow, which had its own kind of beauty, wasn't the same as the tangled mess she was staring at now. 

Besides, it would be so nice to have a little kitchen garden to tend. 

Marian refilled her coffee mug and took a moment to admire the coffeepot she'd bought with part of her wages. Yaslana hadn't said a word about the pot's sudden appearance in his kitchen, but he'd definitely approved of the taste of the coffee she could brew in it. 

She walked down what she'd labeled the "domestic" corridor, since it provided entry to the pantry and the laundry and drying room…and the small area between the pantry and laundry that had a door to the outside and a purpose she was still puzzling over. Opening the door, she studied the land in front of her. 

The growing season was already well along, and she wasn't sure what kinds of plants might be available. But the women in Riada would know…or she could ask Lady Angelline the next time the Queen stopped by for a brief visit. A few vegetables, a few herbs. Maybe some flowers. Yaslana wouldn't mind if she cleared a little ground. At least, she was almost certain he wouldn't mind. 

He was, and wasn't, what she'd expected, based on the things she'd heard about Warlord Princes and him in particular. She had no doubt he was a trained warrior and a born predator whose temper could turn deadly in a heartbeat. She could see it in the way he moved, the way he looked at everything around him. But she hadn't actually seen a display of temper. Well, not much of one. The only time he'd snarled at her since she'd arrived was when he'd come home early one afternoon, taken a long look at her, and decided she needed something to eat. 

When she'd told him she wasn't hungry, he informed her that anyone who worked as hard as she did was not going to deprive her body of food. Then he marched her into the kitchen and rummaged through the cold box until he put together a plate of food that he considered sufficient. His idea of sufficient was vastlv different from hers, but her 

token effort at eating had satisfied him enough that he'd eaten what was left on her plate. 

Since he didn't seem to care what she did as long as she was pleased with the result, she didn't think he'd mind her clearing some ground and having the pleasure of a little garden of her own. 

After vanishing her coffee mug, then calling it back in so that it would reappear on the kitchen counter next to the sink, Marian pushed up her sleeves, stepped outside, and got to work. 

As she stepped back into the eyrie, Marian understood the purpose of the little room. If it had pegs in the wall or a coat tree, wet or muddy outer garments could be hung in there to dry. Boots could be removed instead of tracking dirt or mud through the rest of the eyrie. And it was close to the big sinks in the laundry room for a quick wash if it was needed. 

If there was a bench in here, it would make removing boots so much easier, Marian thought, groaning softly as she bent over to unlace her boots. At least Tassle was off doing his daily trot around the land surrounding the eyrie and hadn't heard her groan. He'd just start howling again. 

Wolves had a very effective way of nagging. When he'd started telling her around midday that it was time for her to rest and eat, it had been easy to tell him she would do that in a few minutes, or after she'd moved a couple more rocks. But after she'd done that several times… 

That howl rising up over the land was not something that could be ignored. He wouldn't hush, she couldn't catch him, and she suspected everyone in Riada could hear him. Since there was no way to shush him except to do what he wanted, she warmed up a piece of casserole and spent an hour reading at the kitchen table. 

When she came back out, he was pleased enough by his success in taking care of a female that he'd used Craft to help her move rocks until the game bored him and he went off for a while to do something wolfie. 

So it was just as well that she'd announced it was time to quit for the day before he'd decided it was time for her to quit. One howling experience was quite enough. 

She closed the door and touched the stone in the wall that had been spelled to engage the Ebon-gray locks Prince Yaslana had put on all the doors. 

He'd worked out a way for the spell to recognize her and Tassle so that they could come and go, but he'd been adamant about the doors being locked whenever he wasn't home, especially the front door. He'd been equally adamant that she not allow anyone but his family to enter the eyrie when he was gone. 

The command had baffled her, but it was his home, his business. As she hurried along the domestic corridor to the kitchen, she dismissed all thought of the locks, her focus now centered on a long, hot bath to ease the deep ache in her muscles. 

Those aches, and the shivers of pain that occasionally came with them, worried her sometimes, but she hadn't said anything to Jaenelle whenever the Lady asked how she was feeling. Luthvian had warned her that removing her wings was the only way her back would completely heal. But she didn't want to lose her wings, didn't want to lose the hope that, someday, she might fly again…even though she was too afraid of crippling herself to even try. 

She pushed those thoughts away by focusing on the pleasure of soaking in a hot bath, eating a big piece of casserole for dinner, reading her book, and turning in early so she could get back to her garden at first light tomorrow. 

As she stepped through the kitchen archway, she was concentrating so hard on not thinking about her wings that she let out a breathless shriek when the front door suddenly rattled. 

With a hand pressed against her chest, Marian stared at the door. There were two solid bolts that provided physical locks for the door as well as the Ebon-gray lock, so even if a "visitor" managed to destroy the front door, he or she still wouldn't be able to get into the eyrie. 

The rattling stopped. The pounding of fist on wood started. 

*Tassle?* Marian called on a Purple Dusk psychic thread. 

*Marian!* 

*There's someone at the front door.They sound quite… insistent.* 

*I should call Prothvar?* 

Marian hesitated before saying, *Not yet.* 

*I am coming back to our den.* 

That was good. She'd feel easier if Tassle was within shouting distance. 



Yaslana had told her his cousin Prothvar, whom she hadn't met yet, was staying at the Keep while he was gone and would respond if she needed help for any reason. 

Knowing one cry for help would bring a Warlord wolf and an Eyrien warrior to her defense gave her the courage to go to the front door and draw back the bolts. 

Besides, it was possible that it was Yaslana's cousin, just stopping by to check on her. It would be rude not to open the door. 

The woman on the other side of the door was not Yaslana's cousin. She was young, a Rihlander, a stranger, and was dressed… 

Marian couldn't think of a polite way to describe how she was dressed. 

"Who are you?" the woman demanded. 

"I'm Prince Yaslana's housekeeper," Marian replied courteously. 

The woman looked at her sweaty, dirt-smeared tunic and trousers, and said,"Oh" 

in a way that clearly indicated that Marian had been dismissed as unimportant. 

"I'm here to see Lucivar. He's expecting me." 

Not likely, Marian thought, shifting slightly to block the doorway. "Prince Yaslana is not at home." 

"Then I'll wait for him." 

The woman took a step forward. Marian didn't step back. 

"That won't be possible," Marian said, working to remain polite. "He may not be back until quite late." 

"He won't mind if I make myself comfortable," the woman insisted. 

Where? There were only three rooms in the eyrie that were furnished, and Marian didn't think this woman intended to sit in the kitchen. 

It probably would be easier to say she wasn't permitted to let anyone enter the eyrie. After all, a servant had to obey her employer. But it wasn't Yaslana's order that kept her blocking the door; it was her own dislike of the woman that kept her from stepping back. There was something calculating about this stranger, and there was meanness lurking in the backs of her eyes. 

"If you would like to leave a message," Marian said, "I'll give it to Prince Yaslana as soon as he returns." 

The meanness filled the woman's face for a moment before she shifted her hips, pushed out her chest, and smiled in a way Marian supposed was meant to be sultry. 

"The message I have for Lucivar isn't something I'd leave with you." "In that case, good evening, Lady," Marian said. As she closed the door, the woman shouted,"I won't forget this!" 

Neither will I, Marian thought as she slid the bolts back into place. 

She'd bet a month's wages that she'd just met the reason Yaslana had Ebon-gray locks on his doors. 

NINE 

« ^ » 

Lucivar strode over the rock-cleared ground, working up from annoyance to being thoroughly pissed off as he watched Marian set herself to try to lift a rock that weighed more than she did. One slashing look at Tassle was enough to prevent the young wolf from announcing his presence. The fact that his little hearth witch was so focused…or so exhausted…she wasn't even aware of him coming up behind her just made his temper more volatile and his control more slippery. 



But he would stay calm. 

She groaned a little as she tried to get a better grip on the rock. 

He would be reasonable. 

She braced herself to try again. 

He was on her in a heartbeat, his arms going around her, his hands clamping down on her wrists to keep her from jerking upward. Not that she could move much, with his arms locking her wings against her body, his chest pressed against her back, and his legs bracing hers. 

Even though he'd expected her to react to being restrained by a male, her instant panic still screamed at his instincts to defend and protect. He fought a quick, nasty battle with himself to keep from rising to the killing edge since that was the last thing that would ease her fear. 

So he would stay calm. 

"Marian," he said quietly. 

She panted, trembled. But after a few painfully long seconds, she said, "Prince Yaslana?" 

"Yes, it's Lucivar. Let go of the rock now." 

He waited while she fought her own internal battle. On one level, she knew holding the rock wasn't a defense against an attack, but it still took a while before she managed to convince her body. When her hands finally relaxed, he drew them away from the rock. Sliding his hands up to her shoulders, he straightened up, bringing her with him. 

Being attracted to her made him aware of her body in ways he'd had to pretend he didn't notice, but he wasn't going to ignore this. No, he was not. 

But he would stay calm. 

He led her over to the stone that had weathered into a natural seat. As he helped her ease down to sit on the stone, he noticed the Rose Jewel she wore. Her Birthright Jewel. He could think of one reason why she was wearing the Rose instead of her Purple Dusk, and he didn't like it. 

But he would be reasonable. 

"What in the name of Hell are you doing?" he roared. She shrank away from him as he towered over her, but seeing her so tired made him too angry to care that he was scaring her. "I…I…" Marian stammered. 

"You what? Wanted to see how many rocks you could move before you ruined your back? I know it still bothers you occasionally, so don't bother trying to deny it." 

She winced. "I used Craft to take most of the weight." "Oh, I can see that," he said, pointing at her Rose Jewel. "And you needed to draw so much power to lift things you couldn't possibly lift otherwise that you drained your Purple Dusk Jewel doing it. Isn't that why you're wearing the Rose?" 

When she just stared at him mutely, he swore and started pacing to work off the sharpest edge of temper. Problem was, the movement also gave him time to notice more of what she'd done. 

He snarled at her. "In order to get this much cleared, you must have started the minute I was out of sight and kept at it for the past two days." 

"I got my work done," Marian protested. 

Oh. Well. That certainly made him feel better. And the tears in her eyes and defeated way she held herself ripped at him. He didn't want her defeated. He didn't want her afraid. But he'd be damned if he was going to let her hurt herself in order to do… 

"What is this, Marian?" Lucivar waved his hand to indicate the cleared land. 

"Explain." 

She looked at the ground, a tear sliding down her face. "A kitchen garden," she whispered. "Some herbs. A few flowers. I didn't think you'd mind." 

His temper had eased back from true anger to just being pissed off again, but that comment came close to snapping the leash. He hauled her to her feet, certain her back and leg muscles were now tight enough that she couldn't have gotten up by herself, and pulled her toward the eyrie. 

Her emotions battered at him…fear that he was going to punish her for doing something without his permission, fear of what a man of his temper and power would do to her as punishment. The fact that she expected punishment told him more about the males who had been part of her life than he wanted to know. 

"If you wanted a kitchen garden, you could have spent the past two days figuring out where you wanted it and what you wanted in it," he said, keeping his voice as level as he could manage. "I could have cleared the ground for you when I got back. Did it even occur to you to ask me?" 

"No," Marian said in a small voice. 

No. Well, that was a kick in the balls. Even the coven knew better than that. 

Blood males served. That was something so deeply ingrained in the males even the cruelty in Terreille couldn't extinguish it completely. In Kaeleer, where the Blood still lived by the Old Ways, males considered it their right and privilege to serve…and got pretty testy when a witch they knew personally denied them an opportunity to be helpful. 

If Marian didn't know that yet, it was something she'd better figure out. Fast. 

He pulled her into the eyrie, through the laundry room, and wound his way through curving corridors until he reached the pool Andulvar had built long ago as a place for a warrior to sit back in heated water and ease tired muscles. 

She hadn't openly fought him in an attempt to get away, but from the first step, she'd been silently resisting like some stubborn puppy tethered to a leash. That was fine since he had the rhythm of this little dance and knew how to use it. 

Treat her like the coven, Saetan had said. Well, he knew exactly what he'd have done to Jaenelle or any of her friends if they'd upset him over something like this. 

When he got near the edge of the pool, he propelled Marian forward. Her automatic step back gave him time to switch hands so that one now-gripped her arm and the other held a fistful of her tunic. A hard shove forward, a swinging lift up, and… "No!" Marian yelled. "My boo…" …splash. 

He used Craft to control her drop so she wouldn't slip and damage a wing. Now she stood in heated water up to her waist, with a look on her face that was closer to grumpy than fearful. 

Grumpy was fine. Grumpy was good. He wondered just how grumpy he could make her. 

"Boots," he said. He'd vanished them off her feet just before she hit the water. 

Now he called them in, dangling them over her head before he vanished them again. "Which you'll get back if you do what you're told." 

She stared up at him. "If I do what I'm told?" 

Pointing at her, he said sternly, "You're going to sit your ass down and let that hot water soak out some of the soreness in your muscles. And you're going to stay there until I come back and fetch you." He turned and walked to the entrance. 

"Fetch me?" Marian said, sputtering. "Fetch me? What do you think I am? An addlebrained puppy?" 

He turned back. "No, you're female. And I don't think it's wise to discuss your brains right now." 

He walked out of the room, stopped as soon as he was out of sight, and listened. 

Mutters. Then the slap of wet cloth on stone. 

Lucivar grinned. So there was a little temper under that quiet disposition. He'd have to work on that. Shouldn't be too difficult. He excelled at getting witches riled up. 

When he got back to the side doorway, Tassle was waiting for him. 

*I tried,Yas, but she wouldn't listen.* 

"No, she wouldn't have." 

Tassle hung his head. *Because I am kindred.* 

"Nope. Because you have a cock instead of breasts. She probably patted you on the head and promised to stop soon." 

*She did.* Tassle looked at Lucivar with interest. *Did she pat your head?* 

"No, she didn't." If she'd been capable of lifting another rock, she would have tried to brain him, but patting any male wasn't exactly on her mind at the moment. 

The daylight was almost gone, so he couldn't see the full extent of what she'd done in the past two days, but what he could see was enough to make him shake his head. 

Hell's fire, Mother Night, and may the Darkness be merciful. The woman was insane. 

That was the only explanation he had for Marian trying to clear, close to half an acre of land in order to plant a few vegetables, herbs, and flowers. Of course, being a hearth witch meant having a tidy streak that went down to the marrow, so she'd never be content with seeing weeds beyond her little beds. Which meant she'd be out here working too hard every time he turned his back. 

She'd drive him up the walls inside of a week…and she was already doing that on a regular basis just by being where he could see her. 

He understood her wanting the garden. Besides the practical reasons of growing some of their own food, it would be hers. Her work, her accomplishment, her… 

claim. 

He looked at the land again, turning that thought over. Everyone needed something to call their own. She lived in it and took care of it, but she thought of the eyrie as his place. But the garden… Something of her own, apart from him. 

Something she would want to see change with the seasons. Which meant she intended to stay, even if she didn't realize it yet. 

She'd never be able to clear all of this and have the pleasure of seeing vegetables ripen and flowers bloom this year. And if he tried to help her now, she might see it as his way of reminding her that the land didn't really belong to her. 

Moving away from the eyrie, Lucivar stopped when he reached a place where he could look down at Riada…and smiled. He had a way he could prepare the ground for her. Now he just needed a reason to get her away from Ebon Rih for a couple of days…and a little help doing it. 

"My fingers are shriveled," Marian complained, clutching the towel, she'd wrapped around herself. 

"But you can almost stand up straight," Lucivar replied as he led her to her bedroom. "All right. On your belly." 

"What?" 



A slash of fear. 

Gritting his teeth, he gave her a little push toward the bed. "The soak was the first part of the treatment. A rubdown is the second." 

"No, that's all right. I can…" 

He didn't say anything, he didn't touch her. He just looked at her. The coven never argued with him when they were on the receiving end of that look. Marian didn't either. She stretched out on the bed. 

After flipping the sheet up to her waist, he straddled her. She jerked up when he vanished the towel. Her shriek of protest turned into a different kind of shriek when he called in a bottle of liniment and poured some on her back without using a warming spell on it first. Leaving the bottle of liniment floating on air freed both hands to push her down and rub her tight muscles. 

"It stinks," Marian said. 

"It's supposed to smell like that," Lucivar replied. "It's a reminder not to do stupid things that make you need it." 

She didn't answer him. Just as well. 

When he finally worked most of the stiffness out of her shoulders, she said, "You had a visitor." 

"Who was it?" He poured more liniment into his hand and used a warming spell on it since she wasn't resisting the rubdown anymore. 

"She didn't say." 

Lucivar stiffened. After a moment, he smoothed the warm liniment over Marian's back, giving the area around her wings special attention. "Probably Roxie. Did you let her in?" 

"No. Didn't like her." Marian's eyes were closed. Her voice had the slur of someone half asleep. "That's why you have locks on the doors." 

"That's exactly why." 

"Thought so." She took a deep breath, let it out in a sigh. "I made stew." 

He stopped kneading her muscles and leaned over far enough to see her face. 

"Are we still talking about Roxie?" 

"No. Dinner. Stew.You can eat some." 

"All right." 

Her messages delivered, Marian fell asleep. 

After studying her for a long moment, Lucivar decided nothing short of dragging her into the bathroom and holding her under a stream of cold water would wake her. So he finished her back, then pulled down the sheet and rubbed liniment on her legs. When he was done, he vanished the bottle of liniment, pulled up the bedcovers, and put a warming spell on them to keep her from getting chilled during the night. 

He ate a bowl of quickly warmed stew, told Tassle to keep watch, and flew to the Keep, where he'd left Jaenelle a couple of hours ago. 

She closed her book and studied him. "What brings you back here tonight, Brother?" 

Her knowing he was there as her brother and not as a Warlord Prince who served in her court made this a lot easier. "I need a favor, and I don't want to explain why." 

Tarl, the head gardener at SaDiablo Hall, was the first man to arrive that morning. 

Which figured, Lucivar thought as he raised a hand in welcome. Tarl had probably come in the Hall's small private Coach and stayed out of sight until the driver caught the Winds and guided the Coach to the next destination…with Jaenelle and a flustered Marian inside it. 



Jaenelle had timed the note commanding Marian's assistance perfectly. Arriving late yesterday morning, it had given Marian enough time to wash out clothing and cook enough food that he could heat up so he wouldn't starve to death in her absence but not enough time to do anything else except get herself cleaned up and pack the small trunk Jaenelle had thoughtfully sent over from the Keep with the note. 

Now Jaenelle and Marian were gone for the next two days to do some shopping, Tarl was here, and the other men would be arriving shortly. 

"Morning, Prince Lucivar," Tarl said. 

"Good morning, Tarl." 

"Going to be a fine day."Tarl's eyes lit up with something close to lust when he looked at that half acre of rocky, weedy ground. "Sooo… it's a garden we're making out of this, is it?" 

"Yes," Lucivar said cautiously. 

"And…" Tarl broke off at the sound of other men's voices coming from the stairs leading up from the landing place. "You called in the tithe?" he asked softly. 

Lucivar nodded. "From Riada. I need this done in two days." 

As part of the tithe owed to the Keep, every adult in Ebon Rih owed five days of labor each year along with the financial tithe. As the Warlord Prince ruling on his Queen's behalf, he received two of those days. He'd spent part of yesterday making sure word was spread throughout the village that he was collecting those two days from the men. 

The men began to gather round, talking quietly among themselves. 

"Well," Briggs, who ran The Tavern with his wife, Merry, said. "What's to be done here, Prince?" 

"A garden," Tarl replied before Lucivar could. "But what kind of garden?" 

It sounded like an innocent question until Lucivar realized every man now crowded around them had stopped talking in order to hear the answer. He didn't look at any of them. He didn't dare look at Tarl, whom he could have cheerfully strangled at that moment. There wasn't a man on this mountain who wasn't going to go home tonight and report Prince Yaslana s answer to the women in his life… 

which, in Tarl s case since he worked at the Hall, was Helene and Mrs. Beale. 

Lucivar took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "Lady Marian wants a kitchen garden, a bed for herbs, and some flowers." 

A few men grinned. Others nudged their neighbors or exchanged knowing looks. 

By tonight, everyone in Riada would know Lucivar Yaslana was interested in far more than Lady Marian's housekeeping skills. Which was fine…as long as Marian didn't panic when she found out. 

Tarl prowled the ground nearest the eyrie, frowning a bit at one thing, nodding at something else. He made his way through the men, crossed the flagstone courtyard in front of the eyrie, and continued on to the other side. He came back a few minutes later, looking thoughtful. 

"Right," he said. "I've got the feel of it. I expect your Lady wants to be doing her own planting on this side of the eyrie, but we can take care of the other side." 

"Other side?" Lucivar said, feeling like he'd taken a bad slide on what he'd thought was solid ground. 

"Lady Marian's a hearth witch, isn't she?" Tarl said, making the question close to a demand. "She'll spend the rest of the summer fretting if this side is put to rights and the other side is left so untidy. We've got two days and"…he looked around as men shifted to make room for newcomers…"plenty of hands to do the job." 

Lucivar closed his eyes and accepted that he'd kicked the first pebble, so he couldn't complain…too much…about the avalanche that came out of it. "Fine." 

"Right, then," Tarl said, rubbing his hands together. "The first thing we have to do is move those rocks." 

Why am I here? Marian asked herself as she looked around the two-story building packed with furniture. 

"Tell me again why I'm here?" the man beside her asked. 

Jaenelle looked over her shoulder at him. "Because you're male." 

"And I'm being punished for this because… ?" 

"You're Lucivar s father." 

He sighed. "I thought that would be the answer." He paused, then added, "Lucivar wanted to select his own furnishings. He said so. Several times." 

Jaenelle turned to face them. "That's what he said. He changed his mind, and he picked me to do the shopping for him. And I picked the two of you to help me." 

She smiled at her helpers in a way that was not the least bit reassuring. 

Marian glanced at the man to see what his reaction would be. Lucivar's father. S. 

D. SaDiablo. That was how Jaenelle had introduced him when they'd all settled into the Coach for the journey to Nharkhava. It was only because Luci… Prince Yaslana had mentioned it that she knew his father was the Steward of the Dark Court at Ebon Askavi. Being the Steward of the most powerful Queen in Kaeleer made him a very influential man. And yet, here he was, helping his daughter buy furniture for his son. 

Of course, his daughter was the Queen of Ebon Askavi and his son was the Warlord Prince of Ebon Rih. But still… 

So it brought her back to the question of why she, a Purple Dusk hearth witch, was here with them. Surely they weren't interested in the opinions of Prince Yaslana's housekeeper. 

"If we're going to select furniture for all the rooms Lucivar intends to use, at least for the immediate future, I suggest we split up," Prince Sa-Diablo said. "We'll be able to look at more of what's being offered." 

"Good idea,"Jaenelle said. "I'll start over there." As she turned, one of the men who had been hovering nearby leaped forward to meet her. She smiled at him. 

"I'll take a look at the dining room furniture," Prince SaDiablo said. His hand lightly brushed Marian's shoulder. "Why don't you accompany Jaenelle?" 

"Oh," Marian said. "Wouldn't you rather…"- 

"Let me rephrase that."Amusement filled his gold eyes. "Age and rank have their privileges. You, my dear, drew the short straw and, therefore, get to deal with Jaenelle." 

"That's not reassuring," Marian muttered. 

"I didn't say it was." 

As he moved past her, the other man waiting to help them said, "This way, High Lord." 

Marian watched the two men make their way down the aisles of furniture. High Lord? What an odd title. Maybe it was his official title as the Steward? 

Although… She'd heard it before. She just couldn't recall where or why. 

She shook her head and hurried to catch up to Jaenelle. 

It took her less than a quarter of an hour to realize Jaenelle Angelline had more energy than a roomful of puppies and less sense than any of those puppies when it came to choosing furniture that was suitable for an eyrie, let alone the home of a Warlord Prince. How was she supposed to tell the Queen…or even Lucivar's sister, for that matter…that the lamp Jaenelle was admiring with the lumpy base and the froofy, fringed shade made her shudder just to look at it? Or that the small table, which would probably look lovely in the drawing room of an aristo house, would look pathetic in rooms that had the weight of stone and were extensions of the mountain on which they were built? 

She tried to be tactful, reminding herself that she was just the housekeeper, but when she saw Jaenelle eyeing a hutch with elaborate curlicues… 

"No," she said firmly. 

Eyebrows rising in surprise,Jaenelle turned to look at her. "Why not?" 

Because I don't want to spend half a day dusting the thing. Which wasn't an appropriate thing to say, especially when the man assisting them was listening so attentively. "It's just not… appropriate," Marian said weakly. 

Jaenelle narrowed her sapphire eyes. "So far, nothing we've looked at has been 

'appropriate.' " 

That was true. 

"But I haven't heard you make any suggestions," Jaenelle continued. 

"Oh, but I'm just…"Those sapphire eyes stopped her…and made her think. She wasn't "just" a housekeeper at the moment. She was Eyrien. She didn't know anything about aristo houses, but she knew Eyrien dwellings. Of the three of them, she probably did know best what was appropriate for Luci… Prince Yaslana's home. 

Turning away, she began studying the other hutches available. Clean lines. Strong pieces. Lucivar's eyrie had more windows than most, which gave the rooms more light, but the wood always had to complement stone. 

Seeing two possible hutches, Marian went over to examine them more closely. 

Saetan watched the two women wander among the furniture, amused at the way Jaenelle now meekly followed Marian instead of the other way around. 

*Witch-child?* he called on a Black psychic thread. 

*Papa?* 

*You weren't really interested in that lamp, were you?* 

Jaenelle snorted. *Of course not. It's hideous. I didn't think I'd have to find so many things that wouldn't suit before Marian jumped in.* 

Saetan pressed a fist to his mouth and coughed to hide the chuckle. The man attending him wouldn't understand his amusement. *I found a dining table.* 

*A real one?* 

*Yes, a real one.* He watched Marian as she opened the doors of a cabinet. Even from a distance, he could see her excitement, almost sense the longing as her fingers stroked the wood…and saw her shoulders slump as she turned away from it. *What is that, witch-child?* 

*A sewing cabinet,* Jaenelle replied, still examining it. *There are shelves for cloth, little pegs for thread, bigger pegs for skeins of wool, all kinds of drawers to hold supplies.* 

*And the asking price is something she can't afford, even with the wages Lucivar is paying her.* 

Jaenelle nodded, keeping one eye on Marian while she gently closed the cabinet doors. 

*Are we adding it to our purchases, witch-child?* 

She turned and smiled at him from across the large room. *Yes, we are.* 

Prince SaDiablo had excellent taste, Marian decided as she looked at the table and chairs he'd chosen for the dining room. High Lord, she reminded herself. The men helping them with their purchases kept calling him High Lord, so she should address him that way, too. 

"This is wonderful," Marian said, stroking her hand over the gleaming, dark wood. Big enough to seat eight Eyriens, it would still fit easily into the dining room without feeling crowded if a storage hutch and narrow serving table were also added. Looking past the chosen table, she spotted a small pine table. "Oh, yes, that's perfect." 

"Why is this perfect?" Jaenelle said, following her. "It's not even finished." 

"That's why it's perfect," Marian replied, giving the table a push to test its sturdiness. "Eyrien males need a worktable for cleaning and honing weapons, doing repairs, things like that. And there's a small room in the eyrie that seems like it was designed to be a weapons room…a storage place for an extra bow, quivers of arrows. There's even pegs already in one wall that would hold bladed sticks, so…" She shrugged. 

"So you want a table that's sturdy but is going to get rough treatment," Jaenelle said. 

"Exactly." Marian smiled. 

Jaenelle smiled back. "I'm sure it was a weapons room originally and had a similar table in it. Cousin Prothvar and Uncle Andulvar will be pleased with your choice. So will Lucivar." She brushed a finger over the top of the table. "I noticed some of the other craftsmen are displaying bowls and vases. I'm going to take a look." 

"Fine," Marian said. The room was turning slowly, making her feel light-headed. 

Lucivar was a common name in Askavi, but Prothvar was rarely used anymore, and Andulvar… 

No one had used the name Andulvar since the time of the Demon Prince…the Ebon-gray Warlord Prince who had once ruled the Black Valley… just as Lucivar now ruled Ebon Rih. Lucivar had mentioned his cousin Prothvar. He'd mentioned his uncle, too, but not by name. And he'd said his family took a little getting used to, but he hadn't said why. If what she was thinking, as impossible as it must be, was true… 

"Marian?" 

A deep, soothing male voice washed over her. The room swayed. She looked at Lucivar's father. 

Lucivar Yaslana. Prothvar…Yaslana. Andulvar…Yaslana. 

"Darling, what's wrong?" 

S. D. SaDiablo. High Lord. 

"Aren't you feeling well?" 

She was sitting down, looking up at him as he bent over her, concern in his golden eyes, his hand resting lightly against her face. 

"You're him," she whispered. "You're really him. The High Lord. Of Hell." 

He didn't move, but she could sense the warm man pulling away from her. 

"Yes," he said quietly, withdrawing his hand. "I'm the High Lord of Hell." 

She didn't know much about the High Lord except that he was more powerful… 

because he wore a Black Jewel…and supposedly more dangerous than the Demon Prince, but the one thing she did know about him from the stories Eyriens told was… 

"You were Andulvar Yaslana's friend. Almost like brothers." 



"We still are." 

Still are. Oh, Mother Night. "So, Luci— Prince Yaslana's uncle is… ?" 

"Andulvar Yaslana.The Demon Prince. Prothvar Yaslana is Andulvar's grandson." 

"How?" 

"I'm a Guardian. Andulvar, Prothvar… and my oldest son, Mephis… are demondead." 

"But… Lucivar talks as if he sees them all the time." 

"He does." 

Marian stared at him. She was looking at a legend. Oh, not one of her people's legends, but a legend nonetheless. And one who had known… still knew…the greatest Eyrien Warlord Prince who had ever lived. 

Dazzled, she studied him as if she hadn't spent the morning around him. He was wearing the Red, which must be his Birthright Jewel. A courteous man who had made her feel welcome. A widely read man, based on the books he and Jaenelle had talked about on the journey. He had a dry sense of humor she didn't always understand. He obviously loved his children. 

And he was the Prince of the Darkness, the High Lord of Hell…and Andulvar Yaslana's friend. 

"This is more exciting than learning that some wolves can talk," she said. 

He stared at her a moment, then laughed. When he held out his hand, she didn't hesitate to accept it. 

"Come along," he said. "If you're feeling up to it, we'd better rescue the poor males who have been trying to deal with Jaenelle." 

They were going back to the hotel for the afternoon. Marian could have hugged the High Lord for saying the morning had tired him and he needed to rest. Days spent doing heavy cleaning were less exhausting than a shopping trip with Jaenelle Angelline, and she welcomed the chance to get off her feet. They would have their midday meal at the hotel, and then… 

"This evening I'll take you two ladies to dinner," the High Lord said as they waited patiently for a horse-drawn cab that would take them back to the hotel. 

Marian's heart sank. They'd made it easy for her to forget she was a servant, that the social status between them was as wide a difference as her Purple Dusk Jewels were to the Black. But those differences would become painfully apparent even before they left the hotel, and she didn't want him to feel ashamed of being seen with her. 

"You don't have to include me," Marian said. "I'm sure you and Lady Angelline…" 

"You don't want to join us?" His words were gently spoken, but there was an undercurrent she didn't understand. "Why?" 

She had an odd feeling that it wasn't their acceptance of her but her acceptance of them that was really being questioned. So she told the truth and hoped he was one of those males who understood female vanity. "I don't have anything suitable to wear." Which was true. She was wearing the skirt and tunic Jaenelle had given her, and they were the best clothes she owned…far nicer than the things Luthvian had handed down to her…but they weren't appropriate for dining out. 

The High Lord froze, and Jaenelle, who had been watching the street for a cab, slowly pivoted to face her. The chilly anger in the High Lord's eyes made her nervous, but it was the cold fury in the Queen's eyes that scared her. 

The next thing she knew, a cab pulled up, she was bundled into it, and the High Lord was giving instructions to take them to the clothing shops. 



Not sure what she'd done to upset both of them, she hunched in her seat, her wings curved around her body since that was the only way she could sit in a cab that wasn't designed for winged passengers. She didn't dare mention that the High Lord had wanted to rest or that she didn't think she could afford a dress from any shop he would choose to patronize. She stayed quiet to avoid having that chilling anger focused on her. 

Besides, even though he'd initiated this extra shopping trip, the High Lord was a man, and based on her observations of men who had escorted their ladies to her mother's shop, his interest wouldn't last long and they'd be heading back to the hotel in no time, with or without a suitable dress. 


* * * 

Marian stretched out on the bed, trying not to whimper. Who would have thought any man would have that much knowledge or interest in women's clothing? And when that man was the High Lord of Hell…« 
They'd walked into a shop that catered to Blood from aristo families. Within minutes, merchants from the neighboring shops came running, and she was tossed into the middle of a storm that made the furniture shopping seem calm in comparison. The High Lord found a green dress that complemented her lightbrown skin. While she was in the dressing room being carefully measured to have wing slits made in the dress, the cobbler displayed his selection of shoes, other merchants brought selections of skirts, trousers, shawls…anything that complemented the Eyrien coloring of brown skin, black hair, and gold eyes was presented to the High Lord for inspection. He selected, Jaenelle bullied her into trying things on, and two hours later, when even Jaenelle's energy began to flag and the merchants were looking dazed and exhausted, she had a wardrobe of the finest clothes she'd ever owned. 

The door opened and Jaenelle walked into the room they were sharing. "Papa just wants to sleep for a while, but I'm going down to the dining room to get something to eat. What about you?" 

What about her? She couldn't raise her head off the pillow. "I'm not hungry." 

Jaenelle smiled. "All right.You get some rest." 

"Why were you so angry about the clothes?" 

Jaenelle came over to the bed and crouched down so Marian wouldn't have to look up at her. "When you were staying with Luthvian, did she take you to any of the shops in Doun?" 

There was something under that question, but she was too tired to be cautious. 

"For some underwear. She gave me some clothes that didn't suit her anymore." 

And had implied that even those were too good for a lowly housekeeper. 

Jaenelle nodded, a mix of sadness and anger in her eyes. "I asked Luth-vian to take you to the shops so that you could buy new clothes, and since I know her well enough to know she'd complain about spending any of her income on anyone but herself, I gave her enough gold marks to purchase those clothes. The fact that she chose to do otherwise…" She sighed. "Everything has a price. She made her choice, and the rest of the family will make theirs." "I don't want to cause trouble." 

"You didn't."Jaenelle gave Marian's arm a sisterly pat. "Get some rest. We'll have a lovely dinner tonight, and tomorrow we'll go to Dharo." 

Jaenelle was at the door before Marian managed to prop herself up on her elbows. 

"Dharo?" 

Jaenelle grinned. "We still have to buy carpets, and there's no one in Kaeleer who makes finer carpets than the weavers of Dharo." 

Marian stared at the door long after Jaenelle was gone. Dharo. Carpets. Another day of shopping. 

She pressed her face into her pillow… and whimpered. 

ELEVEN 

« ^ » 

Snarling softly, Lucivar paced the flagstone courtyard in front of his eyrie. Where in the name of Hell was she? He'd told Jaenelle he needed two days. Two days. 

All right, fine. He understood…eventually… why Marian hadn't come back last night. Maybe they'd finished their… whatever…he couldn't remember what he'd suggested Jaenelle do as a way to keep Marian out of Ebon Rih…too late to come back last night. And he wouldn't expect them at sunrise, since Jaenelle wasn't someone you dared talk to until she'd had her first cup of coffee. But it was almost midday now, and his sister still hadn't returned his hearth witch. 

He missed her. He hadn't noticed her absence too much while the men were working all around him, but at the end of the day, when he went into the eyrie alone… 

She warmed the place, just by being there. When he stepped inside, he could feel the comfort of her presence. There were days when he thought she was really getting used to him, and they were two people who were interested in each other and moving toward living together instead of living in the same place. And there were other days when she withdrew from him for no reason, when the way she held herself made it clear that he was the Prince and she was the housekeeper. 

He'd been careful. He kept a choke hold on his body's response to her so that he wouldn't touch her in a way that made her think he required sex from her. But he wanted an invitation to her bed, wanted to take her into his bed, just… wanted. Not knowing what he did that made her turn away from him put a dangerous edge of frustration on an already well-honed temper. 

She needed time. He would give her time. She would be skittish until she really trusted that he wouldn't hurt her. So he would be patient. 

He. Would. Be. Patient. 

He glanced at the empty stairs leading down to the landing place and snarled. 

Where was she? 

A few moments later, he felt her presence at the landing place, along with Jaenelle and… 

He glanced up at the sky. What was Saetan doing here at this time of day? 

His anticipation of having her home again suddenly tangled with an attack of nerves. What if she hated what he'd done here in the past two days? What if she was disappointed? 

Then he saw her coming up the last few steps. She looked tired. She looked wonderful. He wanted to sweep her up into his arms and hold on, just to be close to her. Because he couldn't do that, he stood waiting, motionless. 

Marian smiled at him when she reached the flagstones, with Jaenelle right behind her. Since his nerves were fraying, he directed a searing look…and his temper… 

at his sister. "You're late." 

"Marian and I had been talking about books, and since we stopped at the town house in Amdarh overnight, we waited until the book shops opened this morning," Jaenelle replied coolly. 

Marian hurried toward him, stopping just out of reach. "It's my fault. There were so many books to choose from, and I hadn't realized you'd expected me back at a… particular…" Her voice trailed off as she noticed the new stone wall and the wooden gate that opened off the courtyard. Silent, she went over to the gate, opened it, and followed the flagstone path Tarl had laid out around the beds that were bordered by stone or wood. She looked around, saying nothing. 

"I don't know what's got you in such a snit this morning," Jaenelle said as she came up beside him, "but whatever it is…" She stopped. Looked. "Oh. 

Oh, Lucivar." 

He watched her follow the same path, watched her touch Marian's shoulder. And he felt a sharp stab in the gut when Marian turned and he saw tears in her eyes. 

"You did well, Prince," Saetan said quietly. 

Lucivar turned his back on the two women now holding each other. "Yeah. I did so well, I made her cry." 

"Underneath her quiet nature, she is a woman of strong emotions. You gave her a gift that means something. Did you expect her to respond with a polite 'thank you'?" 

"I didn't expect her to cry," Lucivar muttered. Since he didn't want to deal with weepy females, he studied the man. The pride, and approval, in Saetan's eyes went a long way toward easing his nerves. 

As Saetan walked to the other side of the courtyard to look at the walled yard and borders Tarl and the other men had planted, Lucivar noticed the slight limp that marred his father's normally smooth stride. Which meant Saetan's bad leg was bothering him…something it only did when he worked it too hard. 

"Why are you here?" Lucivar asked. 

"To complete my escort duties," Saetan replied. 

Lucivar frowned. "Why were you doing escort duties?" 

Turning back to look at him, Saetan said dryly, "Because I'm your father." He gestured toward the eyrie's open front door. "Why don't we give the ladies a few more minutes while we take care of the rest?" 

The rest? Lucivar wondered as he followed his father into the eyrie. "The rest of what?" 

"The furniture." 

"What furniture?" 

Saetan just looked at him, his expression equal parts pity and amused irritation. 

"What, exactly, did you ask your sister to do?" 

Lucivar resisted the urge to squirm. "Get Marian out of Ebon Rih for two days." 

"And Jaenelle was to accomplish this by… ?" 

He didn't know where this was leading, but he was certain he wasn't going to like it. He shrugged, trying to find the arrogance that came naturally to an Eyrien male. That he couldn't quite find it while his father stared at him worried him. A lot. But he finally remembered what he'd told Jaenelle when she'd asked him what excuse she should use for commanding Marian's time for two days. "I told her to buy a carpet or a piece of furniture, something that would interest a hearth witch." 

"A carpet," Saetan said slowly. "A piece of furniture. I see." He sighed and raised his hand. 

The room was suddenly filled with furniture, with barely enough room between the pieces for someone to squeeze by. 

Lucivar stared. "What is this?" 

"The furniture your sister purchased on your behalf. At your request." 

"But…" 



"I'll put the dining table and chairs in the dining room," Saetan said, walking down the narrow corridor he'd left open. 

"Table? Chairs?" Lucivar hurried after his father. By the time he reached the room, a table and eight chairs were tucked against one wall. 

Saetan frowned. "Probably best to leave the carpets in here, too." 

"Carpets?" 

A stack of rolled carpets appeared, filling half the room. 

The prick of disappointment surprised him. While he'd had no real desire to endure the miserable task of looking at furniture, he'd wanted to buy his own so that the eyrie would feel like a home that reflected who he was instead of living in a place someone else had created. Not that he actually knew how to achieve that, but still… 

"You did want to choose for yourself, didn't you?" Saetan asked with too much understanding. 

Lucivar shrugged. Jaenelle had spent the past two days doing this for him…and had dragged Saetan into it as well…so he would never say anything that would dim her pleasure. 

"If it helps at all," Saetan said, "Marian selected most of it, and what she didn't select herself wasn't purchased without her approval. With one exception." 

The prick of disappointment changed into a hum of interest as Lucivar returned to the front room and studied the furniture more carefully. 

Marian had chosen these things. Which meant she'd be comfortable living with them. If she was pleased, that was enough to satisfy him. Then he remembered the last thing Saetan had said. "What's the 

exception?" 

"Ah," Saetan said. "You're going to have to dig in your heels about this one." 

They retreated to an empty room. When Saetan called in the last piece of furniture, Lucivar just studied it, trying to figure out why this was different from the rest. 

"What is it?" he finally asked. 

Saetan lifted a finger. Doors and drawers opened. "It's a sewing cabinet. To store supplies. Marian enjoys weaving in her free time, and she's used to sewing most of her own clothes. She wanted this but couldn't afford it—" 

"She can buy anything she damn well wants to," Lucivar growled. Saetan nodded. 

"You know that, I know that, and Jaenelle knows that. Marian hasn't figured it out yet, and I think her status as a lowly housekeeper is being reinforced on a regular basis." 

His growl deepened, and he turned on his father. "She isn't a lowly anything. 


She's a warm, caring woman with her own talents and her own skills and just because she earns a wage for using those skills—" 

The chilling anger in Saetan's eyes stopped him. Something had pricked the High Lord's temper in the last two days. It simmered below the surface, tightly leashed, but it was going to explode. Soon. 

His mind raced, thinking of the way Marian retreated from him some days, using the position of housekeeper as a wall between them. Saetan must have brushed against that same wall, but the High Lord, who had a far keener understanding of women than his son did, had realized what reinforced that wall. Since she lived in Ebon Rih, who would keep telling Marian she was nothing but a lowly… 

His eyes locked with Saetan's, and seeing the answer, he swore softly, viciously, while his temper soared. 



"I'll take care of it," Saetan said too softly. "You shouldn't tangle with your mother over this." 

"Why not?" Lucivar snapped. "She loves me because I'm her son and hates me because I'm an Eyrien warrior, so we're not exactly cordial with each other." And that love, he remembered bitterly, had been skewed enough that she'd given him away and he'd grown up believing he was a half-breed bastard, fighting, always fighting, for a place within Eyrien society. 

"I will deal with this, Lucivar." 

A father's command. Besides, Lucivar knew with chilling certainty how he'd respond if Luthvian used her particular kind of Craft to harm Marian in any way, and knowing she had already tried to poison with words what he was trying to build… It was better if he stayed away from his mother for a while. 

When they walked out the side door of the eyrie into the garden, Jaenelle gave them a slashing look. 

*I shielded her,* Jaenelle told them. *Having your tempers wash over her would have spoiled her pleasure, so if it's not already settled, pick another time and place for it.* 

*It's settled,* Saetan replied. 

Lucivar nodded. 

Turning back to Marian, Jaenelle smiled. "Papa and I have to go now. I'll send over those cuttings in a day or two. You've got enough to plant right now." 

"Oh," Marian said. "I'm sorry. I didn't even think. Would you like something to eat before you go?" 

"No, thank you," Saetan replied, giving Marian a warm smile. 

Not sure how annoyed Jaenelle was with him for letting his temper slip, Lucivar breathed a sigh of relief when she kissed him before accepting Saetan's arm and walking back to the landing place where the Coach waited for them. 

Which left him alone with Marian, who gave him a shy smile. He would have taken a kiss from her, too, but suggesting it, even teasingly, would upset her, so he settled for the smile. 

"Thank you," she said. "It's wonderful. Better than I imagined it could be." 

"You're pleased with it, then?" 

"Oh, yes." 

He nodded. "It'll look even better when you've got everything in place." 

He'd meant it as a compliment, so he didn't know what to think when her eyes widened and she began to look distressed. 

"Oh," she said. "The furniture." 

"It's fine." 

"I know the work in the eyrie comes first, so I won't…" 

She stopped when he raised his hand. 

They were going to learn to compromise. She might as well start learning now. 

"There's a lot of plants here," he said, nodding toward the dozens of clay pots that clogged several of the paths around the beds. "Since they're living things, you have to deal with them first. So we're going to compromise." 

She studied him warily. "Compromise." 

"Yeah." His mood lightened. He was going to piss her off, and she was just going to have to deal with it. "If you want to stay in the garden from sunrise to sundown until everything is planted, that's fine with me…as long as you promise not to lift one piece of furniture, using Craft or otherwise." 



"But the furniture needs to be arranged and…" 

"And I'll do the moving, the lifting, whatever it takes to put the pieces where you want them.You try to go around me and do it yourself, you're going to spend a day in bed resting, no matter what else you think you have to do." 

He watched her hands curl into fists. 

"You call that a compromise?" Her voice almost rose to a shout. 

He pretended to consider, then sighed. "All right. You can move the lamps." 

"The lamps." 

It took effort, but he managed not to grin. If he'd done this to Jaenelle, she'd be hissing and spitting at him right about now. Obviously, it would take a little more effort to get Marian to the hissing and spitting stage. 

"Your sister wouldn't have to compromise." 

Now he did grin. "Yes, she would." 

That threw her off enough to lose the glint of temper. "But… she's the Queen." 

"She's also a smart woman who recognizes a losing battle when she sees one." 

He watched her think it through. If Jaenelle couldn't butt heads with him over something like this and win, she didn't have a chance of winning, either. 

"Why don't I heat up something to eat?" he said. 

"I can…" 

"Compromise." 

She frowned at him. 

"I'll heat up something to eat, and you can check the tools in the shed to make sure you have everything you need." 

Her eyes lit up as she spun around to look at the shed the men had built between two of the border beds. She hesitated a moment, then looked back at him. "We'll compromise." 

The happiness that flowed from her as she hurried down the path to the shed made his heart stumble. He wanted this. He wanted her. He wasn't going to think about anything else for the next day or two, giving himself the pleasure of working with her to build a home for both of them, even if she didn't realize it yet. 

And he would let his father deal with the obstacle standing in his way. 

TWELVE 

« ^ » 

Saetan watched the students hurry out the front door of Luthvian's three-story stone house. They didn't notice him standing just beyond the low wall that enclosed her land. The shields he'd wrapped around himself guaranteed no one would sense him until he wanted his presence known. So he had time to study the house he'd had built for Lucivar's mother, had time to tighten the chains that held his temper under control. 

The anger that shimmered through him was a sly thing that had twined around memories he'd pushed aside so long ago he'd felt only the echo of them as he'd watched Marian over the past two days. But the echo had been enough to prick at him, warning him that something wasn't right…that something might happen again that had happened before. When he finally recognized what it was about a quiet, gentle hearth witch that made him edgy… 

He watched his younger son pace the study, a storm waiting to break. 

"Peyton… what's wrong?" 

It wasn't hatred in the young Warlord Prince's eyes. Not quite. But what he saw twisted a knot in his belly. 



"I asked Shim to marry me," Peyton snarled. 

Where was the joy that should have accompanied those words? Peyton was in love with the Dharo witch, and her feelings for Peyton ran just as deep. He'd been sure of that during the times when Peyton had brought Shira to the Hall to spend time with the family. His son wasn't a fool. Peyton understood that marrying a witch who didn't come from one of the three long-lived races meant their union would be a lifetime for her and, for him, a few decades in a life that would span centuries. But everything has a price, and loving deeply for a few decades was better than yearning for that kind of love and never having it be part of your life. 

Wasn't it? 

"You asked her to marry you," he said cautiously, wondering what had gone wrong, because it was clear something had gone wrong. 

"You don't need to worry about me diluting the SaDiablo bloodline with an inferior woman, Father. She's decided we won't suit." 

The insult within Peyton's words stunned him for a moment. "What are you talking about?" 

"She won't have me!"Peyton shouted. "I love her with everything in me, and I know she loves me, but she won't marry me because—"He stopped, his hands curling into fists as he clenched his teeth. 

He locked his fingers together to hide the trembling in his own hands. 

"Because… ?" he asked gently. 

Peyton stared at him, tears and fury in those gold eyes. "Because of you." 

A son couldn't choose crueler words to lance a father's heart. 

Breathing hard, Peyton came forward, slapped his hands on the desk. "The woman I love won't have me because of you. Because you're the High Lord of Hell. Because she's afraid something will happen to her family if she doesn't take the hints that she's tolerable as a lover to satisfy a Warlord Prince's needs but won't be tolerated if she dares become a wife." 

His own temper sharpened but couldn't get past the slicing pain inflicted by the words. 

"I've never… I've never done anything to indicate she wasn't welcome. Peyton, you know that." 

"Do I?" Peyton shoved away from the desk. "Do you think I care about our precious bloodline? Do you think it makes any difference to me that she's a musician and earns her living by using the talents she has? Do you think I give a damn that she doesn't come from an aristo family?" 

"How could you think those things would matter to me?" It was a heartfelt cry that went unheard. 

Peyton returned to the desk, placed his hands on the glossy surface, and leaned forward. "You got what you wanted, High Lord…" 

"It's not what I wanted!" 

"…but you aren't going to get everything." Peyton stepped away. "I lost Shira— 

and you lost me." He turned and walked toward the door. 

"Peyton!" His legs were shaking too much to hold him. He braced his hands against the desk. 

The Warlord Prince who turned to face him was no longer the son he loved, wasn't anyone he recognized. 

"I'm leaving," Peyton said quietly. "The only way you can stop me is by killing me." 



He sank back into the chair as his son walked out of the study, walked out of the Hall… walked out of his life. 

Saetan closed his eyes and concentrated on breathing. Just breathing. 

The split between him and Peyton had shattered the family for months. It was Mephis who finally realized who had been whispering the poisoned, honeyed words that had made Shira run away from the man she'd loved. 

He'd been so devastated by Peyton's accusations, he hadn't thought of Hekatah. 

Mephis and Peyton had been children when he'd divorced her after she'd tried to shatter his friendship with Andulvar Yaslana by seducing his closest friend and flaunting the pregnancy that had come from that seduction. Instead, Andulvar had kept the child, and Saetan had severed his marriage to a woman who had loved nothing but the power she thought she could control through him. 

When the boys were young, he'd refused to let her see them anywhere except the Hall, where they would be under his watchful eye and protection. But once they'd made the Offering to the Darkness and were old enough…and strong enough…to protect themselves, he hadn't interfered whenever they wanted to spend time with their mother. 

So he hadn't thought of her…and he should have. He should have. Hekatah wouldn't have tolerated her bloodline being fouled by a musician from Dharo, and once Mephis got him to think past the heartache, he'd realized running had saved Shira's life. Because Hekatah wouldn't 

have hesitated to destroy anything or anyone who didn't suit her own schemes and ambitions. 

And even after Mephis convinced his brother that it had been Hekatah and not Saetan who had slashed love into pieces, even after Peyton began returning again to visit, there was a distance between them neither of them could quite bridge… 

because he was the High Lord of Hell. And because Peyton never loved that deeply again. He'd watched from a distance as Shira made a life for herself, watched her love again enough to accept another man as her husband and the father of her children. Watched those children grow and have children. And when the war came between the Realms of Kaeleer and Terreille, Peyton hadn't stayed in Dhemlan Terreille to help Mephis defend that Territory. He'd gone to Dharo in Kaeleer to defend the family of the woman who had died centuries before…and had taken his heart with her. 

Now there was another son who was falling in love…and another mother whose intentions were suspect. 

He didn't go around to the gate in the wall at the front of the house. He simply used Craft to pass through the stones and walked straight to the kitchen door. He didn't drop the shields until a thought blasted the kitchen door open and he stepped across the threshold. 

Luthvian dropped the dish she was holding when she saw him. He measured the fear dancing in her eyes and felt a grim pleasure in seeing it. At least he wouldn't have to put up with her pretending she didn't know why he was there. But he would give her a chance to defend her own actions. Considering what he was about to tell her, it was the least he could do. 

"Why?" he asked too softly. 

Luthvian licked her lips. "I don't know what you mean." 

"Yes, you do, but I'll be specific since you want to pretend ignorance. Why are you trying to hurt Lucivar?" 

She looked stunned, then offended. "I'm not trying to hurt Lucivar!" 

"Aren't you?" 



Fear gave way to temper. "Of course not! He's my son." 

"He's my son, and I won't tolerate you interfering in his life." 

"Interfering?" She stepped over the broken dish, coming closer to him. "I may be protecting him from acting rashly, but that's hardly interfering." 

"Protecting him?" His temper slipped the leash enough that his voice became thunder. "You think undermining the bond he's trying to build with a woman is protecting him?" 

"She's nothing but a hearth witch!" Luthvian yelled. "A nobody! Her family isn't even a twig on an aristo family tree!" 

"Who gives a damn if she's aristo or not? Lucivar doesn't. I certainly don't. I came from a street whore who wasn't even skilled enough to work in a Red Moon house, so I never had an obsession for bloodlines." 

"You may have come from a Hayllian slum," Luthvian sneered,"but I can trace my line back to AndulvarYaslana, and that means something!" 

"More to the point, you can trace your bloodline back to Andulvar's son, Ravenar. 

Which means you can trace your bloodline back to Hekatah…and it's that bloodline that seems to be rising dominant in you." 

She staggered back as if he'd struck her. It was possible she'd never known that Ravenar hadn't been pure Eyrien, but she had to have realized her bloodline wasn't pure Eyrien. That's why there were a few Eyrien women each generation who were born without wings. They were throwbacks to Hayllian or Dhemlan women who'd mated with Eyrien males. In Luthvian's case, that woman had been Hekatah. 

"You don't know that," she whispered. 

"Oh, yes, I do," he replied softly. As he looked at her, he knew it was time to finish it. She'd been a troubled young woman when he'd seen her through her Virgin Night. She was still a troubled woman…and there was nothing he could do to help her beyond providing her with this house to live in. But he could, and would, protect Lucivar. 

"I lost Lucivar once because of you," he said. "I won't lose him again. So listen carefully, Luthvian, because I will only say this once. Stay away from Marian. 

Don't interfere in Lucivar s life. If they want each other, that is their choice, not yours. If you do anything to try to take her away from him, I will show you the darkest corner of Hell…and I will leave you there." 

"You'd…You'd kill me?" 

His voice became viciously gentle. "No, my dear.You'll still be among the living when I leave you there." 

She sank to the floor, shaking. 

Satisfied that she understood he would leave her as prey for everything in the Dark Realm that relished fresh meat and hot blood, he walked out of the kitchen. 

He waited until he had passed through the low stone wall before he caught the Red Wind and rode it to the Keep. Tonight he needed that dark sanctuary while he wrestled with bitter memories that still had the power to hurt. 

THIRTEEN 

« ^ » 

Unable to sit a moment longer, Lucivar sprang out of the chair. He didn't like this. 

Didn't like any of this. 



Especially the fact that Saetan had chosen the sitting area of his study as the place for this discussion. He wasn't sure if he was talking to his father or the Steward of the Dark Court. Didn't matter. He knew when he was being cornered. 

"Find someone else." 

"There is no one else," Saetan said quietly. 

Restless, he prowled from one piece of furniture to the next, never looking directly at Saetan but always keeping him in sight. "Why not ask Chaosti? He wears the Gray, and he's First Circle." 

"He doesn't, as yet, have enough experience in bed to handle something like this. 

And his physical relationship with Gabrielle is still too new for him to respond… 

appropriately. Besides, his feelings toward Karla are too familial." 

"And mine aren't?" 

"You have the maturity to handle this." Saetan sighed. "I know sex is… 

difficult… for you…" 

"You know nothing about it!" Lucivar shouted. "You have no idea what it was like, being used that way." 

Seeing Saetan flinch, he regretted the words, but not enough to stop himself from using whatever weapon he could to avoid this particular duty. 

"Lucivar," Saetan said, his voice painfully calm, "Karla is a Gray-Jeweled Queen. 

Her Territory is divided between the Blood who supported her uncle and the vile changes he was making in their society and the Blood who have waited desperately for Karla to come of age and stand as Glacia's Queen. Until she has her Virgin Night, she is vulnerable and could be broken, could be stripped of the Gray. Without her strength, civil war could erupt in Glacia and devastate her people." 

He knew all of that, but it didn't make it easier. "She doesn't like men," he muttered. "Not that way." 

"Which will make this even harder for her, since she doesn't have interest in the male body to quicken her own body's response." Saetan rubbed his forehead. "If I was physically able to do this, I wouldn't have asked you. I would have taken care of it…because it's Karla." 

Lucivar stared at his father.When the coven first came to visit Jaenelle here at the Hall, they adopted Saetan as an honorary uncle. But over the five years since then, he'd become an uncle to all of them in heart, the man who had trained them in Craft the way no one else in Kaeleer could have, the man who had helped them with problems, disciplined them for mistakes, taught them about honor. 

Considering the justifiable fears Karla had had about her uncle by blood, having Uncle Saetan take her to bed for her Virgin Night would have been a nightmarish experience for both of them. But Saetan would have done it, knowing he would lose the young woman he loved like another daughter in order to save the Queen. 

If Saetan would have been willing to pay that price, could he do any less? He was First Circle in Jaenelle's court. So was Karla. He couldn't turn away from a request to help a First Circle Queen. And, really, wasn't this just another kind of battlefield? Normally, the Virgin Night was a witch's initiation to sex as well as the act that would protect her power, but the likelihood of Karla ever taking another man to bed were slim to none, so bedroom skills weren't as necessary as a warrior's skills. He just had to get her safely from one side of this battlefield to the other. 

He closed his eyes, accepting his duty while his stomach churned. "Everything has a price," he said quietly. He opened his eyes in time to see the hint of disapproval in Saetan's before it was masked. 



Saetan hesitated before saying, "I'm sure Karla would be willing…" 

"Not from Karla. From you." 

No hesitation this time. "Then name your price. I'll pay it." 

That simple. Not even the usual, sensible precaution of asking what the price would be in case it was too high to pay. 

"After," Lucivar said. "We'll discuss it after I've seen her through this." Because he knew what he wanted. They didn't need it hanging between them while they both needed to stay focused on the task ahead. 

Saetan rose gracefully. "I'll inform Karla of your decision and make the preparations. Come up to the room when you're ready." 

Lucivar waited until his father left the study before he covered his face with his hands. Please. Sweet Darkness, please let me get her through this. 

Wishing fiercely that his brother Daemon was there to offer advice, he left the study and headed toward the bedroom that would be a very personal kind of battleground. 

Saetan had chosen a guest room in another wing of the Hall. Lucivar felt grateful for that since he wouldn't have to remember whatever happened here every time he looked at his own bed. And neither would Karla when she stayed in the suite of rooms she'd been given as her own here at the Hall. But the lack of personal effects in the room also made him feel a bit… dirty. Just another male acting the slut. 

Leaning one arm against the mantel, he glanced at the small table that held two goblets and a heavy glass container, its contents being kept warm by a small tongue of witchfire. 

Night of Fire. The aphrodisiac brew used for a Virgin Night. 

Remembering the kinds of aphrodisiacs the witches in Terreille used on a man, he shuddered. It didn't matter that Saetan had made this brew. The thought of drinking it produced a stab of fear in him. The problem was, he wasn't sure he'd be any use to Karla if he didn't drink it. 

"I'm sorry," Karla said. "If there was another way…" 

He shook his head as he looked at her. Her fair skin had a touch of sickly green. 

She looked so young, standing there in a simple cotton nightgown, waiting for him to open her body and spill the virginal blood that would protect her power as a witch. 

"You didn't want to do this," she said. 

"No," he replied honestly. 

"Why?" 

Would it make it easier for both of them if he explained? "I've only done this once before." 

Karla swallowed hard. "And it went badly?" 

Lucivar looked away. "Not for her." The memory he'd pushed away so long ago rose up, choking him. "The hunting camp I was in at the time… The young males who were deemed ready were taken to the Blood Run to test their strength against it. Once an Eyrien male successfully makes the Blood Run, he's considered a warrior. 

"Well, we all survived the Run, which doesn't always happen. We guested at a nearby eyrie to celebrate. Plenty of food, plenty to drink… and women who were willing to bed newly acknowledged warriors eager to test their other skills. 

"One young witch lavished attention on me…the kind of attention I seldom got in Askavi.When she led me to one of the bedrooms, I was imagining a lusty night of hot sex…and was young enough and stupid enough to want it. Well, after a few kisses it was clear something was wrong. That's when she admitted she was a virgin. She'd been refusing the warriors who lived in that eyrie because she was certain any of them would do his best to break her, and she didn't want to lose what power she had. 

"So I put aside my own expectations and saw her through her Virgin Night." 

"So what went wrong?" Karla asked. 

Shame clogged his throat. He swallowed it, just as he'd swallowed it centuries ago. "The next morning, when I went to join the other warriors for a meal before heading back to the hunting camp… She was serving up food with the other women. I went over to her, just to talk to someone who would think kindly of me. 

But the other women must have told her who I was. What I was. Must have teased her about giving herself to a half-breed bastard. So instead of saying anything or even smiling at me, she… spit on me." 

The memory swamped him. The disgust in her eyes. The cruel laughter of the men. The reminder that they had to accept his status as a warrior but would never accept him. 

"Bitch." 

The sudden chill in the air jolted him back to the present. Karla's glacier blue eyes flashed with fury. Her Gray power rolled through the room. 

Before he could think of how to respond, there was a sharp rap on the door and Saetan walked into the room. 

Great. That was just great. He really needed confirmation that his father was staying so close in case something went wrong. 

After looking at him, then at Karla, Saetan asked quietly, "Is something wrong?" 

"That bitch spit on him after he got her through her Virgin Night!" Karla shouted. 

The room had been chilly before. Now it was frigid as Saetan's eyes glazed with cold rage. 

"Who?" Saetan asked too softly. 

Oh, no. "It doesn't matter. It was a long time ago." 

Karla grabbed a pillow and began shredding it as she stormed around the room. 

"The bitch deserves having her heart ripped out…if she has a heart." 

"Who?" Saetan asked again. 

Hell's fire, Mother Night, and may the Darkness be merciful. Maybe he should have known better, but he hadn't expected this. 

"Can we discuss this outside?" He gestured toward the door. 

"You're not going to let that bitch get away with this, are you, Uncle Saetan?" 

Karla demanded. 

That's just what he needed…a Gray-Jeweled Queen goading a Black-Jeweled Warlord Prince to rise to the killing edge. 

Saetan walked out of the room. Lucivar followed, closing the door firmly behind him. 

"Who?" Saetan asked for the third time. 

"I don't remember her name," he lied. He remembered everything about her, everything about that night and the morning after. 

"Liar," Saetan crooned. 

If Daemon had said that to him in that tone of voice, he'd have braced himself for a terrifying kind of fight. 



"You never saw another witch through her Virgin Night because of that bitch," 

Saetan continued. "Isn't that true?" 

He didn't say anything. Wouldn't say anything. Not because he gave a damn what happened to that bitch, but because his father's instant response to a son's pain was as frightening as it was gratifying. 

"Let it go," Lucivar said. He deliberately looked at the bedroom door. "This is more important than avenging an old memory." 

The fury in Saetan s eyes didn't diminish, but he stepped back, walked down the hallway, and entered a room a few doors down from the one Lucivar stood in front of. 

Knowing he'd managed to walk away from one battlefield, Lucivar took a deep breath, opened the door, and prepared to step onto the next one. 

Karla was still storming around the room, bits of pillow stuffing stuck in her spiky white-blond hair. When she saw him, she planted her feet in the fighting stance he'd taught her, her eyes fired up for battle. 

"What can I do to help you?" she demanded. 

He almost laughed, but as he looked at her, he could hear Daemon's voice whispering to him. She took the bait. Now use it. As long as she's focused on helping you perform, she won't be thinking about why you have to perform. Use what she's offering to get her through what has to be done. 

He sighed, then said hesitantly, "Maybe if we just sat together for a while." 

Alarm leaped into her eyes. Had he sounded too uncertain, too hesitant? 

There weren't many choices in the room. The armchairs by the hearth weren't made to accommodate a man with wings, but there was one straight-backed chair that had been placed near the window. He led her to it and settled her on his lap. 

They stared at each other. 

Maybe it would have been easier at night, in the dark, instead of late afternoon with the heat and light of late summer pouring through the open window. Saetan had cleared this wing, so there were no gardeners working outside, no servants in the hallways. But there was still that awareness of people working and moving throughout the rest of the Hall. If Marian had been sitting on his lap, he wouldn't have thought about those people…couldn't honestly say he'd be thinking about anything at all except her. 

He pushed that thought aside. It wasn't smart to think of Marian right now. They weren't lovers. He wasn't breaking faith with her by being here. And even if they were lovers, seeing a witch through her Virgin Night was a duty to the court, not an act of infidelity. Thinking about that wasn't helping him either. He looked at the brew warming in its glass container. No choice. Using Craft, he lifted the glass container, poured its contents into the two goblets, set the container back on its stand, and extinguished the small tongue of witchfire. When the goblets floated over to him, he handed one to Karla and took the other. 

"What is this?" Karla asked, sniffing cautiously. 

"Night of Fire. A brew made specifically for… this." He braced himself, but couldn't lift the goblet up to drink. 

Karla took a sip. Took another. She stared into the goblet. "You only get to have this once?" 

He studied her as she sipped again. "I suppose so. Why?" 

"Because this stuff is wooonderful." 

Wary, he took a swallow of the brew. Nothing happened. The aphrodisiacs he'd experienced in Terreille worked wickedly fast, pumping lust through a man's body before he realized what had happened to him. But this… He drank again. 



Waited. It did taste good. Warm. Ripe. Some kind of brandy or -wine as the base, but… 

His limbs felt warm, relaxed, heavy. His cock, felt warm and heavy. Desire softly heated his blood, sharpened his senses to the feel and smell of a female. He drained the goblet, then used Craft to send it gliding on air back to the table. 

Karla's goblet followed a few moments later. 

"What can I do to help you?" she asked, looking at him with lightly glazed eyes. 

"Kiss me." The feel of her mouth on his, hesitant, exploring. The feel of her body as his hands caressed her. Desire, thick and golden, swam in his blood as his hand cupped her breast. Her tongue in his mouth… Tart and sweet, just like the woman. 

He picked her up and took her to the bed, vanishing her nightgown as he set her down on the sheets. Vanishing his own clothes, he stretched out beside her, putting an Ebon-gray shield around his left hand and forearm before he pinned her wrists above her head. Being a Black Widow as well as a Queen, she had a snake tooth beneath the ring finger of her right hand. He didn't need her pumping venom into him in a moment of panic. 

Her body responded to him as he kissed, caressed, and suckled, but he felt a tension rising in her. She'd fight him when the time came. Even knowing he was doing this for her, she'd still fight him…unless she was sufficiently distracted. 

There were different ways of protecting a witch during that moment when her life hung by a hymenal thread, but this way…Yes. If she trusted him enough to let him in, she'd be captured, distracted, and protected. 

"Karla," he said, his hand still caressing her. "Will you let me in?" She panted, but it wasn't excitement that made her breathless. "What?" 

A psychic touch. A soft brush against her first inner barrier. "Will you let me in?" 

She flinched at that light touch, too aware that he was strong enough to force open those barriers. But she opened herself to him, let him glide through the surface layers of her mind. She began to shake when he got close to her core. In another moment, she would try to push him out. 

He moved with a warrior's speed and training, wrapping his power around her so fast, she had no time to evade. In his mind, he held a picture of his arms wrapped around her naked body, her back pressed against his chest as tendrils of power strapped her legs to his, leaving her helpless. 

"Hold on," he said…and launched them both skyward. 

Wings pumping. Blue sky above them. He turned…and sent them diving toward a canyon in Askavi that he knew well. While he pictured the canyon's physical details, he didn't take her through the experience of making the Khaldharon Run. 

He had to keep his attention divided between what he was doing in the real world and this fantasy he was building to distract her. Even in a fantasy, the Khaldharon Run was too dangerous to play with. So he changed it to a straight flight down the center of the canyon, flying at the speed of the Red Wind, flying so close to the river below them a miscalculation would end, with them hitting the water with bone-breaking force. 

She squealed and swore at him, but her body was primed for the taking now. As they approached the wall of stone at the end of the Run, he positioned himself between her legs… and waited. 

They swung up out of the Run and continued flying up, up, up. Releasing the bonds that strapped her legs to his, he flipped her between one pump of his wings and the next so they were now face-to-face. Her arms locked around his neck as he strapped their legs again. His arms wrapped around her, his hard cock pressed against her. 

Up, up, up. 

"Ready?" he asked. 

"For what?" she yelled. 

He laughed, folded his wings, and twisted. For one endless moment, they hung motionless before they plummeted toward the ground far below them. And in that moment when they began the fall, he thrust into her. 

The speed and exhilaration of free fall. He spun them, laughing, while in another place, his body thrust into hers, pushing her toward climax. 

She squeezed her eyes shut and swore at him as the ground rushed toward them and pleasure burst through their bodies. 

He opened his wings, changing the picture in his mind as he glided over treetops to settle them in a glen that was one of his favorite places in Ebon Rih. 

As he laid her on the grass near a pool of water, he unwrapped the power that had held her captive while he withdrew from her body. 

Fully back in the bedroom now, he settled beside her, pulling the sheet up to their waists. They would deal with the practicalities in a few minutes. It wasn't something she needed to see just yet. 

"Mother Night," Karla muttered over and over. She finally opened her eyes. "Is that your idea of a good time?" 

He grinned. "Actually… it is." 

She swore at him. 

She looked a little pissed, a little dazed. 

"It's done," he said gently. 

"What's done?" 

He rested a hand on her belly. 

She stared up at him. "Done? But… how? When?" 

He laughed. "When you were watching the ground come up to meet us." 

"Who said I was watching?" She blew out a breath and finally began to relax. 

"Well, that was a unique experience." 

He watched the tension build in her and worried about the grim expression that settled over her face. 

"Lucivar," she said, staring at the ceiling. "When I asked Uncle Saetan to arrange this, I wasn't thinking about… I wasn't thinking. But it's not my fertile time. I swear it's not." 

"It's all right. I've been drinking a contraceptive brew for a few weeks now." He'd never had to think about it when he'd lived inTerreille, never had to wonder if the bitches who had used him could get a child out of him. He'd known that he'd somehow made himself infertile in a way the witches who had wanted him for stud couldn't undo. Just as he'd known within a week of Marian's coming to live in his eyrie that he'd turned the key in that lock so that he could flood her with ripe seed. He wanted a child with her, but not without a bond, not without commitment. 

"Why are you drinking a contraceptive brew?" Karla asked. Her eyes widened. 

"You have a lover, don't you?" 

"No." 

She moved fast, surprising him enough that he ended up on his back with her on top of him. 

"Who is it?" Her mouth curved in a wicked smile. "It's the hearth witch, isn't it? 

The one you made the garden for." 



Just the thought of Marian primed him. He shoved Karla off him and slipped out of bed while he still could. "Let's get cleaned up." 

"Cleaned—" Karla flipped the sheet back. "Oh." 

When she turned pale, he grabbed her arm and dragged her out of bed and into the bathroom. 

"There's no need to get snarly about it," Karla said. 

He turned on the shower faucets, waited until there was a hint of hot water, picked her up, and planted her under the spray. 

She let out one breathless squeal and tried to punch him when he stepped in behind her. 

He soaped one cloth and shoved it into her hands. "Wash." Soaping up another one, he spun her around and started on her back. 

"If you've been drinking the contraceptive brew for weeks now, you're safe," 

Karla said as she washed her breasts and belly. "So why aren't you lovers yet? 

You want her, don't you?" 

"What I want doesn't matter," he growled. 

Swiping the hair out of her eyes, she turned to face him. "Does she want you?" 

"How in the name of Hell am I supposed to know what she wants?" Gritting his teeth, he began washing himself. He watched for signs of interest, didn't he? If he pushed too fast, she'd run. Hell's fire. He hadn't even tried to kiss her yet because he was afraid she'd run, and he needed her there. He needed to be around her. 

His hands curled into fists. He closed his eyes.This wasn't the time or place for anger of any kind. Before he could get his tongue around an apology, Karla nudged him. 

"I'm washed," she said. "Trade places. I'll do your back." 

Frustrated and miserable, he obeyed. 

"It's summer," Karla said as she moved the cloth over his back. "Which means you wear what Eyrien males usually wear during the summer…which is next to nothing, right?" 

"What's your point?" 

"So maybe you're right about not doing anything obvious. Maybe it would be better to wait until she trips by herself and falls into your waiting arms." 

He snorted. 

"I mean it." She gave him a light punch. "Look.There you are, flaunting all these lovely muscles day after day…" 

"I don't flaunt." 

"Sure you do. All the males do. You've just got more to flaunt than a lot of them. 

You can rinse off now." 

He turned to face her to get his back under the spray. "Your point is?" 

"Does she ever get a dreamy look when she's doing something simple?" 

He stuck his head under the spray. "Sure. When she's planning what bulbs to plant for spring flowers." 

"Well, what's she supposed to say? That she's daydreaming about your muscles and it's got her all warm and tingly?" 

He considered that for a moment. "Yeah. Why not?" 

Karla shook her head and smiled at him. "When she finally gets up the nerve to try to seduce you, don't make her work too hard, all right? And don't scare her with that falling out of the sky stuff." 

"She's Eyrien. She'd enjoy free fall." 



Karla just stared at him, then looked down. "You know," she said slowly, "since you've got the water so cold, it's hard to tell if it's true about wings being in proportion to…" 

"Do you want to find out how cold a mountain lake is even in late summer?" he demanded. 

"You've never been in a cold mountain lake until you've been in one in Glacia." 

She stepped out of the shower. "Taking a swim there will shrivel your assets for a month." 

His response as he turned off the water was pungent and succinct. "That's the Lucivar we all know and love," Karla said, giving him that wicked smile. "Kiss kiss." 

Lucivar stared at the study door. Everything has a price. He'd wanted this since coming to Kaeleer and being reunited with his father three years ago. Now he would finally get the answer to a question that had haunted him. 

Now he wasn't sure he wanted it. 

Taking a deep breath to steady himself, he walked into the study. 

Saetan rose from the chair behind the blackwood desk and came around the desk so that he could lean against the front of it. "You did well, Prince." 

He nodded, warmed by the praise but too edgy to respond to it. 

"What's your price, Lucivar?" Saetan asked softly. 

"The answer to a question." 

Saetan raised one eyebrow and waited. 

"Why?" Lucivar asked, thoughts and feelings swelling that one word until he wasn't sure what else to say. But when Saetan just looked at him, he tried to shape the question. "When Daemon and I were taken away from you, why didn't you fight to get us back?" 

He watched in amazement as Saetan paled. "I couldn't," Saetan said after a long pause, his voice rough. 

Lucivar took a step toward him. "Why? Even if you couldn't have fought back at that instant, you're a Black-Jeweled Warlord Prince. You could have…" 

"I couldn't." A tremor of some strong emotion went through Saetan. He wouldn't look at Lucivar. His deep voice was barely a whisper. "I couldn't. Because of Zuulaman." 

Puzzled by Saetan's obvious distress, Lucivar said, "Who is Zuulaman?" 

"Not a person. A place." Saetan moved fast and was at the door before Lucivar could raise a hand to stop him. But he hesitated as he opened the door. "If you want to know about Zuulaman, ask Andulvar. In some ways, he remembers better than I do what happened." 

Then he was gone, and Lucivar stared at that closed door a long time, wondering what had happened in that place that could make the High Lord run away. 

He found Andulvar near the small lake that was part of the estate. He could have pounded on the door of Andulvar's rooms, but the coven had gathered to be with Karla, and he suspected it was better to keep this conversation private. So he'd waited until sundown when the Demon Prince rose from his daylight rest and followed Andulvar to the lake. 

"Zuulaman?" Andulvar growled. "Why in the name of Hell are you asking about Zuulaman?" 

"I asked my father why he didn't fight to get us back when Daemon and I were taken from him. He said it was because of Zuulaman. He said you'd tell me what that means." Lucivar waited while Andulvar stared at the lake. "Do you remember it?" 

Andulvar snorted. "Yeah. I remember Zuulaman." Turning his head, he studied Lucivar for a long time. "Are you sure you want to know this?" 

No, "Yes." 

Andulvar sighed, went back to staring at the lake… and began to talk. 

Two hours later, Lucivar walked back into Saetan's study and stopped just inside the door. His father was standing next to the bookcases that filled the wall behind his desk. He held a book open in his hands. He didn't look up, didn't turn a page. 

Just stood there. 

"He told you," Saetan said in a voice stripped of any emotion. 

Unnerved and a little queasy, Lucivar worked to keep his voice steady. "He told me." 

"So now you know." 

Something's wrong here, Lucivar thought as he studied his father. Something about the way Saetan stood made him think of a brittle object that could shatter at the slightest blow. 

He shook his head, raked a hand through his black hair. "I don't understand why Dorothea let us live. Once she realized she couldn't use either of us for stud, she should have killed us before we got old enough to make the Offering to the Darkness and come into our full strength." 

"She couldn't." Saetan closed the book and put it back on the shelf. "Before I left Terreille for good, I sent Dorothea a message. I told her that on the day Daemon no longer walked among the living, Hayll would become another Zuulaman. I sent the same message to Prythian about you." 

Lucivar felt the floor slide out from under him. He took a stagger-step to regain his balance. "But… it was a bluff, wasn't it? You wouldn't have done it." 

Saetan finally turned and looked at him. "Yes," he said too softly, "I would have." 

This wasn't the man he'd come to know over the past three years. He understood now all of Andulvar's cautions about dealing with the High Lord. And yet… 

He'd seen that look in a man's eyes before. But not in that face, not in those eyes. 

That was the difference between him and Andulvar, Prothvar, and Mephis. They didn't know Daemon. They had never danced with the Sadist. 

He understood the brittleness now. Saetan was waiting for him to turn away. 

Expected him to turn away. As Andulvar must have done for a while. As his other sons must have done when they became old enough to understand what their father was capable of when provoked beyond rage. 

Everything has a price. Carrying the memory was Saetan's price. He didn't have to add to the burden. 

"I need to get back to Askavi," Lucivar said, feeling awkward and knowing that what he said now could shatter the bond between them. "I didn't tell Marian I was staying overnight." 

"I understand." 

No, you don't. You think I'm turning away, and I'm not. "I'll be back in a couple of days." Turning toward the door, he hesitated. "Good night, Father." 

He watched the tension seep out of Saetan's body. Saw what might be a shimmer of tears in those gold eyes. 

"Good night, Lucivar," his father replied. 

It was after midnight when he landed in the courtyard in front of his eyrie. He'd been too churned up to go home when he got back to Ebon Rih, so he'd flown, working his body while he struggled to empty his mind. Now his body was tired, but his mind… 

There were so many ways he could have died. Accidents happened in the hunting camps when youngsters were being trained to handle weapons. Warriors died trying to prove themselves in the Blood Run or the Khaldharon. There were battles between courts…usually staged as contests and exercises with weapons shielded to do nothing more than bruise, but there were always males who used those contests as an excuse to shed a rival's blood, and there had been plenty of warriors who had resented that a half-breed bastard had fighting skills they could match only in their dreams. 

There were so many ways he could have died. And he almost had died when he escaped and ended up in Kaeleer. If he had… 

The door opened behind him. Marian said hesitantly, "Prince Yaslana?" 

He turned and looked at the reason his feelings were still churned up. "Come here." 

She came toward him, her steps uncertain, trying to gauge his mood. "I could heat up something for you to eat." 

He shook his head. "I'm not hungry." He reached out, touched her hair. When his fingers trailed along her shoulder, she started to step back. "Marian… Let me hold you. Please. I need to hold you." 

She didn't move toward him, but she folded her wings tight so he could wrap his arms around her and draw her up against him. At first, she held herself stiffly, but when he didn't do anything else, she relaxed enough to rest her head on his shoulder and put her arms around his waist. 

He brushed his cheek against her hair, savoring the feel of her, the smell of her. 

Everything has a price. 

He would have to talk to Saetan and reach an agreement. He was an Eyrien warrior and Jaenelle's First Escort. He had to be able to step onto any kind of battlefield and fight to defend his Queen. He had to be willing to die for his Queen. He couldn't do that until he got a promise from Saetan that there wouldn't be another Zuulaman. 

His arms tightened around Marian. No Eyrien mattered more to him than she did. 

So he had to have that promise. 

Because if he died without it, the price would be too high. 

FOURTEEN 

« ^ » 

Marian looked at the sugar spilled on the kitchen floor and wanted to cry. Such a little thing. A bobble of the hand that held the sugar bowl. Normally, it would have caused no more than a moment's annoyance before she cleaned it up. 

But not today. Not when a taloned fist had curled around her womb and was squeezing hard. 

She closed her eyes and braced a hand against the kitchen counter. Maybe once in a year, the physical discomfort that came with her moon-time escalated to nauseating pain. When it hit, it made her grateful she didn't wear a Jewel darker than the Purple Dusk because the pain balanced the power that could be wielded the rest of the time, and darker-Jeweled witches always suffered more during the first three days. And no witch could use her Jeweled strength during those first three days without causing herself hideous pain. 

Marian opened her eyes and stared at the spilled sugar. The thought of doing any physical labor made her want to curl into a ball and weep, but she knew from experience that even using basic Craft today would increase the pain. 

With a shaky sigh, she went to the cupboard in the pantry where she kept her broom and dustpan. 


* * * 

Lucivar stopped in the corridor, the scent hitting him with the force of running into a stone wall. His nostrils flared. His lips pulled back in a silent snarl. Moon's blood. 
Some change in a witch's psychic scent or her physical scent triggered that recognition in Blood males once they reached puberty. Maybe it was a trait that had developed long ago as a tool for survival since this was one of the times when the balance of power between the genders swung in the males' favor. A witch who had to defend herself against a male ended up fighting two adversaries: him and her own body. 

Which was why the males closed ranks around a Queen during those days when she was vulnerable. Even the mildest-tempered Blood male became edgy and aggressive, but moon's blood drove Warlord Princes to the killing edge. Naturally aggressive and territorial, their response to an unknown male was lethal more often than not. That response was the primary reason Blood males were trained to ignore the scent of moon's blood except for the females in their own family and the Circle of the court they served in. 

And that was the problem now, wasn't it? At the Hall, the male servants looked after, and fussed over, the female servants. The family and the boyos took care of Jaenelle and the coven when they were in residence. The boundaries were established, and all the males accepted them. But there was just the three of them here. He'd gritted his teeth through it the other times, reminding himself that Marian worked for him, so he couldn't yell at her for exerting herself. He couldn't insist that she sit and do something quiet that wouldn't strain her body. He couldn't roar until it brought every male in the area running to find out what was wrong the way he could when Jaenelle got stubborn. There were boundaries and… 

Screw boundaries. Marian was not going to make him frantic again, seething in silence and trying to keep a slippery hold on his temper while she scrubbed and polished things that could damn well wait a few days before they got scrubbed and polished. They were going to compromise…and if that meant tying her to a chair to make her rest, so be it. 

With his temper choked back to simmering…and ready to boil…he strode toward the kitchen to explain a few things to his little hearth witch. 

"WHAT IN THE NAME OF HELL ARE YOU DOING?" 

The broom jerked in Marian's hands, scattering the sugar she'd just swept into a neat pile. Her heart slammed against her chest. She took a step back as Lucivar stepped through the archway into the kitchen, his lips pulled back in a snarl and a wild look in his eyes. 

"You are not going to do this again, do you understand me?" he shouted as he walked toward her. "You are not going to beat yourself into the ground trying to do more than you should be doing." 

The weepy mood vanished. Resentment welled up, hot and bitter. Hearth witches weren't pampered. Other witches might be excused from their work, but hearth witches were expected to grit their teeth and keep going, no matter how they felt. 

Her mother had worked half days during the first three days of her moontime. Her sisters weren't required to do more than sit quietly and study…and usually complained about doing even that much. She, on the other hand, was expected to prepare the meals and do the cleaning, excused from her work only if the greasy nausea that sometimes accompanied the start of the moon's blood made her too sick. 

It had become a matter of pride that she did her work and didn't complain, since that only brought criticism. Now Lucivar was yelling at her for no reason, just when she'd been about to swallow her pride and tell him she really needed to rest for the day. She was even going to ask him to purchase bread at the baker's in Riada so she wouldn't have to make biscuits to go with the stew she was planning to make for the midday meal. Well, she was not going to ask him for anything now. 

"I can do my work," she said, gritting her teeth as she started sweeping up the sugar again. 

"You're going to rest if I have to tie you down to make sure you do it." 

Oh, she'd love to rest today, but not on his terms. Not when he was snarling at her. "What I do is my own business." 

"Think again, witchling," Lucivar snapped, moving closer to her. "You live in my eyrie, you're under my protection. And that means protecting you from yourself when you get too stubborn to do what's good for you." 

"And you never get stubborn and always do what's good for you," she snapped back. The nerve of the man. Who did he think he was, anyway? He grabbed the broom handle, his hand closing over it just above her own hands. He tugged. She tugged back, trying to reclaim control. His hand tightened. A fast twist of his wrist and the handle snapped. He took one step back, turned, and threw the piece of wood through the archway. Marian flinched, expecting to hear a lamp in the other room smashing. Or, worse, the crash as the handle shattered the glass doors that led out to the lawn on the other side of the eyrie. 

No smash. No crash. Nothing. Not even the clatter of wood as it fell on the floor. 

He must have vanished it before it could hit something. Before she could react, he yanked the rest of the broom out of her hands, strode to the archway, and threw the broom away. 

How could she forget how strong he was? She'd seen him exercising to keep his warrior's body and reflexes sharply honed. She'd seen him chopping wood. Hadn't she watched those wonderful muscles ripple under his skin all summer? He didn't need Craft to be dangerous. 

Turning back to the kitchen, he pointed a finger at her, and snarled, "You are not doing anything today." 

A wave of temper drowned out nerves. "Don't you tell me what to do! I can do my work!" Irrationally angry and feeling cornered, she grabbed the pot sitting on the stove and threw it at him. 

He tucked his wings in at the last second. The pot hit the wall next to the archway and fell to the floor. Awful silence filled the kitchen. Lucivar picked up the pot and walked away. 

Marian crept to the archway and saw him outside, throwing the pot at the bales of hay he'd set up for target practice. She sagged against the wall. Eyrien males didn't tolerate defiance from a witch who didn't outrank them. Thank the Darkness Lucivar was taking his anger out on a pot and bales of hay. Her father, who didn't technically outrank her since he also wore Purple Dusk Jewels, would have slapped her for arguing with him. Throwing the pot at him would have earned her a fist in the belly, inflicting pain where it would hurt the worst today. 

*Marian?* 



She turned and saw Tassle sniffing the spilled sugar. 

"Don't step in that. I have to clean it up." 

Tassle sniffed the air. *You cannot use Craft.* 

She bit back a snappish reply. That furry body made it easy to forget at times that Tassle was more than a wolf. Other times, forgetting that he would respond to some things like any other Warlord would only cause more problems. 

"You're right," she said. "I can't use Craft, but…" 

*I will clean it up for you.* 

The sugar on the floor vanished. He looked at her, obviously expecting praise. 

Even the furry male didn't think she was capable of doing anything today. But she petted him and thanked him. Pleased with himself and satisfied with the praise, he left her to roam the mountain since Yas was there to protect her. 

She didn't mention Lucivar might be the very thing she needed protection from. 

Tassle wouldn't have a chance of surviving if Lucivar decided to punish her and the wolf got in the way. 

When she heard Lucivar come back inside, she looked around for something to do. She winced as she bent over and pulled a skillet from the bottom cupboard. 

He liked her beef stew. Maybe knowing he'd have it for his midday meal would soften his mood. 

Trembling, she put the skillet on the stove and stepped back as he entered the kitchen. Throwing the pot hadn't eased his temper. If anything, his mood seemed darker. 

He set the pot on the counter beside the sink, and growled, "That won't do it. The balance is off." Spotting the skillet, he picked it up and took it outside. 

Returning a few minutes later, he grabbed her arm and hauled her out to the bales of hay. 

"What?" Marian said, trying to pull back. "Prince Yaslana…" 

He shoved the skillet's handle into her hand. "The pot doesn't have the balance to be an effective weapon. This does." 

He moved toward her. She swung the skillet up over her head. As his hand closed over her wrist, he shook his head. "Not that way. The move takes too long and tells your adversary too clearly what you intend. It has to be fast and unexpected to do you any good." He positioned himself behind her, one hand on her waist, the other still holding her wrist. "You need to attack with a side motion, working from about the same height as if you'd grabbed it off the stove and swung. Your own strength behind the swing would be enough to bruise bone. With a little Craft to enhance it, you can break bone." 

"I'm not going to break anyone's bones,"Marian said as he moved her arm back and forth in a swing motion. Of course, the thought of denting his head had a lot of appeal at the moment. 

"You're not tall enough to make a head shot practical," Lucivar said as if he'd read her thoughts. "But breaking ribs or a forearm would be a good first strike." 

"I'm not going to attack anyone with a skillet!" 

"Maybe not. But you're going to learn how to do it anyway." He released her and stepped back. "Now swing it and release to hit the target." 

She swung it, put nothing behind it, and let it go. It bounced on the ground halfway between her and the target. Satisfied she'd proven her point, she said, 

"See? It doesn't work." 

The skillet flew through the air, straight to Lucivar s hand. He just looked at her until she stepped aside. Moving into the same spot where she'd stood, he swung the skillet in that sideways motion and let it go. It hit the target with enough force to get wedged in the hay. It hung there for a moment before he used Craft to bring it flying back to him. Saying nothing, he handed the skillet to her. 

Having no choice, she swung the skillet. Damn him, this hurt. But she knew he wouldn't relent, so she tried to hit the target…and actually came close. 

Studying her, he held out one hand. The skillet came flying back to him. "Marian? 

Do you have everything you want for the kitchen?" 

Anger flashed through her. The insufferable prick! Of course she didn't have everything she wanted! It was late autumn now, she'd been working for him for months, and she was still working with the basic tools she'd bought out of her own wages. She'd bought all the canning supplies out of her own wages, was still buying cleaning supplies out of her own wages…and was still waiting for him to broach the subject of a household budget. Oh, he'd told her often enough that she could put anything she needed to buy on his accounts at the stores in Riada, but he only indirectly benefited from her having all the tools she'd like to have, and she didn't feel easy about running up a bill without first getting his consent, and if he wasn't observant enough to see what was going on in his own home, he'd hardly understand why having extra casserole dishes would be helpful. 

"The kitchen could use a few things," she said, working hard to keep from yelling at him. 

He nodded. "I'll make a deal with you.You hit the target three times out of six tries, you can buy everything you want for the kitchen. If you can't find something you want in the shops in Riada, I'll take you to Amdarh. Buy everything you've wanted but have been doing without and put it on my accounts." 

She stared at him. At home, she'd had to beg and plead to get anything that would have made her work easier. That was part of the reason she'd been reluctant to say anything to him. She hadn't wanted him to think she was greedy or extravagant, especially when he was so generous with her wages. But now he was offering to let her fill the kitchen, like paying off a wager. All she had to do was win and she could buy more casserole dishes so she could make extra meals and store them in the freeze box so she could just heat them up during her moondays. 

She took the skillet from him, swung, and threw it. Grim pleasure filled her when the skillet hit the hay bales before bouncing to the ground. It flew back to her, slowing and turning to present the handle to her hand. 

More baking sheets so she wouldn't have to waste time waiting for one batch to bake and cool before she could prepare the next. More pie plates so she could make a fruit pie and a steak pie to serve at the same meal. 

She threw the skillet and hit the hay bales. 

A good set of kitchen knives. Utensils that were actually designed for different functions. More wooden spoons. 

She swung and threw. 

When the skillet came back again, she reached for it, her mind full of the useful things the kitchen still needed. But Lucivar just held on to the skillet. He gave her a lazy, arrogant smile, but the unhappiness in his eyes ripped at her. 

"That's it," he said, leading her back to the kitchen. "You won. Three out of three. 

As soon as you feel up to shopping, make your purchases." 

Was that why he was so unhappy? Was he worried about the expense? Maybe she should ask him how much she could spend. 



He released her arm, set the skillet on the counter, and started to walk away. 

"Prince?" 

He stopped at the archway and looked at her. "You do what you have to, Marian. 

If you have to scrub and polish this place when every move hurts you just to prove you can do your work, then that's what you'll do. Short of fighting you to a standstill, I can't stop you. But I can't stay here and watch you do it. We'll work with the skillet again in a few days… and we'll keep working at it until you can use it as a weapon." 

He moved fast. She had to dash to the archway to reach it before he reached the front door. 

"Are you coming back for the midday meal?" she asked. 

"Yeah, I'll be back." He didn't look at her, didn't hesitate. He slammed the front door behind him. 

Marian sank down on one of the kitchen chairs and braced her head in her hands. 

He got mad at her for sweeping up spilled sugar but dragged her outside to throw a skillet at bales of hay. She threw a pot at him and missed, so he was going to teach her how to clobber him with a skillet. Even taking into account that he was an Eyrien male, there was only one explanation for his behavior. The man was insane. 

And she'd made him unhappy. She hadn't meant to, but she'd made him unhappy. 

Of course, she would have told him she'd intended to take things easy today if he hadn't roared at her as soon as he walked into the 

kitchen, so it was sort of his own fault that he was unhappy now. Which didn't make her feel any better. 

Her eyes filled with tears. Not only did she feel guilty for making him unhappy, but now that she was alone, her body was screaming at her and, Mother Night, she hurt. 

Marian looked at the roast on the cutting board. It was almost too good to cut up for stew. She looked at the potatoes, carrots, and onions sitting on the counter next to the cutting board and sighed. No, the real reason she felt reluctant to start was that she hadn't considered how long it would take to cut up a roast into stew size pieces when she had to use a knife. Using basic Craft, she could have done it in a minute. No help for it. If she didn't start now, she'd be very late serving the midday meal. 

As she reached for the knife, someone knocked sharply on the front door. 

Her heart galloped as she stepped into the front room and stared at the door. 

Maybe it was that Roxie woman again. She hadn't told Lucivar about the young witch's second attempt to enter the eyrie when he wasn't home. She hadn't mentioned that Roxie had implied she was meeting him in Riada for an afternoon of sex. She hadn't believed the woman for a minute, but it had made her wonder about things she shouldn't wonder about…like how he kissed… and what it would feel like to be in bed with him. 

A second knock, sharper this time. 

She could pretend no one was home…or say she'd been in the laundry room and hadn't heard the knocking if the person mentioned it to Lucivar. No, not the laundry room. That would upset him. She'd say she'd been in her room, resting. 

Besides, she didn't want to deal with anyone today. 

The High Lord walked through the door, passing through the wood as if the Ebongray lock wasn't there. Of course, the High Lord wore a Black Jewel, so an Ebongray lock was little more than a moment's inconvenience to him. 

He stopped as soon as he saw her. His nostrils flared slightly. His expression turned grim, almost menacing. 

"What did he do?" Saetan asked too softly. 

Marian swallowed to get her heart out of her throat. "What?" 

"What did my idiot of a son do?" 

If he'd slapped her, he couldn't have surprised her more. "I don't understand." 

Saetan moved toward her. "He upset you." 

"No. Yes. It wasn't…" How was she supposed to think when he was staring at her like that? 

He made a quiet sound of disgust and shook his head. The next moment, he was leading her back into the kitchen, the hand on her arm sliding up to rest on her shoulder. 

She couldn't say he pushed her into the chair, but she found herself sitting at the pine table without having decided she wanted to sit. 

"I'd apologize for him, but there's really no excuse for upsetting a woman during her moontime," Saetan said as he removed his cape and laid it over the back of another chair. "His education in the Terreillean courts was abysmal at best, but he's been in Kaeleer three years now. He should have acquired some understanding from dealing with the coven. Idiot." 

Marian's hands curled into fists as she watched him rinse out the teakettle, fill it with fresh water, and put it on the stove to heat. "He didn't do anything," Marian said. 

"He upset you," Saetan replied in a tone of voice only a fool would challenge. "He probably walked in here this morning and started roaring, telling you what you could and couldn't do as if you were a simple-minded child instead of a grown woman who has enough sense to know when her body needs rest and care." 

The High Lord was on her side. So why did she want to take the skillet that was still sitting on the counter and smack him over the head with it? 

Finding the mugs in one of the upper cupboards, he filled one with hot water and slipped a tea ball into it. 

"You don't have to tell me what happened," Saetan said. "I've had enough experience with Lucivar to see it all. You have duties and responsibilities that you take seriously.You would have planned for this and wouldn't be doing more than you had to. But then he comes in, snapping and snarling, so what else can a witch do except defend herself and push back, insisting that she's capable of doing more than she knows she can?" He brought the mug over to the table and placed it in front of her. "Here, sweetheart. This is a brew I make for Jaenelle when her moontime is troubling her. Drink it up." 

Reluctant to do anything that would please him after he'd insulted Lucivar but not having enough nerve to defy him, she lifted the mug and sniffed. It smelled good. 

She took a sip. It tasted even better. 

"You're making stew?" he asked. 

"Yes." 

He washed his hands and began moving around her kitchen with a confidence that looked like he was used to being in kitchens. Which wasn't likely. 

"His social skills are rough, to put it kindly," Saetan said. "He just smashes through an obstacle instead of considering if there's a quieter way around it." 

Maybe Lucivar's social skills were rough compared to a slick Hayllian, but that wasn't saying much. She'd rather have rough and honest than slick any day. 

"Here, darling." Saetan returned to the table and placed a cutting board, the carrots, and a knife in front of her. "Do you feel well enough to cut up the carrots?" 

"I feel fine." As he turned away from the table, she drank the rest of :he brew and put the mug aside. She picked up the knife, then looked at :he carrots. They were cleaned and the ends were neatly cut off. She didn't remember doing that, but she must have. 

chop 

He moved around her kitchen, but she didn't dare look up to see what he was doing since he kept grumbling about Lucivar and she was afraid of what she might say if she actually looked at him right now. 

chop chop chop 

Who did he think he was, anyway? He had no right to come into Lucivar's home and criticize. She didn't care if he was Lucivar's father and the Steward of the Dark Court and the High Lord of Hell. He had no business criticizing Lucivar in public. Well, maybe not in public, since they were in the kitchen, but he shouldn't be saying these things to Prince Yaslana's housekeeper. It wasn't right. 

chop chop 

And it wasn't his business, was it? If she and Lucivar had clashed this morning, it had nothing to do with him. He didn't live here. 

She heard a quiet sizzle, but it was gone so fast she wasn't sure she'd really heard anything, so she kept her eyes focused on the cutting board. 

chop chop chop 

So Lucivar was a little rough around the edges. So what? There wasn't an Eyrien male who wasn't. But he was kind, and if he got testy when he thought she was working too hard, wasn't that better than someone who expected her to work until she was exhausted and still didn't think she'd done enough? If she hadn't snapped at him this morning, if she'd kept a tighter hold on her own emotions and told him she was planning to rest today, they wouldn't have argued, and he wouldn't have left because she'd made him unhappy. 

chop chop 

That wasn't the point. The point was his father had no right to be grumbling about his son, and if she were Lucivar's lover instead of his housekeeper, she'd tell his father a thing or two. Oh, yes, she would. Slick Hayllian. Bah! 

"Finished?" 

The amusement in his voice confused her enough that he slipped the knife out of her hand before she realized he'd reached for it. He set another mug down in front of her and took the cutting board away. 

She sniffed. There was a lingering scent of cooked meat in the air. She looked at the counter…and frowned at the bowl of cut vegetables. She looked at the stove and saw the big kettle she used for soups and stews, the witchfire beneath it spread in a circle that was perfect for simmering whatever was in the kettle. 

"Now," Saetan said as he settled his cape around his shoulders. "Lucivar is what he is. No social skills, or lack of them, can change a Warlord Prince's nature. If you want to punish him for snapping at you this morning, you go do the kind of heavy work that will most certainly cause you pain today. But if he matters enough to show him kindness, you'll let him make the biscuits to go with the stew and you'll tuck yourself in this afternoon and do something that won't make demands on your body. You'll let him fuss over you a little. If he doesn't have to fight you to protect you, it will make things easier for both of you." 

She studied him. "What you said about Lucivar.You didn't mean any of it, did you?" 



He smiled. "He's physical, demanding, and rough around the edges. In other words, he's Eyrien. I wouldn't want him to be any other way. But it was an effective way of keeping you distracted." 

He brushed a hand over her hair, leaned over, and kissed her forehead. There was something so… fatherly… in the gesture, she felt tears sting her eyes. 

After he left the eyrie, she sat at the table, sipping the brew he'd made for her and thinking about what he'd said. 

Lucivar quietly closed the eyrie's front door, then stood still a moment, listening. 

No sounds. No indication of any kind of what he was walking into. 

He couldn't stay away. The worry that she'd do something foolish because he'd jumped on her that morning had gnawed at him. He knew witches tended to snap and snarl when they felt the most vulnerable. Hell's fire, he'd slammed his will against Jaenelle's enough times over the past three years to figure out aggression pitted against vulnerability only caused hurt feelings on both sides. Asking for a favor always got better results than making demands. But when he saw Marian sweeping the floor that morning, his temper had snapped the leash. Now all he could do was hope he could repair whatever damage he'd done. 

He found her in the kitchen, her hands wrapped around a mug. She glanced up when she saw him, then looked down at the mug. 

Feeling miserable and awkward, he leaned against the counter. "I… ah… picked up some bread at the baker's." When she just nodded, he winced. Still pissed off at him. "I also picked up this." He called in a box, set it on the table near her, then stepped back. When she opened it, her lower lip trembled. 

Hell's fire. Being whipped didn't hurt this much. Chocolate fudge was the bribe when it came to being forgiven for doing something stupid and male. At least, it usually worked with Jaenelle and the coven. He knew Marian liked fudge because she'd bought some from that same sweetshop in Riada, but she wasn't giving in enough to even taste it. 

Looking around the kitchen, he spotted the kettle. "You made stew." 

"Actually, your father made the stew," Marian said. "He showed up a little while after you left." 

Lucivar clenched his teeth. Well, wasn't that just fine and wonderful? If he'd offered to help make the stew, she would have snapped at him. But his father could walk in here and make the damn thing without so much as a yip out of her. 

And, damn it, he was not going to be jealous of his own father. Of course he was. 

"You let him make the stew." 

"I didn't let him do anything," Marian said, sounding testy. "One minute he was criticizing you for getting me upset and the next he was making the stew. I think." 

"You think?" 

"I don't care if he's your father, he had no right to criticize you about what you do in your own home. And when he gave me the carrots to cut up…" 

"Wait." Lucivar raised a hand. "He gave you the carrots?" 

Marian bristled. "What's wrong with that? I'm perfectly capable of cutting up a few carrots." 

He held up both hands in a placating gesture. She did get feisty when she was riled. "I didn't say there was anything wrong with it. It's just not the vegetable I would have given a woman who was holding a sharp knife and was pissed off at men." 

When she gave him a blank look, he decided to move the conversation along before she figured out what he meant. "So you cut up the carrots and… ?" 

"And I was so annoyed with him, I didn't pay attention to what he was doing, and the next thing I knew the meat was cooking and the rest of the vegetables were ready to go in when it was time." She frowned at the mug. "And he made this brew for me." 

Lucivar waited. "So what did he say about me?" 

She shrugged. "Doesn't matter. He didn't mean any of it. He told me so after he made the stew." 

He didn't appreciate being criticized, but wasn't it interesting that it had annoyed her enough that she hadn't paid attention to what was going on in her own kitchen? 

"But then he said…" 

Lucivar studied her. She looked so baffled. "What?" 

"He said if I wanted to be kind, I would let you make the biscuits… and let you fuss over me a little." 

"I can make biscuits." 

She shook her head. "You bought some bread." 

Not sure how she'd respond to him, he moved closer to her and ran a hand over her hair. 

She looked up at him. "Why did he do that?" 

"Make the stew?" He leaned over and kissed her forehead, hoping she'd take it as a friendly gesture…and wanting to kiss her in ways that had nothing to do with being friends. "He's a Warlord Prince. I guess he couldn't stand seeing you work when you were hurting." He eased back a little to look at her. Her eyes held a female awareness of a male that eased one kind of tension in him and created another. "So. Are you going to let me fuss a little?" 

"I've never been fussed over before." 

He smiled. "Think of it as an adventure. It will be easier that way." And until someone, like Jaenelle, told Marian the rules about fussing, he was going to make the most of his hearth witch's ignorance. 

FIFTEEN 

« ^ » 

Marian crouched behind the shelves of dishes and glassware. How soon before the shop's proprietor remembered he had another customer and started wondering what she'd been doing all this time? 

She wasn't hiding, exactly. She just didn't want to deal with that Roxie woman. 

Thank the Darkness she'd been examining some plates on the lower shelves when Roxie walked into the shop. There'd been no mistaking that voice, and one quick look had convinced her she didn't want to meet Roxie when she couldn't slam a door in the woman's face. But having spent the past hour carefully making her selections, she was not leaving without her cookware, which was stacked on one end of the large wooden counter that ran across the back of the store. 

She peeked over the top shelf, then ducked back down out of sight. Poor man. 

Roxie had been sneering at his merchandise since she walked in the door, proclaiming loudly that the aristo shops in Doun had much better fare. But that hadn't stopped her from plunking several items on the counter. And now… 

"What do you mean I can't put it on the account?" Roxie's voice rose toward a screech. "He told me I could buy anything I wanted and put it on his account." 

"Unfortunately," the proprietor replied, his voice condemning in its politeness, 

"Prince Yaslana has not informed me of that fact." 



Marian winced. She'd bought a few things at the shops she usually patronized, but then it had occurred to her that all the merchants would owe a tithe to Lucivar, so she'd taken one of the horse-drawn cabs over to this side of the village to spread her spending around a little. She'd felt self-conscious about walking into a shop that so obviously catered to the aristo families in Riada. Only the fact that she was buying these things for Lucivar's home and Lucivar's table had kept her from walking right back out. 

That and the books. The merchant's shop she usually went to had a small selection of books, and most of them were used…and there'd been nothing there that she hadn't already read since Jaenelle was very generous about loaning her books. But there'd been so many to choose from in this shop, she'd lost track of time as she browsed the shelves. If she'd simply picked one that had interested her, she would have completed her purchases and been out of the shop before Roxie came in. 

"He's hardly going to tell every merchant in the village that we're lovers," Roxie snapped. "Especially since we've tried to be discreet about our liaison." 

Marian swallowed wrong and almost choked, so she didn't hear the proprietor's response. 

"Oh, very well," Roxie said. "You can open an account for me, and Lucivar will settle it with you later." 

"I am sorry, Lady, but I cannot open an account for you on the expectation that Prince Yaslana will pay it." 

"I told you, we're lovers." 

"And it has been my experience that a man who is willing to share his bed may not necessarily be willing to share his purse. If you do not have the funds for the purchases, I can hold the items for a few days." 

"Don't bother," Roxie snapped. "The merchants in Doun wouldn't treat me this way." 

"Then I suggest you do your shopping in Doun." 

When she heard the door open, Marian rose from her crouch. But Roxie hadn't quite left the shop. For a long moment, their eyes met. Then something outside caught Roxie's attention, and she left the shop in a hurry. 

Working to steady her nerves, Marian approached the counter. 

"Have you found everything you wanted?" the proprietor asked. 

"Yes, thank you," Marian replied, trying not to stammer. She swallowed hard. 

"Prince Yaslana instructed me to have the household purchases put on his account." 

"I see." He flicked a look at the door as someone entered the shop. Why had she come to this part of the village? Why hadn't she kept to the shops where she felt she belonged? Why— "What's all this?" 

Jaenelle was suddenly beside her, looking at the cookware with a gleam in her eyes that was downright scary. "Lady Angelline," Marian said. 

Jaenelle smiled. "You finally informed Lucivar that he wasn't getting another dinner until you had the proper tools to cook with, didn't you?" 

"Not exactly," Marian muttered. 

"You're Lady Marian?" the proprietor asked. 

"Yes." Maybe she shouldn't be surprised that he'd heard her name. After all, she and Lucivar were the only Eyriens living near Riada. 

"Are you sure you have everything?" Jaenelle asked. 

"Yes, I'm sure. I thought about—" 



But Jaenelle was already heading toward the part of the shop that held household goods, and remembering their last shopping trip, Marian rushed after her. 

"I don't need the large- cheese grater," Marian said a few minutes later, trying to keep her voice from edging toward desperation. It wasn't a question of taste, as it had been when they'd shopped for Lucivar's furniture, it was Jaenelle's unflagging idea that if Marian needed one of something for the kitchen, two would be better. 

"Why not?" Jaenelle said. "You only have the little one." 

"The smaller one is all I need. Really." She took the cheese grater out of Jaenelle's hands and put it back on the shelf. 

Since she couldn't hold Jaenelle back, she tried to steer the direction of that energy and enthusiasm, so it wasn't really her fault that they ended up buying a set of dishes… and glasses… and silverware… and a corner shelf for what use she didn't know except Jaenelle thought it would look nice in the kitchen. 

Numbed by the sheer quantity of purchases, she watched the proprietor tally up the cost and wondered how many years of tithes had just been eliminated. 

Then the proprietor turned to the smaller stack of items on the counter. 

"No," Marian said. "Those don't go on Prince Yaslana's account. Those are my purchases." 

As he tallied up her purchases, she called in the wallet she'd bought on her last shopping trip. Most of her wages were tucked in the back of the dresser drawer that held her underthings.The wallet held the funds she allowed herself to spend freely. She opened it and riffled the copper marks just as the proprietor finished his tally. 

Heat flooded her face. Not enough. She hadn't come to the village to shop for herself and hadn't checked to see how much was in her wallet before she left the eyrie. And she hadn't expected to find that wonderful, soft wool material that she wanted to make into a robe for Lucivar as a Winsol gift. She could still afford the material, but… 

After a wistful look at the two books she'd selected, she cleared her throat. "I'm sorry. I didn't bring enough with me." 

"Perhaps the Lady would like to open an account?" the proprietor asked. 

She just stared at him. Why would he give a housekeeper an account when he wouldn't open one for Roxie, who came from an aristo family? 

"That's practical," Jaenelle said. 

That settled it—at least as far as Jaenelle and the proprietor were concerned. 

"Thank you," Marian said, after she reviewed the neatly written list and had initialed the paper next to the last item. 

"It is my pleasure, Lady," the proprietor replied. 

"So,"Jaenelle said. "Are you going home to play with your new toys?" 

"They're not toys, they're tools," Marian replied as she vanished the material and books. Before she could deal with the rest of the purchases, they vanished. 

Jaenelle smiled at her. "I'll come back with you. Then you can tell me what all of those things do." 

"Do?" 

"I'm not allowed in the kitchen at the Hall, so I don't see most of the things you bought." 

"You don't know how to cook? Not at all?" 

"No," Jaenelle said sadly. 

Marian couldn't believe it. Lucivar could put together an acceptable meal, and he'd mentioned a few times that his father was quite a good cook when the High Lord felt inclined. Why hadn't either of them taught Jaenelle how to put together a simple meal? 

"I can teach you," Marian said. "But we'll have to start with something very simple." 

Jaenelle beamed. "Simple is good." The proprietor looked amused. 

As she and Jaenelle walked out of the shop, Marian wondered how long it would take for the rest of the village to hear that Prince Yaslana's housekeeper was giving the Queen of Ebon Askavi a cooking lesson. 

Since he'd been greeted by grinning merchants when he stopped in Riada on his way home, Lucivar expected to find Marian in the kitchen playing with her new toys. The counter was stacked with things, but his little hearth witch was just sitting at the table, frowning at two bowls filled with eggs. After studying the bottle on the table and considering the glazed look in her eyes, he doubted the two fingers of brandy in the glass near her hand was the first drink she'd poured. 

Figuring he wasn't going to see dinner anytime soon, he pointed at the eggs. "Are those cooked?" 

"Mmm," Marian said. 

He took one from the nearest bowl and peeled off the shell. Just as he punched his thumb into the center to break the egg in half, Marian said, "No! Not…" 

Raw yolk fountained up and flowed over his hands. Lucivar looked at Marian. 

Marian looked at him. "You let my sister play in the kitchen, didn't you?" Which explained why his little hearth witch had indulged in several glasses of brandy. 

Marian stared at the egg dripping off his hands. "She's the Queen of Ebon Askavi. 

She's the most powerful witch in Kaeleer. And she can't boil an egg." 

"I know. That's why we don't let her play in the kitchen." 

Marian shook her head. "How can she not be able to boil an egg? You don't even need Craft for it. All she did was put the eggs in the water." She blew out a breath. "How can you end up with eggs that have the whites fully cooked and the yolks still raw?" 

"I don't know. My father thinks it's because she's so powerful that some things don't react as expected." 

"I thought I'd explained something wrong," Marian said. "So after she left, I cooked the rest of the eggs. They're perfect." She wobbled in her chair. "Jaenelle felt so bad when she left." 

"Your offer to teach her was a kind gesture," Lucivar said. "But, Marian? This is a witch who, when she was sixteen, blew up the kitchen at the Hall because she confused the spell she was putting together with the casserole she and her friend Karla were making and put the wrong mixture in the oven. Think about that for a minute. Casserole. Spell. They couldn't tell the difference by looking at what was in the dishes." 

"She blew up the kitchen?" 

"Destroyed it. Right down to the last wooden spoon." 

Marian shuddered. 

"So the next time you want to do something kind for Jaenelle, make her a casserole or bake some nutcakes. But don't let her play in the kitchen." 

Putting a shield around his hands so he wouldn't drip yolk, Lucivar walked over to the sink and used Craft to turn on the water taps. As he washed his hands, he said, "Do I dare ask what's for dinner?" 

Marian hiccuped. "Eggs." 

He turned off the water and sighed. "Yeah. That's what I thought." 



SIXTEEN 

« ^ » 

"I have work," Marian said as Lucivar hauled her out of the kitchen and into the eyrie's front room. Tassle followed them, making worried little huffy sounds. 

"The work will still be there an hour from now," Lucivar replied. She looked at the thick drops of rain hitting the glass doors that led to the lawn beyond. If it got any colder, that rain would turn to snow. "You're just doing this because you're bored." 

Using Craft, Lucivar moved the furniture against the walls, leaving a large bare circle of stone floor. "If I was bored, I'd go to the Hall and annoy my father. That perks up both our days." 

Bet it doesn't perk them up in the same way, Marian thought. "I don't want to do this." 

"Whining about it won't do you any good." 

Whining? She bristled at the insult. She wasn't whining. She was pointing out the obvious to a thickheaded male. Females did not use Eyrien weapons. Ask any Eyrien male…except the one standing in front of her…and he'd tell you that. 

Since being reasonable wasn't going to work, she lowered her voice and tried menacing. "I've got a skillet, and I know how to use it." His quick grin wasn't the reaction she'd hoped for. "That's fine," he said, turning. "Now you're going to acquire skill with a traditional weapon." 

"I'm not…" 

He spun back toward her, and shouted, "If you get hurt because you're too damn stubborn to learn how to defend yourself, I will beat the shit out of you!" 

Goaded by the unexpected verbal shove, she shoved back. "If you ever raise a hand to me, I will gut you!" 

They stared at each other. She had that one moment for fear to zing through her as she realized she'd just threatened a Warlord Prince. Before she could move, his hands clamped on her waist. One quick toss in the air. As she came down, he wrapped his arms around her lower back and buttocks and spun her around and around. 

"Ha! I knew you had it in you!" He laughed as he spun her. 

"Stop!" Marian grabbed his shoulders. "Lucivar, stop\" 

He stopped. Since the room was still circling, she clung to his shoulders. Her feet didn't touch the floor, which put them eye to eye. With her heart pounding, she dared to look at him, hoping he wasn't too angry with her. 

He didn't look angry at all. His eyes were lit with amusement, and he grinned at her as if she'd just done something wonderful. 

Giving her a friendly squeeze, he said, "That's my feisty hearth witch. Now give us a snarl. Say Grrrr!" 

Heat flooded her face. She pushed at his shoulders, wanting to get down, wanting to get away. He just tightened his arms. 

"I'm not putting you down until I get a snarl," he said. 

She looked away, mortified…and saw Tassle standing to one side, watching them. The wolf curled his lips, revealing an impressive set of teeth. After a moment, the lips relaxed. He waved the tip of his tail, then did the whole thing all over again. 

She lowered her head, let her hair fall forward to hide her face. Great. Wonderful. 

A wolf was coaching her in how to snarl, and the man holding her off the ground… 

She peeked at him. His grin had changed to that lazy, arrogant smile. 

…would hold her like this all day if that's how long it took to get what he wanted. 

She took a breath. Blew it out. 

As soon as she was free, she was going to hide in her room. He could fix his own meals, wash his own dishes. They'd just see how long he grinned about that. 

She took another breath. Blew it out. 

The way she was pressed against him, there was no mistaking his body's response to hers. And there were all those warm, lovely muscles under her hands, just waiting to be touched, caressed… 

Hell's fire, Mother Night, and may the Darkness be merciful. 

Before she could do something stupid, she took another breath, raised her head, and said, "gr." 

Lucivar's arrogant smile faded. His brows drew together in a frown. "What a prissy little gr. But it will have to do." Sighing, he loosened his arms, letting her slide down his body until her feet touched the floor. 

As soon as he released her, the rational part of her mind scampered off, leaving her with less sense than a rabbit. So she bolted. 

Grab… lift… swing… plop. And she was right back where she'd started. 

"You're going to learn to defend yourself, Marian," Lucivar said, an unyielding look in his gold eyes. "You don't have to like it, but you're going to learn." 

When he called in the Eyrien sticks, Marian sagged with relief. At least these were the sparring sticks and not the bladed sticks used for fighting. Even so, an opponent could take a terrible beating. Her father had done it enough times to young warriors he brought to her mother's eyrie. He'd insist on a sparring session, with his daughters in attendance, so the young warrior could "show off his skills." 

Even a skilled youth couldn't match a full-grown Eyrien male who had been trained to fight. 

And an unskilled hearth witch was no match for an Eyrien Warlord Prince. 

She tightened her grip on the stick and set her feet in the stance she'd seen her father take. 

Lucivar just looked at her feet. "What are you doing?" 

She tensed, wondering where his first blow would hit. "This is the stance for sparring." 

"Only if you want to be knocked on your ass." 

She lowered the stick. "What?" 

"You set your feet like that, you're going to eat dirt unless your opponent is smaller than you are." 

So that explained why she'd never seen her father spar with anyone but halftrained youths. The fighting skills her father bragged about were nothing more than brags, just words without substance to justify what he did, and didn't do, for his family. 

She hadn't thought about living with a man, hadn't really wanted to. That had never been part of her dream. Now she wondered what it would be like to live that dream with a man who wasn't like her father. With Lucivar. 

"Marian?" 

She looked at him and realized she had no idea how long he'd been standing there, waiting, while her thoughts had wandered. "Are we going to spar?" 

His lips twitched. "We'll get to it eventually. First you have to learn how to move." 



Slow. Quiet. As graceful as a dance. He took her through each move, his voice flowing over her as he explained, corrected, praised. The warmth of his hand on her waist or hip as he guided her body. The movement of his own muscles as he demonstrated the next move. The clean male scent of him. 

"Now we'll put all the moves together," Lucivar said. "Watch." 

She watched. Grace and power. What would it be like to kiss him? Really kiss him? Would he bring all that grace and power to the bed? Would he be a generous lover? She'd only had one experience with sex after her Virgin Night, and that had been disappointing enough that she'd never been interested in trying again. But when a woman loved, wouldn't there be some pleasure from the act even if the body received none? 

The thought staggered her, thrilled her, terrified her. Had she been falling in love with him all along? That would be foolish, wouldn't it? He might take a hearth witch for a lover to satisfy his body's needs, but he'd never give his heart to one. 

Would he? 

"That's enough for the day." 

She tripped over the sound of his voice, struggled to regain her balance. "What?" 

"That's enough." He tugged the stick out of her hands. "I'm not sure where your mind wandered off to, but you weren't paying attention." 

Oh, she'd been paying attention, but she'd been focused on the man and not the lesson. 

"It's close to midday, and the weather has cleared." Lucivar smiled at her. "Why don't we fly down to the village? I'll buy you a meal." 

Pain lanced her heart, fierce and deep. She shook her head and backed away from him. "I can't." 

"Sure you can." He sighed. "Marian, eating a meal you didn't cook isn't neglecting your work." 

"I can't." He'd mentioned once or twice that he'd never seen her fly, but she'd been able to avoid giving him a reason. Now… 

"Why not?" Lucivar asked. 

Tears filled her eyes. "I can't fly! My wings… they were damaged. They're useless." 

Grief and understanding filled his eyes. Here was someone who understood what that loss meant to her. 

Then his eyes chilled. "Who told you that?" he asked too softly. 

"It doesn't matter. I can't…" 

"Who told you that?" 

Uneasy now, she wiped the tears off her face. She could almost see the temper beginning to burn in him, could almost see it rising from spike to spike until it would reach the explosion point. 

"Jaenelle brought you to Kaeleer," Lucivar said, studying her. "She would have done the healing. If she told you you'd never fly again, you'd have to accept it. 

But she didn't, did she? So who told you, Marian?" 

She stared at him, not sure if there was any safe ground to stand on. 

Lucivar bared his teeth. "Luthvian. She's the one who told you." 

"Lady Angelline doesn't have experience with Eyrien…" 

"On her worst day, Jaenelle is a better Healer than Luthvian can ever hope to be." 

He shook his head. "You think your wings were damaged? When I came to Kaeleer, mine were so broken, so destroyed by slime mold there was barely enough healthy tissue left to work with. Luthvian 



wanted to remove them. Jaenelle rebuilt them, healed them. So don't tell me she doesn't have experience." 

Marian's legs trembled. She could have flown? All these months when she'd been afraid to try, she could have soared over Ebon Rih? 

Swearing viciously, Lucivar circled the room as if he couldn't stand still a moment longer. Finally, he stopped in front of her. The hand he held out curled into a fist. 

"Don't let them win, Marian. Don't let them make you less than you are. Don't let them take away what means the most to you. Not the family who dismissed your strength and your skills, not the bastards who hurt you…yes, I know about them… 

and not Luthvian. Don't let them win. Fight for what you want with everything that's in you." 

"It's not the same," Marian cried. "I'm just a hearth witch and you're—" 

"I was a slave!" Lucivar shouted. "A half-breed bastard sold to one court after another, wearing that filthy Ring of Obedience to keep me submissive. But I wouldn't submit, I wouldn't break, and I fought back with every breath I took. I refused to be less than a Warlord Prince, and I made them deal with me on my terms. No matter how much pain they inflicted, I gave it back." 

"I'm not like that. I can't fight like that." 

"Have you ever tried?" He raked a hand through his hair. "If you give up your wings, what else will you give up because someone tells you you're just a hearth witch?" 

Something broke inside her…broke and reformed in a different pattern. She teetered on the edge of a cliff. She could step back to familiar ground or she could leap…and possibly soar. 

He'd been pushing her toward that edge. She saw that now. Every time he challenged and she pushed back, he never undermined the sense that she had held her own. She didn't usually win…his idea of compromise was laughable…but she didn't actually lose, either. 

He wanted her to win. And he'd throw everything he was behind her to help her do it. 

She swallowed tears and gathered her courage. "Could you help me learn how to fly again?" 

He approached her slowly. No smile. No light words. He reached out and stroked her hair, watching her. He kissed her forehead, something he'd done frequently since the day she threw the pot at him. Then he kissed her mouth. A restrained kiss that made no demands…and left her wishing he would make a few. 

"I'll help you fly again," he said as he stepped back. "Get your cape. We'll still go down to the village for a meal." 

Wondering how soon they could start working to restore her flying skills, she hurried to obey. As she reached the steps that led to the rest of the eyrie, he said, 

"Marian?" 

She turned. 

He grinned at her. "Learning how to fly again isn't going to get you out of learning the sticks. Just so we're clear on that." 

Hell's fire, she thought as she hurried to her room to brush her hair and. get her cape. She hadn't thought about doing both. The time it would take out of her daily schedule… But he'd already locked the gate on any argument she could make. 

Somehow that didn't annoy her as much as it should have. 



SEVENTEEN 

« ^ » 

Marian paused at the side door of the eyrie and looked at the dark, heavy clouds coming over the mountains. No gentle snowfall this time, but a mean storm that would bury Ebon Rih for days. Hopefully, Lucivar would get home before it hit. 

*Tassle?* she called on a psychic thread. 

*I am returning to the den,* Tassle replied. 

Good. A kindred wolf would know how to find shelter if he was caught out in a storm, but she'd feel easier having him at the eyrie. 

Hurrying into the mud room, she shook the snow off her heavy cape before hanging it on the pegs to dry. She traded her boots for soft house shoes, then went into the kitchen to put away the food she'd bought to last them through the storm. 

As she unpacked her cloth market bags, she kept glancing out the window. The snow was already coming down fast. A hard gust of wind turned the world white and blind for a moment. Then she caught a glimpse of Tassle at the far end of her garden and breathed a sigh of relief. One of her males was home and safe. Now if the other one… 

For the past few days, ever since they'd returned from celebrating Winsol at his father's house, Lucivar had been on edge. He denied there was anything wrong, but the looks he'd given her were close to hostile. Something was putting his back up, and she suspected it had to do with her. 

Spending Winsol, the winter holiday that was a celebration of the Darkness, at the Hall had been fun and dazzling. She'd felt disappointed that Andulvar and Prothvar Yaslana hadn't been there, since she'd been hoping to meet them, but meeting the coven almost made up for that. There had been long walks and snowball fights, afternoons when the women had gathered to talk and laugh. 

During one of those afternoons, it had suddenly occurred to her that the women who were including her as if she were one of them were the Queens who ruled their respective Territories. But they didn't seem to notice that she was just a hearth witch, just a housekeeper. And the looks on their faces the day she'd told them she'd spent the morning with Mrs. Beale, helping prepare the midday meal… 

No one, she was told, was allowed in Mrs. Beale s kitchen. It was probably for the best that she hadn't mentioned trading recipes with the woman who ruled the Hall's kitchen. 

Then there was Lucivar. Seeing him with his family, the coven, and the boyos had been a revelation. Demanding and yielding, stubborn and considerate, arguing with one of them and defending that person in the next breath. He'd insisted on morning workouts, which hadn't pleased her until she discovered the whole coven showed up without grumbling. Watching them move through the warmups, watching them spar with him and each other, she realized how serious he was about witches being comfortable using weapons in order to defend themselves. 

And watching him spar with Jaenelle… Her heart had been in her throat the whole time she watched that violent dance. 

But the biggest difference was the way he'd responded to her. Ever since the day when he'd promised to help her learn to fly again, he'd been touching her, giving her easy, friendly kisses. The kisses he'd given her at the Hall made her wonder, made her hungry. They were the kisses of a man who wanted. Except he hadn't asked if he could come to her bed, hadn't invited her to come to his. So she wasn't sure what those kisses meant, but she wondered what it would be like to be with him. 



And she shouldn't wonder. She was his housekeeper. It would be too easy to forget that if she responded to him as a woman. 

Had he wanted her to invite him? Was that why he was so testy now? 

Marian looked out the kitchen window. The snow was falling so fast now, she couldn't see anything. Where was he? 

Lucivar stood on a mountain ledge on the other side of Ebon Rih, watching the storm come over the mountains. It matched his mood, matched a temper already primed to explode. 

Hell's fire! Why had Luthvian wanted to ride out the storm in his home? She had plenty of food, and with warming spells on the pipes that ran from the house to the well, she'd wouldn't be without water. And hadn't he filled every damn woodbox in her house? Using Craft, she could call in more wood from the woodpile without going outside. So why did she suddenly want to spend time with him? 

Not that he would have her. Not today. Just the smell of her, and the lingering scent of her female students, had been enough to make him want to smash furniture, shatter bone. And the males in the villages… 

The sight of them had been enough to bring him a heartbeat away from the killing edge. They hadn't done anything wrong, had, in fact, done everything they could to prepare the villages in Ebon Rih to ride out the storm. But he'd wanted to hurt them, had felt something close to blind hatred for all of them. 

His father was at the Keep. He could sense that dark power. So tempting to go to Ebon Askavi and test his precarious control against that darker strength. 

What in the name of Hell was wrong with him? He wanted to get home before the storm really broke.Wanted to get back to his eyrie, back to… 

Marian. 

Fury avalanched through him. Changed into something violent, hot, and impossible to resist. 

Marian. 

He knew what this was now. It had never hit him quite this way before, but he recognized it now. 

Rut. That time when a Warlord Prince's sex drive overwhelmed everything else. 

Every male was a rival to be eliminated. Every female but the one he'd chosen scraped a temper turned wild and unpredictable. 

Sex or violence.The rut worked itself out one way or the other. Sometimes both. 

He'd gone into rut several times since coming to Kaeleer and had had no desire to slake that drive in a woman's body. He'd depended on Jaenelle's presence to keep him chained. She had soothed his need to be close to a female and had channeled the violence into grueling physical activity that he'd thrown himself into with vicious willingness. 

But Jaenelle was at her house in Seek for a few weeks, and the woman he wanted, the woman who made his blood burn and sing… 

He had to get Marian out of the eyrie, had to get her away from him before the storm closed in and made it too dangerous to travel, even on the Winds. Because if she was still in the eyrie when the storm inside him broke, if they were trapped together for several days… If that happened, may the Darkness be merciful… 

because there would be no mercy in him. 

Giving an Eyrien war cry that was filled with fury and desperation, Lucivar launched himself into the face of the storm. 



As Marian pulled the roast out of the oven and set the pan on top of the stove, the front door slammed. 

"You made it," she said as she hurried into the eyrie's front room. When she saw him, she took a step back. His teeth were bared, and he stared at her with glazed, wild eyes. 

"Get out," he growled. 

"Lucivar…" 

"Get out!" He ripped off his short wool cape and threw it aside. 

She couldn't take her eyes off his bare, slick skin. It was freezing out there. Why was he so hot? And why wasn't he wearing a shirt or vest under the cape? 

The vicious snarl that erupted from him made her press her back against the wall. 

"I want you out of here. Go to Riada and stay with Merry. Go to the Keep. Go anywhere, but go. Now." 

Fear shivered through her. She knew what this was. Survival demanded that every witch learn to recognize the rut. Warlord Princes were always violently passionate and passionately violent, but the rut drove them to a savagery that bordered insanity. Other males were nothing more than rivals to destroy. And women… 

Her mother had once said that a Warlord Prince in rut had enough sexual hunger that he could service an entire coven twice over and still want more. The problem was, he focused on one female and wouldn't tolerate the presence of any other. 

His choice became the vessel for all that drive, all that need. 

She'd heard stories about Warlord Princes. She knew what could happen to the woman under him when he was in rut. Tongues partially bitten off. Nipples bitten off. Bones broken or shattered. Any male who tried to stop him would be killed, and he would turn away from the slaughter to mount the female again, oblivious to the carnage around him until the rut finally wore off. 

"Marian." 

Lucivar wore Ebon-gray Jewels. If she stayed, she could be maimed, even killed. 

But if she didn't stay, what would he do? Trapped here by the blizzard, driven by the violence inside him, he could hurt himself. 

"Marian." 

She was young, healthy, stronger than she'd ever been. And she was in love with him. She'd fallen in love with a man who challenged the world to take him on, sometimes with laughing, boyish enthusiasm and other times as a warrior born and trained to kill. 

She could do this for him. Would do this for him. 

"No." Her voice quivered with fear, but her heart didn't waver. "I'm not leaving." 

"GET OUT!" Lucivar screamed. 

"No." As she stepped away from the wall, she thought of the basic rules of survival. Move slowly because fast moves excite the predator instinct, and he'll be on you without thought, without mercy. Stay passive. Don't refuse him. Don't offer resistance to anything he wants to do to you. 

Lucivar snarled, his glazed eyes watching her. 

Vanishing her undershirt, Marian slowly unbuttoned her tunic and pulled it open just enough to display her breasts. 

His breathing became ragged. His hands curled into fists. 

"I'm not leaving," she said quietly. 

He was on her so fast, there wasn't even time to draw breath. One hand fisted in her long hair, pulling her head back, exposing her throat. The other hand pressed her against the cock straining to be free of the leather trousers. 



"You should have run," he snarled. 

He lowered his head. His teeth closed on the spot where her neck joined her shoulder…not hard enough to hurt, but hard enough to make her heart pound. 

When she remained passive, he shifted suddenly, his teeth closing on her neck. 

He licked, explored, until her pulse throbbed against the tip of his tongue. 

Moving slowly, she raised her hands and rested them on his waist. His teeth tightened in warning, then he shifted again capturing her earlobe. 

Quiet. Passive. The only way to survive. But she couldn't stop her hands from stroking his hot skin, couldn't slow her pounding heart when every breath rubbed her breasts against his chest, teasing, arousing. 

"Give me your mouth." His voice sounded rough, barely human. 

She hesitated, then parted her lips. Those wild, glazed eyes stared at her too long before his mouth covered hers. 

She was prepared for teeth and pain. Instead, he gave her a long, lazy kiss, his tongue playing with hers. Her hands slid up his back, curled around his shoulders, pressing her tighter against him. The fist that gripped her hair relaxed, opening to cradle her head. And still he kissed her as if there was nothing more to want, nothing more to need. 

Then he broke the kiss, yanked her off her feet, and carried her into his bedroom. 

He vanished her clothes as he laid her on the bed, then grabbed her hands and pinned them on either side of her head. When he let go, phantom restraints kept her hands locked in position. He spread her legs, using more phantom restraints to keep her open for his pleasure, then lifted her enough so that she could tuck her wings tight to her body. 

He vanished his clothes and stretched out beside her. 

She expected him to mount her and take his release, fast and hard. Instead, he started with her arms and licked, nibbled, caressed. He suckled one breast while his thumb stroked the nipple of the other. Finally he moved lower, his mouth brushing the hair between her legs, his fingers delicately stroking, slick with her readiness. He moved lower, licking the skin on her inner thighs, nibbling on her calves, his hands always moving. 

Finally, he sheathed himself inside her in one slow stroke. His hips pressed down on hers, denying her any movement while he braced himself on his elbows and went back to suckling her breasts, flexing his hips just enough to keep her on the edge but not enough for release. He held her on that edge for a lifetime while he licked, suckled, demanded kisses. 

If she could have gotten her hands free of the phantom restraints, she would have strangled him. 

Desperate to respond in some way to this tormenting pleasure, she settled for the only thing she could reach. She raised her head, clamped her teeth on his upper arm and bit down. 

His snarl mixed pain and fury. He clamped a hand around her throat. 

"Get your teeth out of my arm." 

Even knowing she was pushing him toward violence, she paused to lick his skin before she let go. 

His glazed eyes studied her as his hand relaxed around her throat. "You do get feisty when you're riled." His mouth hovered over hers. Hesitated. Withdrew. 

"Don't bite me again until you're coming." 

He moved then. Deep, strong thrusts that sent her soaring, sent her over the edge. 



Before she could glide down all the way, he drove her up again. 

"Not yet, witchling," he growled."You haven't flown high enough yet." 

Driving her up and up until her world narrowed to the feel of his cock inside her. 

When he thrust her over the edge this time, her teeth found his arm again, muffling her scream as she climaxed. 

This time he laughed, a sound ripe with dark pleasure, as he set his teeth into her shoulder and followed her. 

Shivering, Marian eased into the kitchen, wishing she could have put her winter robe on over the flannel nightgown. But the only time Lucivar had turned violent was when she'd offered to get them some food. He'd 

agreed to that…until she'd put some clothes on. He attacked without warning, ripping the clothes off her before flinging her back on the bed and pinning her down. When she didn't struggle, his temper shifted back to that raging sexual hunger, and he spent the next hour playing with her and feasting on her arousal and climaxes until they were both wrung dry and exhausted. Since then, he hadn't allowed her out of the bedroom any farther than the adjoining bathroom. 

The only thing she could figure out was the clothing signaled an attempt to leave him. Coming to the kitchen now might provoke another attack, even though a nightgown was hardly sufficient clothing if she tried to leave the eyrie in this storm, but he'd been gone so long, she'd become worried about him. 

Apparently, she'd worried for nothing. He was standing at the stove, tending the skillets filled with food, looking much the way he did on other mornings when he insisted on cooking breakfast…if she discounted the fact that he was naked, half aroused, and didn't seem to notice the warming spells had faded to the point where the eyrie was chilly, almost cold. 

Lucivar had put the warming spells on the eyrie the morning the storm started and told her they would last two days before he'd have to replenish the power in the spells. Which meant they were starting the third day of the rut. Maybe it was over, or at least easing. Should she mention the warming spells? 

She shifted from one foot to the other as the cold seeping up from the stone floor bit into her bare feet. 

Lucivar gave her a slashing look before turning his attention back to the food. 

"Go back to bed." 

"I could—" 

He charged. She stumbled back and hit the wall. His hands slapped the stone on either side of her head. 

She stared into those wild, glazed eyes. No, the rut hadn't eased. 

"You need to eat," he snarled. "I'll bring you food." 

She swallowed hard. "I could—" 

"You're not going anywhere! There's a damn blizzard out there. Nothing is going anvwhere until it blows out. And the only thing you're doing is getting back into bed." He pushed away from the wall and went back to the stove. "Get out of here before I take you where you stand." 

She recognized a threat when she heard one, so she slipped out of the kitchen while he watched her with eyes that held more cold fury than hot lust. She kept her movements slow until she was on the other side of the wall, out of his sight. 

Then she ran back to the bedroom. 

The fires in the other rooms had burned out, but Lucivar had fed the one in the bedroom. A small table and two chairs were set before the hearth. They usually sat under one of the bedroom windows. He had moved them before going into the kitchen. Had she, on some level, taken that gesture to mean a return of the man she knew? An error on her part. Maybe he had some lucid moments, but the rut was still driving Lucivar…and she couldn't even guess what he would do when he returned to the bedroom. 

Chilled inside and out, Marian sat in a chair close to the fire. That helped warm her, but her feet were freezing. Before she could decide if wrapping herself in a blanket would provoke a violent response, he was back in the bedroom, setting two plates of food on the table. 

The look in his eyes… Any man facing him on a battlefield would look at those eyes and see death. All she could do was hope she would survive whatever mood was riding him now. 

"Eat," he said, sitting down in the other chair. 

Silverware and two mugs of coffee appeared on the table. 

Steak, scrambled eggs, and thick pieces of toasted bread spread with butter and some of the berry jam she'd made. 

He made no move to begin his own meal. Just watched her. 

Eat, he'd said. The first bite of meat stuck in her throat, but she sensed something in him relax as she accepted the food he'd provided. When she tried the toast, his attention turned to his own meal. 

Despite the fire and the hot food, she was still so chilled, she didn't hesitate to scramble back into bed when Lucivar told her to. But even with the covers tucked around her, she couldn't warm up, and she waited impatiently for him to get back from whatever cleanup he was doing in the kitchen. 

The moment he slipped into bed, she felt that wonderful heat that pumped out of him and didn't hesitate to snuggle up against him. So warm. So wonderfully warm and… 

The sound he made fell between a scream and a roar as he lifted straight up out of bed, flinging the covers every which way. The next moment, he was standing beside the bed, his Eyrien war blade in his hand, his eyes scanning the room. 

Marian scrambled to the head of the bed and crouched there, her heart pounding. 

"I'm sorry," she gasped. "I'm sorry." 

"Get over here," Lucivar said. "There's something in the room. Something in the bed." 

"There's nothing…" 

"Something touched me," he snapped. "Something icy." 

"My feet." Her teeth started to chatter. She wasn't sure if it was from fear or cold. 

His eyes stopped scanning the room. His head turned slowly until he looked at her. "What?" 

"My feet are cold and…" 

"Your feet? That was your feet?' He swore with obscene creativity as he vanished the war blade, plopped her back down on the bed, pulled up the covers, and got in with her. He sucked in a breath and let it out in a hiss as he wrapped himself around her and pressed her feet against his legs. "Why aren't you wearing socks?" 

She didn't want to tell him she'd been afraid of provoking his temper, so she said the first thing that came to mind. "It didn't seem romantic," 

He propped himself up on one elbow and looked down at her in disbelief. "You think wearing socks isn't romantic, but putting a block of ice against a man's balls is romantic?" 

"They weren't close to your balls," she muttered. Although, if he hadn't screamed and leaped out of bed like that, she would have tried to tuck her feet a little higher up. After all, his thighs were a lot warmer than his shins. 

Muttering dark things about female logic, he settled down. In a couple of minutes, she was sleepy and toasty warm, even her feet. 

"Lucivar?" she said softly. 

No response except to try to pull her a little closer. 

"Lucivar?" 

The arm around her grew heavy. His breathing was slow and even. 

For the first time since the rut began, Lucivar was sound asleep. 

EIGHTEEN 

« ^ » 

Encouraged by the heat coming from the stone walls, indicating the warming spells had been renewed, Marian made her way to the kitchen the following morning. This time, she wore socks and slippers, as well as a heavy shawl over her nightgown. If Lucivar snarled at her, she could point out that he didn't like cold feet, but she didn't think he'd snarl. After he'd slept for several hours yesterday, he'd been just as hungry for her as he'd been the other days, but it had changed as the day wore on. More of their couplings had been leisurely…not a holding back to prolong the moment of climax, just… quieter, sweeter. More like she'd imagined he would be as a lover after his initial hunger was sated. 

She paused when she reached the front room. The drapes she'd made to cover the glass doors were pulled back, revealing a clear, sunny day, which meant the storm had finally ended. She hoped the snow piled so high against the glass was due to drifts, but she suspected that wasn't the case. Which meant Ebon Rih was well and truly buried. 

Buried. 

She looked around…and felt shaky relief when she saw the bowls near the front door. One held water, the other chunks of meat that might have come from a package of venison she'd had in the freeze box. She hadn't dared ask about Tassle, hadn't dared try to contact the wolf on a psychic thread to find out if he was all right for fear Lucivar would sense it and think she was trying to summon another male as a rival to him. There was no other sign of Tassle, but Lucivar must have confirmed the wolf was nearby before he put out food and water. 

When she entered the kitchen, she found Lucivar, fully dressed, drinking coffee from one of those plain white mugs he preferred to use. He turned away from the window, gave her one quick look, then turned back to study the world beyond the kitchen. 

His eyes were no longer wild and glazed, but there was no warmth in them, either. 

If anything, he seemed… uneasy. 

Uncertain about what he expected from her, she tried to smile. "Good morning." 

"Storm's finally blown out." 

She wondered if he meant the blizzard or the storm inside himself. 

He moved away from the window, then stopped, as if he didn't want to get too close to her. And he wouldn't look at her. 

He took a swallow of coffee, then set the mug on the counter. "Do you need a Healer?" 

The abrupt question startled her. She wasn't sure what she'd expected when the rut finally ended, but she hadn't expected him to act like she was a stranger he'd given shelter to during the storm. "No, I don't need a Healer." 

He took a step toward her…and she could have sworn he cringed before he backed away. 

"I need to check on the villages, make sure everyone got through the storm all right." 

"Do you want some breakfast before you go?" she asked. 

"No," he replied too quickly. "I don't want—" He hesitated, then shook his head. 

"I have to go." He gave her one more glance before he hurried down the domestic corridor that led to the side door. 

A moment later, she heard the door slam behind him. 

Stunned, Marian sank into a chair and wrapped her arms around herself for comfort. 

He'd run from her. Lucivar Yaslana, the Ebon-gray Warlord Prince of Ebon Rih, had fled from his own home to get away from her. 

He didn't want. That was it, wasn't it? That was the reason for his uneasiness, his embarrassment. He didn't want. What he'd taken out of need, she'd given out of love. But now that the rut was over…Was he ashamed that, having no other females to choose from, he'd taken his housekeeper to his bed? Or was he afraid that, having seen him through the rut, she now expected him to reciprocate and accommodate her whenever she wanted a man? 

She hadn't asked him for anything, had she? Having fallen in love with him, she'd hoped he would feel some warmth for her when the rut was over, maybe even want to remain lovers, but she hadn't expected anything in return for what she'd given. 

Except courtesy. Or some word of appreciation before he drew the line that separated them into servant and employer would have been nice. A line, she thought with growing resentment, that he made every effort to erase whenever she tried to maintain that distinction. 

"Ask me if I need a Healer," she muttered as she hurried to her own room and dressed in her warmest clothes. "As if I'm some feeble female who will collapse after a long bout of lusty sex. Who does he think he is, anyway? He doesn't want me? Fine. Who asked him to want me? If I have feelings that aren't returned, well, that's my problem, isn't it? I didn't ask him to love me." But I want him to. Oh, I do want him to—and all he wanted was to get away from me. 

She had to move, had to work. If she didn't do something, she'd curl up and cry until her heart broke. And that would be the worst thing of all. If he knew she'd given him her heart as well as her body, he might feel uncomfortable about her staying even as his housekeeper. 

Work didn't cure a bruised heart, but it gave her an outlet for all that fretful energy. Moving quickly, she fetched the snow shovel from the mud room. When she'd found it in one of the merchant shops, she'd been delighted. It was easy enough to use Craft to remove snow from pathways and streets, but Craft couldn't take the place of exercise to warm and strengthen the body. Today she wanted to shovel snow until she couldn't lift another bladeful. Today she'd sweep and scrub and polish the eyrie until she was too tired to think. 

She opened the front door and stared at the waist-high snow. If she wanted to get out without shoveling snow into the eyrie, she'd have to use Craft to clear a space to stand in. Vanishing a block of snow as wide as the front door and as long as the shovel, she called it back in and let it drop in the yard beside the eyrie. Then she stepped outside. 

*Marian!* 



She didn't have to look far to findTassle. His face filled a rough opening in a large mound of snow. 

"Tassle?" Was he trapped under the snow? She lifted her hand, prepared to vanish more blocks of snow to reach him, when his face disappeared from the opening. 

Moments later, he scrambled out of the mound and bounded to the top of the snowbank next to her, dancing in his delight to see her. 

Dancing. On top of the snow. 

"How are you doing that?" Marian asked. 

*I am air walking.* Tassle danced a little more to show off his skill. 

Well, that explained the times when she'd seen Tassle trot over muddy ground and still enter the eyrie with clean paws. 

*Yas can teach you,* Tassle said. *The Lady taught the kindred to air walk, and she taught Yas and her human friends, too.* 

She wasn't sure Lucivar would be willing to teach her anything at this point. She didn't want to think about that, so she focused on the wolf. "Did you manage all right during the blizzard?" 

*Yas left food and water for me, and he said I could stay in the front room of the eyrie, and I did stay there at night, but Kaelas and the Lady taught the wolves who live with the High Lord how to make dens out of snow. Kaelas is Arcerian, and they make snow dens to live in during the winter. So I made a den.* He paused. 

*Now that you and Yas have mated, are you going to have puppies?* 

Mother Night. She hadn't considered that, hadn't done anything to prevent that. 

After a quick, desperate counting of days, she breathed a sigh of relief. She was well past her fertile time. She couldn't imagine how Lucivar would react to being told a woman he no longer wanted was pregnant with his child. She'd learned enough about his past to feel certain his response would be less than friendly. 

Work. Hard labor would keep her thoughts from wandering toward things that wouldn't be. 

She dug in and started flinging shovelfuls of snow as far as she could, ignoring Tassle's repeated offers to use Craft to clear the path for her. Why should he care if the path was cleared. He, and a certain Eyrien Warlord Prince, could just walk above the snow. *Marian?* 

The only person who was trapped in the eyrie by the snow was the female, who was only good for mating and… making puppies. *Marian!* 

The whine in that sending finally made her stop and look at the wolf…who looked back at her with woeful eyes, his head and shoulders covered with the snow she'd flung in that direction. 

Then someone quietly cleared his throat to gain her attention. Marian looked to her left…and considered flinging herself into the deepest drift and just staying there. 

The High Lord, standing on air, looked down at her. A snow goatee hung from his chin, and his clothes were liberally spattered with the snow she'd thrown at him. 

Unknowingly, to be sure, but still… "Good morning, High Lord," Marian said. 

He brushed the snow from his chin and clothes. "Good morning, Lady Marian." 

She couldn't tell by his tone if he was amused or annoyed. "Would you like a cup of tea?" she asked meekly. "That would be welcome." 

Hell's fire, Mother Night, and may the Darkness be merciful. Could the day get any worse? 

Of course, watching him walk down the snow as if he were descending stairs only he could see produced a spurt of resentment that she quickly tamped down. It wasn't his fault Lucivar hadn't thought to teach her anything as useful as air walking. 

Pushing that thought aside, she vanished the shovel and her cape and boots as she hurried to the kitchen. Saetan paused in the front room long enough to hang his cape on the coat tree before joining her. 

As she filled the teakettle, she said, "Prince Yaslana isn't here at the moment." 

"I know," Saetan replied, leaning against the counter. "I came to see you." He paused. "Do you need a Healer?" 

"Do I look like I need a Healer?" she snapped, slamming the kettle down on the stove. Witchfire flared up beneath it. Cursing silently, she pulled the fire back to its proper level. 

"Nooo," Saetan replied dryly, "but the question has to be asked." 

She turned on him. "I can't be the only woman who spent most of the past three days in bed. Are they going to be asked if they need a Healer?" 

"Probably not. But they didn't spend that time with a Warlord Prince in rut." 

She turned away to get out cups and saucers. "I'm all right." 

"Physically, I tend to agree. But you're not all right, Marian. You're upset about something, and most likely, it has to do with the rut." 

She kept silent while she made the tea and set a cup in front of him when he took a seat at the pine table. She didn't join him. A week ago, she would have. But right now, she felt more like a paid servant than she'd felt in all the months she'd worked for Lucivar. 

"He ran away," she said, feeling her heart ache as she said the words. "He could barely stand to look at me before he… bolted out of the eyrie." 

"He's afraid," Saetan said quietly. 

Baffled, she studied the man watching her. "Of what?" 

Temper flashed in Saetan's eyes. "You have no idea what it's like to be caught in the rut, to be driven by something that eclipses everything else, to lose the veneer of civilized behavior that makes it possible for Warlord Princes to live with other people." 

"I know what it's like to be with that kind of man," Marian flashed back. 

"Do you remember everything that happened from the time the rut began until it ended?" 

"Of course I do!" 

"He doesn't." 

She watched Saetan rein in his temper, watched the visible effort to chain strong feelings. 

"He doesn't," Saetan said again. "Warlord Princes are not held accountable for anything they do during the rut, but that doesn't mean we don't have… regrets… 

about things that happen." 

We. It hit her like a fist. Saetan was a Warlord Prince, too, and had gone through the rut. 

Her nerves danced. She licked her dry lips. "How can a woman know what it's like for you if you never tell her?" 

He shuddered. The High Lord of Hell actually shuddered. That, more than anything, made her wonder what Lucivar remembered about the past three days. 

Setting the tea aside, Saetan rose. "Well. I have things to see to." Another strong man tucking his tail between his legs and running away because of the rut. 



"Thank you for stopping by, High Lord." He gave her a wan smile. "It was my pleasure, Lady." She doubted that, but she smiled and stayed in the kitchen until she was sure he was gone. After making a cup of tea for herself, she sat at the table for a long time. 

It must have required a kind of steely courage for the High Lord to come to the eyrie, not knowing what he might find, what kind of damage he might have to try to repair. Remembering the stories she'd heard about Warlord Princes, she had to admit he and Lucivar both had a valid reason for asking if she needed a Healer. It hadn't occurred to her that Lucivar wouldn't know she didn't need one. 

Maybe Lucivar's bolting this morning hadn't been meant as a rejection. If he hadn't cared, at least a little, he wouldn't have been as concerned about what had happened during the rut, would he? 

She sighed. There was nothing she could do to settle things between them until he came back, so she might as well get some work done. 

After bundling up again, she opened the front door…and stared. There wasn't so much as a flake of snow on the entire flagstone courtyard except for Tassle's den. 

Taking the hint, Marian went back inside. She'd clean Lucivar's bedroom and make some soup. And she wouldn't allow herself to wonder if he was afraid to come home because of things he couldn't remember. 

Saetan waited throughout the day, knowing Lucivar would come to him before going to the eyrie. It had been easy enough to keep track of his son. It hadn't been easy to resist summoning Lucivar to the Keep to offer what reassurance he could. 

But a summons of any kind would be misunderstood, and Lucivar's fear had bordered on panic too many times during the day to dare give him any kind of push. 

Finally, as the afternoon waned, Lucivar walked into the room where Saetan waited. He looked exhausted, and his hands trembled a little as he poured himself a glass of brandy. 

"You saw her," Lucivar said, staring into the glass for a moment before he gulped the brandy and poured another glass. 

"I saw her," Saetan replied. 

"Did she need a Healer? I asked, but…" 

"No, she didn't need a Healer." 

Lucivar sagged with relief. "Is she… upset?" 

Saetan hesitated. He thought he'd taken an accurate measure of Marian's temperament when she'd stayed at the Hall during Winsol, but the woman who had flung snow on him and snapped at him in her kitchen didn't fit that measure. 

"She wasn't reacting as I would have expected." He frowned. "She'd struck me as a quiet-natured woman, but…" 

Lucivar shrugged. "She usually is, but she gets feisty when she's riled." 

Riled. Yes, that was a good way to describe the woman he'd seen that morning. 

Lucivar set the glass down so carefully, Saetan suspected it was taking every bit of self-control to keep from throwing the glass at the wall. 

"Is she going to leave?" Lucivar asked. "Should I stay away until she can—" He swallowed hard, unable to finish. 

That, Saetan realized, was the root of Lucivar's fear…that the woman he was in love with, the woman he'd been courting so carefully over the last few months, would want nothing from him except the chance to escape. Lucivar wouldn't believe him right now if he said escape was the last thing on Marian's mind. 

"May I offer you some advice?" Saetan asked. "Not as your father or as the Steward of the court, but as a man who talked to Marian this morning." 



Misery filling his gold eyes, Lucivar said, "What's your advice?" Saetan smiled dryly. "Get your ass home in time for dinner." 

He found her in the kitchen, arranging slices of bread and cheese on plates while something that smelled delicious simmered on the stove. How many times had he come home to find her like this, preparing the evening meal for them, her warm smile of welcome a feast to a heart that had been starving for love for so many centuries? Now he wasn't sure what he should say to her, what he should do. 

"Marian." 

She looked up, and the unhappiness in her eyes was a twisting knife in his gut. 

"I wasn't sure you would come back," she said, turning back to fuss with the bread and cheese. 

"I wasn't sure you wanted me to come back," he replied honestly. 

She started to speak, then shook her head and picked up the plates. "Have something to eat." The plates clattered on the counter. She hunched her shoulders, as if to ward off a blow. "You didn't have to run away. I wasn't expecting anything from you because of this. You didn't have to run." 

Yes, he did. But he hadn't run far. Just down to the orchard, where he would be out of sight of the eyrie while he puked his guts out in sick relief that he hadn't seen any visible wounds on her, hadn't seen any missing limbs. He'd been terrified to look when he woke up that morning, hadn't known how keen an edge panic could have until she'd walked into the kitchen on her own. 

"It's difficult to explain," he said, flinching at the tears in her eyes when she turned to face him. 

"How can a woman understand if no one will explain?" 

"I don't remember!" 

Now she flinched. Then she whispered, "So I was just a body." 

Lucivar shook his head. "Oh, I remember you, Marian. The taste of you, the smell of you, the sounds you made, the feel of you under my hands. The feel of my cock inside you. I remember you. But I don't…" He closed his eyes. "I remember bits and pieces, moments that are jumbled together and shrouded in a violent, red haze that needed some kind of release. But… " 

Hadn't he run from this all day? This one picture in his mind. He'd worked himself to exhaustion because every time he thought of her, desire burned through him, and he couldn't ask her to be with him tonight. He couldn't. Because of that one fragment of memory. But he had to ask. Had to know. She couldn't stay here with him if he didn't know how close he'd come to destroying her. 

He opened his eyes and looked at her. "I do remember one thing. Me standing by the bed, holding my war blade. And you cowering in one corner of the bed." 

Marian shook her head.Then she paled as his words sank in. "No, Lu-civar. No. 

You weren't trying to hurt me. You thought something had gotten into the room, into the bed. You were trying to protect me." 

"Nothing could have gotten into that room, not with all the shields I had around it." 

"Nothing did," she agreed. "But you didn't know that. You were startled and…" 

"By what?" he snapped, feeling raw…and not sure he really believed her. 

She mumbled something and wouldn't meet his eyes anymore. 

"What?" 

"I didn't know my feet were that cold, but then you screamed and leaped out of bed and—" 



He looked at her feet. 

"I'm wearing socks." 

She sounded grumpy. Grumpy was good. Grumpy was wonderful. 

"You didn't hurt me, Lucivar. Not in any way." 

Relief surged through him, but his heart still ached because he'd sensed a lie beneath her words. He tried to smile, "But you don't want me for a lover." He saw hope in her eyes—and maybe something more? "Do you want me, Marian?" 

"I—" She swallowed hard. "Yes, I want you." 

He held out a hand. "Then take me." 

She turned shy and uncertain. Couldn't quite look at him. Another kind of woman wouldn't have hesitated to take what he offered. Marian might, given time and encouragement, initiate sex by giving a quiet invitation, but she would never demand. 

He approached her slowly, his fingers linking with hers when he got close enough to touch her. "Take me, Marian." He stepped back, bringing her with him, until he could sit in one of the chairs. A quick tug and a deft move had her straddling him. 

He brushed her hair away from her face, enjoying the feel of that black silk flowing around his fingers. His lips touched hers, a soft kiss. "Take me." 

He remembered her, but now he could savor the sensations of being with her. The way her mouth opened for him. The timid way her tongue stroked his, encouraging him to take what he wanted. Soft. Sweet. The kind of sex he'd never had before. 

Her fingers flexed on his shoulders, her only signal that she wanted more. 

His mouth drifting along her jaw and down her neck, he undid her tunic lacings and slipped it down her shoulders as he vanished her undershirt. He doubted she was aware of arching her back in an unspoken invitation to suckle, but he took the invitation while his hands slipped under the tunic to caress her back. 

He played with her until she squirmed in his lap, looking for what was still caged behind leather. She gasped, startled, when he vanished all of his clothes and all of hers below the waist. His hands kneaded her buttocks, rubbing her against him. 

"Take me." He lifted her, sheathed himself inside her. "Take me." She was too focused on the feel of his cock to understand he was offering more than sex, but he knew he was offering his heart as well as his body. She was ready to ride. He wanted to be ridden. But she didn't have the leverage, so he slid his hands down her legs and cupped her knees, giving her stirrups. 

He couldn't touch her, had effectively tethered himself so that he could only submit. Watching a woman ride him to her pleasure had never thrilled him before, but watching Marian lose herself in a sexual haze made him wild to touch her, taste her. But he stayed tethered, helping her ride him, gritting his teeth against the need to explode until she cried out and crested—and took him with her. 

She melted against him, limp and trembling, her head pillowed on his shoulder. 

Feeling his own muscles quiver, he released her knees and wrapped his arms around her, content to hold her. But as the sweat began to dry on his skin, he shivered. 

"Come on, sweetheart," he said, giving her a little squeeze. "We can't sleep here." 

"Can," she mumbled, rubbing her cheek against his shoulder. 

He considered picking her up and taking her to bed, then dismissed the thought. 

With the way his legs were quivering right now, he'd just dump them both on the floor. 



"We can't sleep here. It's too cold." He pushed and prodded until she finally raised her head to look at him. Her eyes were dull with fatigue, and he realized she must have tried to work herself into the ground to run from her own thoughts. "We'll have something to eat and then cuddle up in bed." 

"Cuddle?" 

Before she could fold around him again, he got her off him enough to dump her in another chair and call in a blanket to wrap around her. After calling in the robe she'd made him for Winsol and putting a light warming spell on it and the blanket, he brought the bread and cheese to the table, then ladled out two bowls of soup. 

She just watched him, which told him well enough how tired she was. 

Even hunger couldn't compete with exhaustion, and neither of them managed to finish the soup. But Marian roused enough to insist on putting the food away properly, then stumbled with him to his bedroom. 

It smelled clean. Fresh. He wasn't sure how she'd managed to air the room "when it was still so wickedly cold outside, but he was grateful the thick musk of sex was gone. 

A few minutes to add fresh wood to the fire, add more power to the warming spells, and get Marian focused enough to call in a nightgown. 

Then he bundled them into bed, set his teeth, and shifted his legs until she could warm her feet on him. Damn, they were cold! 

She curled up against him and sighed in contentment. 

Lucivar brushed his lips against her forehead and smiled. If sex wasn't enough incentive for his little hearth witch to share his bed, having a man who would keep her feet warm this winter would be. 

NINETEEN 

« ^ » 

After a hard winter, nothing lifted the spirits in quite the same way as the warmth of spring thaw, Marian thought as she went from shop to shop to do the marketing. Even Riada's muddy streets couldn't dull her pleasure…especially since Lucivar had taught her how to air walk and she could keep her boots above the mud. 

He'd taught her a lot of things over the winter months. 

As she considered stopping at The Tavern to chat with Merry and have a quick bowl of soup or stew before going home, she almost ran into the woman who stepped out of a shop directly in her path. 

She hadn't seen Roxie all winter. Didn't want to see her now. 

"Lady Roxie," Marian said, stepping to one side to go around the other witch. 

Roxie stepped into her path again. "You'd better start looking for a new position. 

When I move into the eyrie, I'm not sharing Lucivar with the likes of you." She gave Marian one scathing look from head to toe. "I suppose using you for relief was better than using his own hand, but not by much. Once I'm there, Lucivar won't have any interest in you, and I'm not going to have a servant working for me who doesn't know her place." 

A chill went through Marian. "What are you talking about?" 

"Lucivar s going to be my lover. I'll be moving into the eyrie with him any day now." 

Marian shook her head. "He doesn't want you. He'd never invite you to live with him." 

Something ugly glinted in Roxie's eyes before she smiled. "He's not going to have a choice. He's going to have to do everything I want." 

"He's the Warlord Prince of Ebon Rih," Marian protested. "You can't force him to do anything he doesn't want to do. He doesn't serve you." 

"He's going to," Roxie said smugly. Then she leaned close to Marian. "I'm going to tell everyone he tried to force himself on me but came to his senses before it became an actual rape. The Queens in Ebon Rih won't demand an execution… 

they wouldn't dare, considering who he's related to. But I'll insist that he be made to serve me for a year as the price for the trauma inflicted by his unbridled lust. 

And they'll give him to me." 

Marian stared at Roxie, stunned. Accuse Lucivar of rape? The accusation alone would require going before a tribunal of Queens to determine the man's innocence or guilt, and even if he was declared innocent, the taint of being accused could shadow him the rest of his life. It had happened to a friend of her father's. Despite being falsely accused, the Warlord had been dismissed from the court…and had ended up leaving Askavi because even his closest friends had turned away from him, afraid their own reputations would be smeared if they were seen with him. 

Even though it still chilled her to think about it, she understood why the Warlords who attacked her had planned to kill her. If she had survived the rape and accused them, at the very least, their standing in society would have been ruined. If a nobody hearth witch could ruin aristo Warlords in Terreille, what would an accusation made by an aristo witch do to a man in Kaeleer, where the laws and Protocols were upheld far more strictly? 

And if the people in Ebon Rih thought Lucivar was freed because of his family connections rather than because he was truly innocent, it would shatter his life. 

The Blood here would never continue to accept him as the Warlord Prince of Ebon Rih. 

"You can't," Marian said. "Even if they believed you, even if they did demand that he serve you, he's an Ebon-gray Warlord Prince.You'd never control him." 

"He'd have to wear a Ring of Obedience," Roxie replied. "I've heard those Rings can control any male." 

Roxie didn't care that this would ruin him. She just wanted to enslave him, wanted to force him back into that pain he'd endured when he'd lived in Terreille. Lucivar would never obey Roxie willingly, so she'd have to use the Ring to hurt him…and because he'd never shown any interest in her, she would enjoy hurting him. 

"You can't do that to him," Marian said as something inside her strained to break free. 

"Watch me." Roxie turned and started to walk away. 

"No!" Dropping her basket, Marian threw herself at Roxie. 

Lucivar pushed his way through the crowd, cursing under his breath. A brawl on the main street of Riada. Just what he needed today. He'd hoped to convince Marian to set aside her chores for an hour to go flying with him since it was a lovely day and she hadn't had much of a chance to enjoy her recovered skills during the winter. Although that icy free fall they'd performed one sunny afternoon had ended with an enjoyable evening keeping each other warm in bed. 

First he'd take care of this mess, then share a midday meal at The Tavern with Jaenelle as they'd planned. After that, he'd go home and see— 

He reached the front of the crowd and stared at the two women rolling around in the mud, punching, slapping, and generally trying to tear each other apart. 

"Mother Night, Marian," he said, shaking his head. What in the name of Hell was she doing? 

Moving forward, he waited for an opening, then grabbed the back of Marian's belted cape and yanked. He heard cloth rip as he lifted her enough to get his other hand under her and haul her back out of Roxie's reach. 

He felt her legs tuck up and had a moment to think she was trying to help him set her on her feet before he recognized the intent. Releasing the back of the cape, he pivoted in time to take that two-footed kick on the thigh rather than in the balls. 

Since he was still holding the front of the cape, when her feet dropped to the ground his fist became the 

hinge her body swung on. Straightening his arm at the last second prevented her roundhouse punch from connecting with his face hard enough to break his jaw or her hand, but it would still leave a bitch of a bruise. 

And that, he thought, was more than enough. 

One fast jerk that ripped more seams and she landed on his shoulder with a whoof that knocked the air out of her. 

"Bring that one," he growled as he marched toward The Tavern, which was the closest place that had chairs and enough space to deal with… whatever this was. 

The crowd, he noted sourly, didn't move out of his way. Seeing where he was headed, they stampeded toward The Tavern to get ringside seats. 

Great. Wonderful. At least they had sense enough to leave two tables empty. 

He dumped Marian in an empty chair. When she popped right up again, he shoved her back into the chair and held her arms down as he leaned over her and said in his most menacing voice, "Sit down, Marian. Sit." 

His quiet, gentle hearth witch bared her teeth and snarled at him. 

He would have kissed her for finally producing a decent snarl except he was fairly sure she'd bite him if he tried, and then she'd feel bad. Not as bad as he would, but once she came to her senses, she'd feel bad about doing it. 

He kept Marian locked to the chair while two men brought a wailing Roxie into the tavern and settled her at the other empty table. Whatever had gotten Marian so riled up was still churning through her, so when he finally stepped back, he made sure she'd have to go through him in order to tangle with Roxie again. 

"Now," he snarled as he looked at the people crowded into the tavern's main room, "what in the name of Hell is going on?" 

"She attacked me!" Roxie wailed. "Just because I told her she wasn't going to work for us after I moved into the eyrie." 

"Since you're never going to move into the eyrie while I'm still living there, that's not a problem," Lucivar snapped. He looked at Marian and shook his head. "Is that what this is about? Didn't it occur to you she was lying?" 

"Of course I knew she was lying," Marian snapped back. "But she • said…" 

"I am going to live with you!" Roxie shouted as she continued to sob. "You want me. You know you do. When I was in your bed—" 

"I told you I'd slit your throat if I ever found you there again," Lucivar said. 

A collective gasp. Then the room fell silent. 

"You didn't mean it," Roxie sobbed. "You were bluffing to—" 

"I don't bluff." 

Roxie stared at him. 

Disgusted, Lucivar turned back to Marian. "Was that the whole of it? What else did she say?" 

He saw Marian's eyes shift from side to side, taking in all the people waiting for her answer. He watched her temper fade and her usual quiet nature surface. 

"Nothing," she said. 



There was more. He could tell by the way she wouldn't meet his eyes that there was more. Well, he'd get it out of her after he got her back to the eyrie and checked her over to make sure the minor cuts and bruises he could see were the worst of her injuries. 

"What else did she say?" asked a midnight voice from the doorway. 

Hell's fire, Mother Night, and may the Darkness be merciful. The last thing he needed right now was Jaenelle stepping into this. 

Marian looked at the Black Jewel hanging from the chain around Jaenelle's neck, then looked into those sapphire eyes—and swallowed hard. 

"She said she was going to tell people Lucivar tried to force himself on her so that he would have to serve her," Marian said, her voice barely above a whisper. 

"He's an Ebon-gray Warlord Prince," Jaenelle said. "How would she control him?" 

Marian licked her bloody lower lip. "With a Ring of Obedience." 

Lucivar swore quietly, viciously, the memory of the pain that a Ring of Obedience could inflict shuddering through him. 

"She's a lying bitch!" Roxie shouted. 

"Is she?" Jaenelle asked, her eyes never leaving Marian's face. "There's a simple way to tell. Are you willing to open your mind to me, Marian? Will you let me read your thoughts, your feelings, your heart? Will you open yourself to me, knowing that if what you said here is a lie, I will take you down into the abyss so deep it will shatter you, destroy you? Are you willing?" 

Jaenelle, don't do this, Lucivar thought. 

Marian sat up straight. "Yes," she said. "I'll open my mind to you." 

Everyone in the tavern waited, hardly daring to breathe. 

"And you, Roxie?" Jaenelle asked, turning toward the other witch. "Will you open your mind to me, knowing a lie will destroy you?" 

Wailing, Roxie shook her head. 

Lucivar suppressed a shudder when Jaenelle's eyes pierced him. Her rage was a living thing, and it would take so little right now to set it free—with devastating results. 

*I will deal with this, Lady,* he said. 

*And you will report to me after you've dealt with it,* Jaenelle replied. *If Roxie's taste for manipulating and controlling males has reached this point, it's not just your life that's at risk, Prince Yaslana.* 

*I'm aware of that, Lady. I'll deal with it.* 

Jaenelle nodded. Then her eyes narrowed slightly as she studied Marian. *She has no injuries that require more healing skill than you possess, but I can do the healing if you prefer.* 

*My thanks, Lady, but I'll take care of her.* He sent a touch of arrogance through the psychic thread. *Besides, she owes me for trying to kick my balls into my throat.* 

*I see. Then you must be pleased that she learned the lessons you insisted on teaching her.* 

*She still punches like a girl.* He rubbed his sore jaw. *For the most part.* 

He felt a hint of amusement from her, which was exactly what he'd hoped for. Her rage had turned aside, but it wouldn't take much to bring it back -with lethal results. As much as he loved her, he breathed a sigh of relief when she walked out of The Tavern and caught the Winds to go back to the Keep. 

Which left him with his muddy, bruised hearth witch and the sobbing bitch. 

"You two," he said, pointing to the two Warlords who had assisted Roxie into the tavern. "Escort Lady Roxie home and inform her father that I'll see him tomorrow." 

"I want her punished!" Roxie wailed as the two men hauled her to her feet. "She attacked me! I want her punished!" 

And I want you dead, Lucivar thought. But we can't always have what we want. 

He waited until Roxie was gone before turning to Marian. "As for you…" 

She shrank back in the chair, her courage gone. 

Shaking his head, he hauled her out of the chair. "Come on, witch-ling. Let's get you home while you can still move. You're not going to believe how sore you'll be by tomorrow." 

"Don't you worry about setting a meal on the table, Marian," Merry called. "I'll pack a basket and bring up a few dishes in a little while." 

"Basket," Marian gasped. "My carry basket. All my shopping." 

Taking the easy way out of this discussion, Lucivar dumped her over his shoulder, walked out of The Tavern, and caught a Wind that would take them home. 

"I'm sorry," Marian said, trying not to wince as Lucivar ripped her clothes off. 

They were past repairing anyway, and since she was the reason he was limping and had a rather impressive bruise blooming on his jaw, she figured she shouldn't argue with him about the clothes. 

"You're not half as sorry as you're going to be," Lucivar growled as he knelt to strip off her boots. He led her to the steps at one corner of the heated pool…steps he'd never mentioned the first time he dumped her in there…and kept one hand on her arm to steady her as she descended. Then he stripped off his own clothes and joined her. 

"All right," he said. "Let's have a look at you." He called in a washcloth, dipped it in the water, and washed the mud off her face. 

Gentle, thorough, grim. She watched his face as he tended each bruise, saw the flash of temper in his eyes when he came to a cut. Then he growled as he carefully checked her hands. 

"Didn't remember to put a shield around your hands before you threw the first punch, did you?" He probed her knuckles and fingers."Of course, if you'd thought to put a shield around yourself in the first place, she couldn't have landed a blow at all." 

She raised her chin. "You didn't shield, either, when you waded into the fight." 

His eyes met hers. "I wasn't expecting my lover to try to kick my balls down the street." 

My lover. The words warmed her more than anything else could. He'd never said he loved her, and she hadn't wanted to spoil the easy way they were now living together by telling him she loved him. But she thought it, felt it, more with each day…and hoped that someday he would feel the same. 

Then what she'd done finally sank in. She closed her eyes and hunched her shoulders. 

"Marian?" Lucivar's voice was sharp, alarmed. 

"I'm sorry." 

"About what?" 

"I caused a public scene. I'm sorry I embarrassed you by doing that." 

His finger rapped her chin hard enough to startle her into opening her eyes. How could he look grim and amused at the same time? 

"Sweetheart," he said, "it's going to take more than a public brawl to embarrass me. Especially since I've initiated my fair share of public scenes." 



"I've never done anything like that before." 

"Why did you this time?" 

Anger spurted through her as she remembered the look on Roxie's face, the things the woman said. "She wanted to hurt you. She wanted to take away everything that matters to you. I couldn't let her do that." 

She couldn't read the look in his eyes. Soft. Hot. Something more, but she wasn't sure what it was. 

"Do I mean that much to you?" he asked quietly. 

I love you. "Yes, you mean that much to me." 

He smiled, then brushed his lips over hers. "Do I mean enough to you that you're going to let me fuss over you without snarling at me today?" 

"I—" She frowned and studied his lazy, arrogant smile. "Do I have a choice?" 

"No." He kissed the bruise on her cheek. "But you can snarl at me. I like the sound of it." 

His mouth drifted to her neck, and his soft snarl as his teeth scraped over her skin made her float on a wave of desire. 

"Lucivar," she whispered, wrapping arms that felt liquid and heavy around his neck. "Lucivar." She closed her eyes, unable to keep them open anymore. 

She felt him shift her, felt him sheath himself inside her. Hard. Hot. Something more. 

"That's it, sweetheart," Lucivar whispered as he moved inside her. "That's it. Take all of me. I want to give you all of me." 

I want… Nothing to do but ride the last crest that left her floating. 

She was vaguely aware of being lifted out of the pool, of being dried off and tucked into bed, but she couldn't rouse herself enough to shake the warm contentment that was pulling her down to a quiet, deep place. 

"You put a sleep spell on me, didn't you?" she grumbled. 

"You'll thank me for it later," Lucivar replied, kissing her temple. 

I love you. 

"That's good to hear, witchling, because I love you, too." 

She was dreaming. Of course she was dreaming. But she smiled and let the dream take her. 

Lucivar made a pot of coffee, then rummaged through the cold box for something to eat. Ah. There was the rest of the country casserole Marian had made for dinner last night. After putting the dish in the oven to heat, he started to look around for something to go with it, but the garden caught his attention, drawing him to the kitchen window. 

Still plenty of snow out there, but where the sun had melted the snow and warmed the earth, he could see the green shoots. She'd been so delighted when she'd seen that her spring bulbs had survived the winter. 

Jaenelle had reacted the same way. 

Was that why Marian pulled at him the way no other woman did? She and Jaenelle were so different in some ways and so similar in others. Hearth witch and Queen, but the same qualities that made them both exceptional women, each in her own way. 

And she loved him. 

Lucivar smiled. 

Did Marian realize she'd said it out loud? Had she heard his reply? 

He called in the jeweler's box, opened it, and studied the two rings inside. When he'd bought Marian the amber necklace for Winsol, he'd also had Banard make these rings. Amber and jade set in a gold band for Marian. A plain gold band for him. 

Marriage rings. He wanted to slide that ring on her finger, wanted to wear that gold band that was a symbol of commitment, partnership… and love. 

They'd been together almost a full turn of the seasons. She'd seen the worst of him…no, not the worst; she'd never seen him walk off a killing field, but she'd gone through a rut with him…and, hopefully, he'd also shown her the best, had shown her she could grow in a marriage with him, that she could be everything she wanted to be. 

Maybe it was time to ask her to share her life with him, not just as a lover but as a wife. He wanted, fiercely, to be her husband. 

He closed the box and vanished it. Soon. Very soon. 

First, he had to decide what to do about Roxie. 

TWENTY 

« ^ » 

Lucivar took a deep breath before knocking on the front door of Roxie's house. 

The street was too quiet for midday, even in the aristo part of Doun. He could almost feel all the eyes peering at him from behind sheer curtains. They would have heard some version of what happened yesterday, so they knew why he was here. To pass judgment. To draw a line between what would be accepted in Ebon Rih and what would not. 

Jaenelle had been right about that. It was more than his own life at stake in this decision. He'd let his dislike of Roxie color his sense of justice, had avoided her because she reminded him too much of the bitches who'd used him in Terreille… 

and hadn't gone after her for using other men as he'd done when he was a slave because, he'd told himself, those men had had a choice about being with her. He wasn't sure of that anymore, but the Queens in both Doun and Riada had informed him with wary formality that no complaints had been lodged, no man had come forward to say Roxie had mistreated him. Didn't mean much, although the Queens here could be naive enough to believe it did. As long as an aristo witch didn't play with an aristo male whose family would protest if his reputation was damaged, the Queens would never know about the others…youths, now ashamed that lust had overruled common sense, who were considered "sluts." Good enough when a woman wanted a warm body in bed, but too "experienced" 

to be considered for a public, long-term relationship…or a marriage. 

He didn't like Roxie, which is why he'd given himself a full day to think hard about what was just…and, thank the Darkness, his Queen had approved of his decision. 

That didn't mean the aristo families in Doun were going to find it easy to swallow. 

But everything had a price. Males who warmed too many beds sometimes paid dearly. Roxie would be the lesson…and the warning…that witches who used men would pay a price as well. He'd been too passive in dealing with Roxie. He wouldn't make that mistake again. 

A servant escorted him into the formal parlor where Roxie's father waited. The man rocked on his heels, all ruffled indignation and puffed-up anger. But there was fear in his eyes. 

"Warlord," Lucivar said. 

"Prince." Roxie's father bobbed his head sharply. "I hope you've dismissed that servant. Dreadful woman, accosting an innocent girl on a public street and then spreading lies about her." 

"If you're referring to Lady Marian…" 

"Marian. Yes, that's the name! Your…" 

"Lover." 

Roxie's father paled. "What?" 

"Marian is my lover," Lucivar said softly. 

"But… But you promised Roxie…" 

Lucivar snarled. "The only thing I ever promised Roxie was that I'd kill her if I found her in my bed again." 

The man staggered toward a chair and sank into it. 

He loves the little bitch, Lucivar thought as pity stirred in him. But pity couldn't alter what he'd come here to do. In truth, he was showing Roxie more mercy than she probably deserved. "Everything has a price. The price of rape is execution. 

Falsely accusing a man of rape also has a price…the witch's Jewels… or her life." 

"But she didn't accuse you of anything! You only have that woman's…that Lady's word on it." 

"She didn't have a chance to accuse me," Lucivar countered. He took a deep breath, let it out in a sigh, and shook his head. Better just to say it and be done. "Because she didn't have a chance to play out her game, I can be… 

flexible… about the penalty. I can't justify taking her life, but I won't have her putting men's lives at risk in the land where I rule. Therefore, Roxie is exiled from Ebon Rih.You have three days to get her settled beyond the borders of this valley. 

If she's not gone by then, I'll come hunting. And if she ever returns to Ebon Rih, I'll kill her." 

"You can't!" Roxie's father wailed. 

"I'm the law here," Lucivar said. "This is as much mercy as I can offer a woman like her. You can accept it and get her out of Ebon Rih"…he called in his war blade…"or I can kill her now. I imagine there will be a fair number of young men who will sleep easier tonight if I do." 

Roxie's father clutched his chest. Tears filled his eyes. "Where is she supposed to go?" 

"I don't give a damn." He vanished the war blade. "Just get her out of Ebon Rih, or her life is forfeit." 

The man burst out crying. 

Since there was nothing more to say, Lucivar walked out of the house and down the street. It was tempting to fly away, to let speed and height put distance between him and that house. But he walked down the street so the people in the other houses would see him, would know. He was the law in Ebon Rih, and nothing except his Queen's command could change that. 

"Prince?" 

Lucivar stopped, turned toward the voice. A young man lingered in a carriageway between two of the houses. Decently dressed, but not from an aristo family. 

Probably a merchant's son. "What can I do for you?" 

"There was some talk…" He glanced down the street. "I mean… Roxie…" 

"Has been exiled from Ebon Rih." 

The youngster closed his eyes. "Thank you." 

Lucivar choked back his temper. So. Here was one of Roxie's victims. "She won't bother you anymore." 

"But what about the others?" the young man asked, pleading. 

"What others?" Lucivar snapped. 



"We… Roxie and me… we only did it twice. Then she lost interest in me, said I wasn't a good enough tumble for her to keep seeing me. But her friends started coming around to my father's shop, and they wanted… expected…"Bitterness filled his eyes."They said they'd heard I was an easy romp, and I should accommodate them the way I'd done for Roxie. But I'd cared for her, and I thought she cared…" His voice trailed off. 

"Is your family standing by you?" 

"Yes, sir. My father says caring enough to be intimate with a girl isn't a mistake. 

My mistake was in caring for the wrong kind of girl. And Mother says all young men have a trip and stumble somewhere along the way, that I'll be a better man for it." 

"But that doesn't keep the other bitches from expecting you to drop your pants," 

Lucivar said. 

The young man hung his head. "No, sir." 

He almost told the youngster there was nothing he could do for him. Then he thought about Saetan's rules for anyone staying at the Hall."This is an order, puppy, so pay attention." He waited until the youngster straightened up and stared at him. "Until I tell you otherwise, you may not have sex with a girl without my permission. That means both of you coming before me and telling me you want each other. I'll let you make the choice about kissing and petting above the waist. 

You go any further than that without coming to me first, I will beat the shit out of you. And I'll beat the shit out of her, just so it's clear that the penalty to her will be equally harsh if she pushes after you decline. You understand me?" 

"Yes, sir. Thank you." 

"Get yourself back home. No man with any sense is going to want to be anywhere near this street today." 

A restrained smile. "Yes, Prince." 

Lucivar watched the young man move down the street and turn the corner, not quite running as he headed back to his own part of the village, but moving with speed. An example he intended to follow. 

Spreading his wings, he launched himself toward the clean spring sky, then hovered for a moment before catching the Red Wind and heading for the Keep. 


* * * 

Lucivar watched Saetan sort through books stacked on the large black-wood table in the Keep's library. He wasn't sure why his father needed so many reference books, but if it had anything to do with Jaenelle, it wasn't something he really wanted to know. "Did I do the right thing?" 
"Who are you asking?" Saetan replied. 

"The Warlord Prince of Dhemlan." 

Saetan set aside the books and looked at him. "You did the right thing. You didn't have sufficient reason to order an execution or to break Roxie and deprive her of the power she might have used to… persuade… a lighter-Jeweled male to have sex with her. I imagine some harsh things will be said about you by the aristo families in Doun…" 

Lucivar snorted. "As if I give a damn." 

Saetan nodded, as if he had expected that answer. "I also imagine, when word of this spreads, the Queens who rule the Blood villages in Ebon Rih are going to think long and hard about this. So are the Warlord Princes who live in the valley. 

You've drawn the line, Lucivar, and they're the ones who will be expected to help you enforce it." He paused. "I suggest you stay close to home for the next day or two." 

"I'm not going to hide because I made a decision some of the Blood won't like," 

Lucivar snarled. 

Saetan smiled. "You're not hiding, you're practicing domestic survival skills. If you leave Marian to deal with all the visitors I expect you'll have in the next few days, she'll be more than justified in kicking your ass." 

TWENTY-ONE 

« ^ » 

Marian rushed into The Tavern, relieved to see Merry behind the bar. Even more relieved that the place hadn't begun to fill up with the people who stopped by for a midday meal. 

"I need a small keg of ale," Marian said. Then she frowned. "Maybe two." 

"Having a party?" Merry asked as she wiped down the bar. 

"A party would be fun. This is…" Marian perched on a stool. "I'm not sure what this is." 

"Word got out," Merry said, cocking her head. "You've been having visitors?" 

Marian groaned. "It wasn't so bad yesterday. Several aristo Ladies from Doun called on Lucivar to assure him they hadn't done anything to deserve exile.Which makes you wonder what they had done. But today…" 

"Last night, everyone who came into our place was talking about Roxie's exile." 

Merry reached for the coffee mug on the bar. "Good for us to be rid of the bitch. 

Good for Lucivar for doing it." She raised the mug in a salute. "Here's to the Prince of Ebon Rih." 

"And how is our Lady Marian today?" Briggs said as he walked in from the back room. 

"She needs two small kegs of ale," Merry replied. 

"I'll add a couple of bottles of brandy to that," Briggs said. "The Prince might need something a bit stronger than ale by the time the day is done." He grinned. 

"Or you will." 

Marian smiled weakly. There was more truth in that than Briggs knew. She'd baked yesterday and early this morning in anticipation of having a few visitors after Lucivar had told her about Roxie, but she hadn't anticipated so many. She'd already stopped at the bakery since there wasn't time to tend to the visitors and do more baking herself. 

When the kegs and brandy appeared on the bar, she vanished them and jumped off the stool. "I'd better get back." 

"I'm making steak pies to serve this evening," Merry said. "I'll make an extra and send it up to you. You'll have enough to do today without putting a meal together." 

"Thanks," Marian said with a smile. She hurried out of The Tavern and flew home as fast as she could. 

Hell's fire, Mother Night, and may the Darkness be merciful, Lucivar thought as he went to answer the door…again. How did Saetan tolerate days like this? A fist in the face had always gotten his message across well enough. Why did he have to talk to all these people? 

And where was Marian? The aristo bitches from Doun had looked at her with barely concealed sneers, but the merchants and other family men who were showing up looked relieved when she greeted them and offered some refreshment. He made them nervous. She was someone they felt easy being around. Which is why he'd let her run herself ragged looking after them while they waited for an audience with him. 

As soon as she got back, he was going to lock the door and they were going to sit down for a quick meal and an hour's peace. Until then… 

When he opened the door, the Queen of Riada's Consort…and husband…walked in. A Summer-sky Prince, he'd been with his Lady for ten years now and was the father of her two children. 

"Is the Queen upset about my decision?" Lucivar asked as he closed the door. 

"No," the Prince replied. Then he smiled. "Although she's had her share of visitors today. No, I'm not here on my Queen's behalf." 

Lucivar studied the man. He didn't know him well since he preferred a place like The Tavern to a dining house that catered to aristos, and the only time he'd attended dinner parties was when Jaenelle had been invited as well and needed him to be her escort. 

"When Roxie leaves Ebon Rih, she'll no longer be your problem… or ours, for which I thank you. But a woman who would make false accusations about an Ebon-gray Warlord Prince is either stupid or trouble or both." 

"We agree on that. I'm sorry to make her someone else's problem, but I couldn't justify doing more than getting her out of Ebon Rih." 

"I understand that. There are ways to handle such problems." The Prince looked uncomfortable. "Sometimes a person takes a wrong turn and needs a new place where a smear on his, or her, reputation isn't reflected back from every person he meets." 

Bitterness filled the Prince's eyes for a moment before a different memory warmed them again, making Lucivar wonder what kind of smear had brought the man to Ebon Rih for a fresh start. 

"Sometimes that's all a person needs to find everything he was looking for," the Prince continued softly. Then he stiffened, as if suddenly realizing he'd said too much. "And sometimes a person won't change. A Lady can sleep with a different man every day of the year, and no one will say a thing because that is a Lady's privilege. At least, no one will say anything publicly. But a woman who is a user gets a reputation among the men, and when she leaves one hunting ground for another, word is quietly sent to warn the men there that her… affection… may not be sincere." 

Lucivar nodded. He would have preferred blunt words to this diplomatic hedging, but he was Eyrien. "You have a solution?" 

The Prince tipped his head in acknowledgment. "My brother serves as an escort in a Queen's court. She rules one of the larger cities on the coast of Askavi. A quiet word to him would spread to the other courts. If Roxie relocates to one of their cities, they'll know." 

Lucivar thought about the young man he'd met on Roxie's street, a young man who would spend the next few years working hard to clean that smear off his reputation. "Do it." 

Just then Marian rushed in from the kitchen, looking breathless and windblown— 

and beautiful. 

"Lucivar, I— Oh. Good day, Prince." 

"Lady Marian," the Prince replied, offering her a slight bow. 

"Would you care for refreshments?" 

Lucivar almost grinned at the exasperated look she gave him, could almost hear her thoughts: Leave him alone for a few minutes, and he keeps an important visitor standing at the door. She'd come a long way from the frightened hearth witch who had sat at his kitchen table last summer. 

"Thank you for the offer, Lady, but I need to be getting back." 

When the Prince left, Lucivar locked the front door and came back to the kitchen, rubbing his hands over his face. "I don't care who comes knocking, for the next hour you and I are going to have some peace." 

"I brought back kegs of ale and some brandy," Marian said as she unbuckled the belt of her new cape. 

"Give me a hug. That will do more for me than ale and brandy put together." 

She looked at him, startled, then gave him an understanding smile as she walked into his open arms. 

"Poor Lucivar," she said as she slid her arms around him. "You've had a beastly day, haven't you?" 

He rubbed his cheek against her hair. "And it's not over yet." There was one visitor he was expecting who hadn't shown up yet. He was almost looking forward to that little discussion. 

Marian heard the raised voices when she came out of the pantry with a jar of fruit to go with the steak pie. Feeling cowardly when she recognized Luthvian's voice, but not sufficiently ashamed of the feeling to enter the front room, she stayed at the edge of the kitchen where it was least likely she'd be seen. She didn't want to get in the middle of this… especially when she heard a viciousness in Lucivar's voice that made her shiver. 

"Don't use that tone with me," Luthvian said. 

"What tone?" Lucivar snarled. "I'm not a boy you can slap down, and I'm not a slave you can control. You don't like my tone, get out of my house." 

Luthvian's voice gained a sharp, slicing edge. "You exiled an aristo witch simply because…" 

"She was a bitch, a liar, and a user. She got away with it because she never quite crossed the line of forcing a male into her bed. Well, planning to accuse me of attempted rape crossed that line." 

"You only have the word of a hearth witch that Roxie intended any such thing." 

"A witch who was willing to open her mind to my Queen, knowing a lie would destroy her. Hell's fire, Luthvian! It doesn't matter if Roxie would have gone through with accusing me. Even if she'd had second thoughts about taking me on, she wouldn't have had second thoughts abput trying that game with a male who wouldn't have known what to do once she'd gotten a Ring of Obedience on him." 

"What would you have done?" 

"Ripped the bitch apart. She wouldn't have lived an hour after she put a Ring on me." 

Marian clamped a hand over her mouth to muffle her gasp. As the tense silence continued, she peeked around the corner and caught a glimpse of Lucivar as he paced away from Luthvian and turned back, framed by the archway. The look on his face… Warrior. Predator. He looked magnificent. And terrifying. 

"You don't mean that," Luthvian said, her voice tight. 

His laugh was sharp and bitter. "I saw hundreds of Roxies while I was a slave in Terreille. They didn't survive me. Do you know why they stopped trying to use me as a pleasure slave, Luthvian? Because I was so damned vicious, and every one of those bitches left the bed damaged in one way or another. The bedroom wasn't just a battleground for me; it was a killing field. I gloried in the spilled blood, the screams, the pain… because those bitches gloried in inflicting pain, in spilling blood, in hearing men scream." 

"Stop it," Luthvian said. 

"Why? Turning squeamish? I loathed everything Roxie was." 

"She was a high-spirited aristo witch," Luthvian protested. "Maybe she'd become too obsessed with having you for a lover, but she's just…" 

"Another Prythian. Another Dorothea. Another bitch like the ones who turned Terreille into a nightmare. If you're telling me that's what is festering in the aristo families in Doun, then there's going to be a purge and a bloodletting the likes of which Ebon Rih has never seen." 

"You wouldn't." 

"I don't bluff." A long pause. "Let it go, Luthvian. I let her live. Let that be enough." 

Silence. Then the front door slammed. 

Knees shaking, Marian crept into the kitchen. Setting the jar of fruit on the counter, she glanced over and saw Lucivar in the archway, watching her. 

"You have an opinion?" he snarled. "Then say it." 

She said the only thing she could think of, the only thing that mattered. "You aren't vicious." 

He just smiled at her. "I'm a Warlord Prince, Lady. I was born vicious." 

"Not like that," she said, hating that her voice quivered. "Not in bed." 

She held her ground as he moved toward her, came close enough to touch her. 

"Yes, I am," he said softly. "That's the way I was. That's the way I could be again." He shook his head as he raised his hand, his fingertips touching her hair. 

"I want to be your lover. I chose to be your lover.That makes all the difference. 

Being in bed with you is like soaring on a sweet wind. I chose to be your lover, Marian…just as you chose to be mine." 

She threw her arms around him and held on, warmed by his embrace when his arms circled her. She gave herself a few moments to enjoy being with him before she asked, "Is this going to cause trouble between you and Luthvian?" 

His lips brushed her temple. "There's always trouble between me and Luthvian. 

This is just another piece." 

She nodded, not sure what to say to him. "There's steak pie for dinner. Merry brought it up a little while ago." 

"Then why don't I open a bottle of wine and…" 

He stiffened. When he stepped back from her, his eyes were hot with temper, on the borderline of wild. He bared his teeth and snarled softly. 

Mother Night. 

"Did you think you could hide it from me? Did you think I would have let those men into our home, would have left you alone with them when you're vulnerable?" 

"I wasn't vulnerable," she protested. "It just started." And she hadn't thought he'd be able to catch the scent of moon's blood when there was barely a hint of it yet. 

Before he could start roaring, she spun around, opened a drawer, withdrew the six pieces of parchment she'd prepared as a joke, and held them out. "Here." 

He took the pieces of parchment and looked at them, then frowned in puzzlement. 

"A certificate for fussing? What's…" He read it through. His eyes still held the heat of temper when he looked at her, but his mouth was curving into that lazy, arrogant smile. "This entitles me to twenty minutes of fussing with no snarls or grumbles from you?" 



"Yes," Marian said warily, wondering if she should mention it was intended as a joke. A fluttery feeling filled her stomach when his smile got lazier, more arrogant. 

He handed back one piece of parchment and vanished the other five. "I'll redeem this one now." 

"What? But—" 

"Uh-uh," he said, leading her over to a chair. "No snarls, no grumbles. Says so in your very own handwriting." 

"But…" 

His mouth covered hers. When he finally stepped back, whatever she'd been about to say didn't seem important anymore. 

He laughed. "You should see your face. Such a grumpy little witch." 

Well, she thought as she watched him put together their evening meal, at least she'd given him something to laugh about. 

Sitting alone at her kitchen table, Luthvian poured another glass of wine and continued brooding. 

Roxie was a bitch and a thorn in everyone's side. She couldn't argue with Lucivar about that. But she was an educated bitch from a good family. An aristo family. 

Lucivar just refused to see that some leniency had to be given for the Blood who ruled society and, more often than not, made up the courts that ruled in every other way. 

She'd kept an eye on him since he'd become the Warlord Prince of Ebon Rih. He was her son, after all. Just as she knew his father had been keeping a close eye on him. But his father… 

Luthvian gulped wine. Poured more. Better not to think of his father. 

The point was, Saetan wasn't doing a thing to encourage Lucivar to associate with Blood who were his social equals. He should have been escorting the daughter of another Warlord Prince to dinner or the theater, should have been attending dinner parties where the guests were among the elite. Instead, he was still stopping at a tavern for an ale or a meal. And who did he escort to the theater? His housekeeper. 

He was becoming too attached to the hearth witch. Oh, Marian had been useful enough cooking his meals and washing his clothes. And there was no arguing that his temper had mellowed a little since she'd started spreading her legs for him. 

But he wasn't treating her as a favorite servant or even a temporary lover. He was starting to treat her like a… wife. 

And that wouldn't do. No matter what Saetan said, it simply would not do. She wasn't going to have some Purple Dusk witch from a nothing family dilute the SaDiablo-Yaslana bloodline. Marian didn't have the education, the culture, the background. She would never encourage Lucivar to move in the
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