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TWENTY-TWO
TWENTY-THREE
TWENTY-FOUR
TWENTY-FIVE
TWENTY-SX
TWENTY-SEVEN
TWENTY-EIGHT
TWENTY-NINE

My thanks to Blair Boone for continuing to be my first reader, to Debra Dixon for being second
reader, to Doranna Durgin for mantaining the Web ste and for providing puppy information, to Candice
Cavanaugh and Julie Green for hdping me keep fit, to Pat Feidner just because, and to dl the friends
who make this journey with me.

JEWELS

WHITE
YELLOW
TIGEREYE
ROSE
SUMMER-SKY
PURPLE DUSK
OPAL [Opd isthedividing line between lighter and darker Jewels because it can be either.]
GREEN
SAPPHIRE
RED
GRAY
EBON-GRAY
BLACK

When making the Offering to the Darkness, a person can descend amaximum of three ranks
from higher Birthright Jewd.

Example: Birthright White could descend to Rose.

AUTHOR’SNOTE

The“Sc” in the names Scelt and Scevd is pronounced “ Sh.”

BLOOD HIERARCHY/CASTES
MALES
Landen—non-Blood of any race

Blood mde—a generd term for dl mades of the Blood; dso refers to anty Blood mde who
doesn't wear Jewels
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Warlord—a Jeweled mde equd in status to a witch

Prince—a Jeweled mde equd in status to a Priestess or a Heder

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

FEMALES

Landen—non-Blood of any race

Blood femde—a generd term for dl femdes of the Blood; modlly refers to any Blood femde
who doesn't wear Jewels

Witch—a Blood femde who wears Jewels but isn't one of the other hierarchica levels, dso
refersto any Jeweled femde

Heder—a witch who hedls physca wounds and illnesses; equd in datus to a Priestess and a
Prince

Priestess—a witch who cares for atars, Sanctuaries, and Dark Altars, witnesses handfasts and
marriages, performs offerings, equd in status to a Hedler and a Prince

Black Widow—a witch who hed's the mind; weaves the tangled webs of dreams and visons is
trained inillusons and poisons

Queen—a witch who rules the Blood; is considered to be the land’s heart and the Blood's mord
center; as such, sheisthe focd point of their society

Dear Readers,

In the Realms of the Blood, the war has been fought, the battle has been won, and the epic
tale has been told. But life goes on, so there are other challenges to face, smaller battles to be
fought, and other stories to tell.

Thisis one of them.

PROLOGUE

He lad his hand on the cover of his latest book, closed his eyes to shut out the world around
him, and savored this new redity that was ill so painfully swest.

They had embraced his previous story about Landry Langston. They had read his thinly veiled
discovery about himsdf and had bought more copies of that book then any other.

He was one of them. Cheated out of his heritage for so many years and discovering his true
naiure only by accident, now he could stand among them as an equd. Some—themsdves
inggnificant—had thought him worthy enough to be a casud acquaintance because his writing skills had
earned him fame and wedth, had earned him invitations to parties and literary discussons that would
otherwise be closed to alanden.

Now they would welcome him smply because of the power that flowed in his veins.

He d been overwhdmed by his discovery and had kept it a secret for dl these months. Well, an
open secret, snce he'd put it down on paper for dl to read. But now he was ready to wak among them,
to be acknowledged by them. Not just by the society sparklers, but by the true aristos. He'd even taken
thefirg step to indicate he would welcome just such an invitation.

He could see himsdf gtting at the dining table at SaDiablo Hdl, one of a smdl number of sdect
guests. He would entertain the other guests with amusing stories, and he would flirt with the Lady—but
not so much that he would offend his host. He'd heard rumors about a fool who had offended Daemon
Sadi in that way.



Had Sadi redly burned out the man's brain usng witchfire? How intriguing. Perhaps...

There was so much to learn now that he was one of them. So much. And there was so much he
could do now that he was no longer shackled by landen law. So much he couldn’t have tried before.
Except in stories.

For a long time he'd feared there was something wrong with him that made him crave the
violence that had no outlet except by beng poured into his stories. Now he knew that violence was
smply part of his nature.

Oh, yes. He was one of them now. One of the ones who waked the Redms in dl their dark
glory.

He was no longer an inggnificant landen, chained by someone esg' s rules.

He was Blood.

PART ONE
ONE

“Hdl'sfire”

Surredl SaDiablo stared at the page she was currently reading, then let the book drop into her
lap. “A body in a closet? What kind of idiot leaves a body in a closet?’

“Someone who doesn’t have large furry friends who think *human’ and ‘snack’ mean the same
thing? Daemon replied in an offhand way that told her he was paying some atention but not redly
ligening, his thoughts dill on the papers spread out around him.

Another woman might have been insulted by that lack of immediate attention. Knowing the man,
Surred just waited.

Looking a Daemon Sadi wasn't a hardship at any time, but at the moment, he was comfortably
rumpled, which made the picture even more ddicious. His thick black hair was dishevded from his
fingers running through it while he read reports and made notes of things he wanted to discuss with
Dhemlan’s Province Queens. His white slk shirt was partidly unbuttoned, giving her a view of toned
muscles and golden brown skin, as wdl aslittle flashes of the Red Birthright Jewd that hung from a gold
chan around his neck. His bare feet rested on a pillow he' d tossed onto the low tablein front of the sofa.

His deep, cultured voice dways had a sexud edge that made a woman's pulse race—even when
the look in those gold eyes promised pain ingtead of pleasure. He had a face too beautiful to be cdled
handsome, and he had a temper typicd of his caste.

Since he was one of the two maes in the entire higtory of the Blood to wear a Black Jewel, he
was as lethd as he was beautiful. And, may the Darkness help her, he was family.

It was thet lagt part that assured her she'd have his ful attention before much longer. It was the
nature of Warlord Princes to be protective and territorid—as wel as violent and deadly—so it was
pretty much agiven that a Warlord Prince was going to pay attention to the women in hisfamily.

That thought had her narrowing her gold-green eyes as she considered why he was settled in the
gtting room of the family’s town house in Amdarh, Dhemlan’s capitd city, instead of doing paperwork in
hisown study at SaDiablo Hal. Where he bel onged.

“Hdl’s fire, Sadi,” she growled. “Now that you're the Warlord Prince of Dhemlan, don't you
have enough details to keep you occupied without keeping track of my moontimes?” Which reminded
her of the problem that was going to befilling up the Stting room if he was dill there in an hour.

He set aside his papers and looked at her, his gold eyesful of warmth and amusement.

“You're married,” she said, asif he needed the reminder of an event that had taken place a few
weeks ago. “You should be keeping track of your wife, not me”

No answer. Just that annoying amusemen.



“Why don't you keep track of Marian too whileyou're at it?” she muttered.

The warmth and amusement in his eyes deepened.

Shit shit shit. He did keep track of his brother’ s wife.

Her somach gave afunny little twirl as she considered that. Daemon Sadi. Lucivar Yadana. Hdf
brothers linked through their Hayllian father, who was the Prince of the Darkness, the High Lord of Hell.
Men who were ice and fire, working in tandem to look after the women in the family—espedidly during
the few days of each moon cycle when those women couldn’t use Craft and might be vulnerable.

Which made her wonder about the Warlord she had met a a party shortly after Daemon became
the Warlord Prince who ruled the Territory of Dhemlan in the Reelm of Kagleer. The man had managed
to mantain the mask of an interesting companion until she agreed to go to the theater with him. Then his
true persondity began to seep through. She would have gone with him anyway to find out what he redly
wanted, but he d canceled, sending a note to offer his regrets and gpologies for beng cdled away
unexpectedly. She hadn't thought anything of it; just figured he'd found out a little more about her and
decided not to risk being gutted during the play’ s intermisson. After dl, men who were willing to escort a
former whore who was connected to the most powerful family in Kagleer tended to get nervous when
they discovered the former whore was also a former assassin.

Now she wondered whether the little prick-ass had canceled to avoid having a few bones
broken (Lucivar’'s method of dissuading fools) or whether he had run from a much scarier threat (if the
prick-ass had ended up having a chat with Daemon).

“What body in which closet?’ Daemon asked.

It took her a moment to remember.

“This one” She finger-sngpped the offending page of the book. “What's wrong with these
people? Why are they leaving bodies around for other people to find ingtead of disposing of them in
some sengble way? And what's wrong with the person who found the body? With help, | should add,
from a cat. What does he need help for? Even a human nose can smdl that much rotting meet.”

“Wha are you reeding?’

There was a hint of wariness mixed in with Daemon’ s amusement. Which was fair, she supposed,
snce shed made a good living as an assassin before she moved to Kadleer and acquired too many
powerful mde relatives. Not that he'd be concerned about that. After dl, he'd taught her most of the
nedtier tricks of that particular trade.

She held up the book so he could read the title.

“Ah. That book.”

Definite wariness now, asiif he had measured the distance between her chair and his place on the
sofa and was determined to mantain it.

“Is there something | should know about this book? And what kind of name is Jarvis Jenkell? Do
you think that’s his red name?’

“l wouldn't know,” Daemon replied dryly. “1 do know tha since he came out with this new
series of books, Jeendleign't dlowed to read his storiesin bed anymore. She starts laughing so hard, she
ends up flaling”

“Wheat...? Oh. Caught you, did she?”’

Stony expression.

Oh, yeah. Back to the firg subject. “So why don't these people have brains enough to bury a
body where it won't be found? Nooo, they’ll put a body in a closet...or in an old trunk in a spare
bedroom—not even up in the dtic, where it might be harder to find—or in the shed out back, where it
atracts critters that want to take home some carrion for dinner.” She clapped her hands to her cheeks,
widened her eyes, and wagged her head. “Oh! Look! It's the gardener. Who is dead. And look! There's
blood on the hedge clippers. Do you think it's a due?’

Daemon snorted out a laugh, tried to regain control, then just dumped back and let the laughter
roar.

She laughed with him, then shook her head. She was too much a professond to be able to
dismiss doppy work, even in a story. “Redly, Sadi. Granted, a landen would have to work harder than



we do to dispose of a body, but they do have shovels”

“It samygery, Surred,” he said when he could tak again. “That's the whole point of the story.
A person discovers a body, gets caught up in the events surrounding the desth, and has to figure out why
the person died and who did the killing—usudly while trying to avoid being killed himsdf. Until you've
got a body, there's no reason to look for clues”

“And no point to the story.” She nodded, since that part made sense. “That Hill doesn't explain
this character who is supposed to be Blood—or the cat. A species of kindred who have chosen to
reman hidden while pretending to be larger-than-usuad domestic cats, except for this one rogue fdine
who has decided to hep the poor, dumb, smdl-impaired human figure out murders?’

Daemon got up and went over to the corner table that held an open bottle of wine and glasses.
He lifted the bottle and gave her a questioning look. She shook her head.

After pouring a glass for himsdf, he returned to his place on the sofa. “It haa't been that many
years snce the kindred dogs and horses made their presence known, o it is possble that a species
chose to remain hidden when the rest of them decided to let the human Blood know the kindred existed.
Not likdy, but possble. As for the human side of the partnership, this is the second book with these
characters. The man discovered his Blood heritage in the firgt story and is dill learning how to use his
power.”

“Doen’'t that sound a bit too much like the stories Lady Fiona writes about Tracker and
Shadow?” Surred asked.

“l believe it was Fiond's success that spurred him to write this new gory line Jenkdl is a
well-known writer in landen atigtic circles, and he's become quite wedthy writing his mygeries. I've
read afew of the books in the other series; they’re entertaining stories.”

She huffed out a breath and shook the book. “But thid The man has never been in the same
room as one of the Blood. At leadt, not the kind of Blood he's trying to write about. You can tdl he
doesn’'t understand a damn thing about us”

Daemon gamiled. “I know. For years he's been consdered the top writer in his fidd, mogly
because his characters were clever and found imeginative ways out of difficult Stuations.”

“And entertained both landens and Blood.”

Daemon nodded. “Then ego or temper overwhemed sense when Fiond's Tracker and Shadow
gtories became popular with landens as wel as the Blood, and he began writing this new series about a
Blood mde and his kindred partner.”

“And he' s il popular with the Blood?” She put as much disbelief in her voice as possible.

“He s, but not because he's tdling a good story anymore.” Daemon lifted his glass in a sdute.
“His portrayad of the Blood is so bad it's hygtericdly funny. At least, a good number of people have
thought s0.”

Apparently Daemon wasn't one of them. “Does he know the Blood are buying the books to
laugh at the characters? That mugt be biting his ass” She riffled a few pages until she got to the next
chapter.

“l imagineit is. What are you doing?’

“l wanted to see what other Blood things he's doing wrong.”

“The point of one of these storiesisto read it in order to see the clues as they're reveded.”

He was getting that bossy tone in his voice. She wasn't sure if it was family bossy or Warlord
Prince bossy, but he' d stare her down if she tried to ignore him. Once he went home, she could...

Shit.

She glanced at the clock on the mantel, considered the man now studying her, and decided not to
wagte time being subtle.

“Y ou have to go home now.”

“No.”

She hadn’t thought giving him an order would work, but he didn't have to sound so politey
unyidding about it. Now the only way to get rid of him was to tdl hm why he had to go.

“Rainier will be here soon,” she said.
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Something under the pleasant tone made her think of a cat sharpening its claws before it went out
to play with the mouse.

“You like Ranier,” she said. “He works for you.”

Daemon settled back on the sofa, meking himsdf more comfortable. “I'm aware of tha.” He
waited a beat. “Why is he coming here this evening?

For the same reason you'’ ve got your ass snuggled into the sofa. Which was not something a
witch said to any mae rdative who was bigger than she was and wore darker Jewels than she did.

“Doexn't he have family of his own to fuss over?’

Hdl'sfire. He was going to get pissy about this.

“Actudly,” she said, “he doesn't.” A flicker in Daemon's eyes warned her he was aware of the
liewithin the words—he knew perfectly wel Rainier had family livingin Dharo—but he didn’t know why
the words were dso true. And she wasn't looking forward to being the one to tdl him. “His family
preferstha he stay away.”

“Because he prefers to warm a man's bed rather than a woman's?’

It was like seeing a sorm coming and knowing you couldn’t get out of the way intime,

“No,” she said softly, “it's because he's a Warlord Prince.”

A heartbeat. That's dl it took. Daemon, the amused mde rdative, was gone. The Warlord
Prince who looked at her...Not the Sadist, who could be so degantly vicous. Thank the Darkness, it
waan't that facet of Daemon’s persondity that had surfaced. No, this was Prince Sadi, ruler of Dhemlan,
who was congdering the depth of the insult contained within her words.

“They aren’t like our family,” she said hurriedly.

A moment of dlence. Then, too softly, he said, “Explain.”

Shedidn’'t dare look at the clock to see how much time was left. It didn’'t matter. This discusson
hed to be over, done, fast.

“Mog of the mdesin the SaDiablo-Y adana family are, or were, Warlord Princes. So none of
you are different from the rest. You know how to live with a Warlord Prince. The women in this family
know how to live with a Warlord Prince. But Rainier...From what | gathered, there had been a couple of
Warlord Princes in the family bloodlines over the generations, but they’ d worn lighter Jewels, so the more
aggressve, predatory natureé’—Shit! Don’t remind him of that!—*of a Warlord Prince was balanced
by not having as much power. But Rainier wears an Opd Jewe that's considered a dark Jewel. His
family didn’t know what to do with him when he was young and wore Purple Dusk as his Birthright, and
as sure as the sun doesn't shinein Hell, they don’'t know what to do with him now.”

“So they turn away from him.”

Oh, yeah. Thiswas tumning into a fun discussion.

“To his benefit, snce they don't deserve to have him.” She put some snap in her voice, hoping
for aflash of amusement from him.

Nothing.

“A Warlord Prince needs afemde to fuss over—if not family, then afriend,” she finished quietly.

“Having his company for the evening isfine, Surred, but—"

“Hell be saying for breakfast.”

Long pause. “You trust him that much?’

Now they had gotten to the core of it. Did she trust & man who wasn't family during the hours
when she was adegp and would be the most vulnerable? “Yes, | trust him that much. So go home to your
wife, Sadi.” Then | can read this book however | want to.

Another pause. Then the Warlord Prince of Dhemlan took a deep bresth—and Daemon let it out
inaggh as he stood up.

“All right, then.” Uaing Craft, he vanished dl the papers and called in his black jacket. He dipped
on the jacket, then ran his fingers—with their long, perfectly manicured, black-tinted nalls—through his
hair. Now the hair looked bedroom-disheveled. Now the partidly unbuttoned shirt looked like a lure to
attract and entice.



Which was insane, because the only woman who could safely have Daemon Sadi as a lover was
Jeendle Angdline, Snce she was the only woman he wanted for a lover.

Don't just St here. Get up. Move. You' ve got no fighting room in this position.

Then alittle flash, ablink of light near the floor. Nothing there, bui. ..

He was 4ill barefoot. There was something too sensud about him 4ill being barefoot when he
was wearing that dlk shirt, the expensive jacket, and the too-well-tailored trousers that taunted women
with a hint of what they couldn’'t have.

She pondered the feet and not the sgnificance of their movement until he was leaning over her,
one hand resting on the arm of her chair, the fingertips of the other hand drifting down the page of her
book, then over her thumb and wridt.

She actudly fdt her heart skip a besat in anticipation of a kiss before it began pounding like a
rabbit’s.

Why was he doing this? What did he want from her? Those golden eyes held hers, demanding
her atention. The way his mouth curved in a hint of a amile seemed to promise dl kinds of delights.
Which was probably the exact look the Terreillean Queens who had used him saw right before he killed
them.

Then hislips brushed her cheek and lingered there as his chained sexud heat washed over her.

“Enjoy your evening, cousin,” he said.

He eased back—and glided out of the room.

Had he used Craft to open and close the door, or had he used the power that lived within him to
amply pass through the wood? She didn’t know, didn't care. She fdt a bit breathless—and more than a
litle scared. When Daemon was the Sadist, he used sex as a terifying weapon. She fdt as if she'd
brushed againg that side of his temper, but she didn’'t know why he' d be angry with her.

Maybe nothing. Probably hadn’t even been aimed at her. Just feding pissy about Rainier’s family
wasdl.

Which reminded her.

Shaking off the sexud haze—which she wasn't in any mood for anyway—she glanced a the
clock. Rainier was late. Wasn't that lovely? Now that she knew the book was meant to be glly, she
wanted to read alittle more. And she wanted to flip through and discover some of the other stupid things
this Jarvis Jenkell thought the Blood did.

She picked up the book and tried to flip through the pages.

Tried to flip through the pages.

Tried to flip through the pages.

“That whoring son of awhoring bitch!”

As he waked down the town house's steps, Daemon reached insde his black jacket. Then he
stopped, baffled that he’ d been reaching for a cigarette case he hadn't carried in severd years.

He couldn’t remember when he'd stopped smoking the black cigarettes. Sometime during the
years when his mind had been shattered and he'd wandered the paths of madness the Blood caled the
Twiged Kingdom. During the years when he was dowly regaining his sanity and lived in hiding with
Surredl and Manny, it hadn’t been prudent to cal attention to themselves by adding an expensive item to
their supplies when the invdid—and fictitious—owner of the idand had never ordered cigarettes before.
Now the only way to get the things would be to buy them from a supplier in the Redm of Terrelle, and
there was nothing he wanted from Terrellle. Nothing.

Which didn’t explain his suddenly dipping into the movements of an old habit.

Then he looked up at the town house' s Stting room windows—and smiled.

His reaching for a cigarette had been a response to memories of the hundreds of times he and
Surredl had spent an evening together in exactly the same way—enjoying each other’s company while
pursuing individud interests. Which meant the two of them had findly circled back to being the friends
they had been once upon atime.

She was twelve when he first met her and her mother, Titian. A pretty, leggy gifl with the Hayllian



coloring of black hair and light brown skin that had come from her Sre, Kartane SaDiablo. But her eyes
were gold-green ingtead of pure gold and larger than usud, and her ears were ddicady pointed. The
dightly oversized eyes and the ears, dong with a dim body that was stronger then it looked, came from
Titian, who had been a Black Widow Queen of the Dead Mon, one of the Children of the Wood.

So Surred had a dud bloodline, as it was politdy caled in Kaeleer. Hayllians were one of the
long-lived races; the Dea d Mon were not. Her body had matured closer to the pace of the short-lived
races, but her emotions...

Because he/'d seen her only for an evening here and there, and because she'd had to grow up
hard and fast after Titian was murdered, it hadn’t occurred to him that Surred’s emotiona maturity might
develop a a dower pace, that even after a few centuries of bang a whore and an assassin, she had 4ill
been more of an adolescent girl than a mature woman. So in a way, the night that had broken ther
friendship was as much hisfault as hers.

Shel d been young and foolish and drunk the night she had asked him to show her what Hayll’'s
Whore could do in bed. She'd said it would be a festher in her cap because no whore who worked in a
Red Moon house could dam actud experience in bed with him. And he, who had thought of her as a
young cousin, had been hitterly hurt a what he'd seen as a betrayd of his trust. So he had responded
with a cold fury, and he had shown her whét it was like to dance with the Sadit.

That night changed things between them, and it was only because of Jeenelle that their friendship
began to mend. Jaendle, who was Witch, the living myth, dreams made flesh. She had been a child when
they had both met her. She grew up to be an extraordinary Queen. Then she sacrificed hersdf to stop the
war being orchestrated by Hekatah and Dorothea SaDiablo—the High Priestess of Hel and the High
Priestess of Hayll, respectively.

Because of their mutud commitment to Jeenelle, he and Surred had found their way back to
being friends—and family. Maybe it was because they were findly comfortable with each other again that
his leavetaking had been as much warning as distraction. Even Surred couldn’t afford to become
complacent and forget what he was.

Now there was another connection he had to consder: Ranier.

Prince Rainier had met Jeendlle and the coven when he'd been hired to be their dance ingtructor.
Unlike the ingructors who had come before him, he had been no more than a few years older than them
and had thrived on the contact with the young Queens who, not many years later, would rule Kaeleer.
When Jeendlle formaly became the Queen of Ebon Askavi, Rainier joined her court as a Second Circle
escort, dthough he'd continued to make aliving as a dance ingtructor.

Now there was no court a Ebon Askavi. Not officdly. And tha was the problem. The
Warlords and Warlord Princes who had served in the First Circle dready had a connection to other
courts—usudly the court of the Queen they had married or were related to in some way. But Ranier had
sarved in the Dark Court, and when it ended, he could no longer legitimatdy dam to be saving a
Queen. Oh, no one had pushed it during that fird year, especidly after they’'d heard Jeendle had
survived. No one had disputed Rainier’s daim that he dill served Witch in an unoffiad capacity. But the
day had been coming when other Queens wouldn’'t have considered that a vaid reason to refuse sarvice
in another court.

That was why he had hired Rainier and given the man a five-year contract, duties to be flexible
and as needed. While no mde born in the Shadow Redm was required to serve, it was assumed tha
most would spend some time serving in a court a one point in ther lives or another. And Warlord
Princes, who were considered a dangerous asset because of thar tempers and nature, were sometimes
treated as outcastsif a Queen wasn't holding the leash. Evenin Kaeleer.

Despite his family’s opinion of him, a man like Rainier would be a prize. He was a fine-looking
men with a dancer’ s lean build, fair skin, green eyes, and a mane of brown hair. He had an easy manner
and amild temper for a Warlord Prince. But while he made a ddightful—and protective—companion, he
wasn't suited for bedroom duties. Even if Rainier had taken a contract with one of the coven—and
because he was a friend, they had dl offered him a contract—service in the bedroom for the other Ladies
inthe Queen’'s Firgt Circle would have been unspoken but understood.



Saving the new Warlord Prince of Dhemlan was the best solution. There was no court, so there
were no Ladies who could demand service. And yet no one was going to argue that service to him
wasn't sufficient to control another Warlord Prince.

So the arrangement promised to work wel for both of them.

And here comes the innocent now, Daemon thought, suppressng a grin as Ranier turned a
corner and walked toward the town house, his stride easy and graceful.

“Prince Sadi,” Rainier said when he reached the town house' s steps.

“Prince Rainier,” Daemon replied.

Ranier's eyes flicked to the town house's door before focusng on the Prince he served.

“I'm on my way out,” Daemon said. “I understand that you' re on your way in. For the night.”

“Isthat a problem?’

“Not for me” Daemon stepped aside and waited until Rainier had cdlimbed the stairs and raised
the knocker on the door. “How are your reflexes this evening?’

Ranier twisted a the waist and looked down & him, dearly puzzled. “They're fine Why?”

“You may need to be fast on your fegt.”

With that, Daemon walked away. It was a pleasant summer evening. Since he wasn't expected
home, he'd walk to his favorite bookshop and see if there was anything new that might whet Jeenell€'s
appetite for Sories.

Then he'd go home and see what he could do about whetting her other appetites.

“l saw Prince Sadi on my way in,” Rainier said as he waked into the gtting room. “He seemed
amused about something.”

“Let's see how amused he is when | put his bdls through a meet grinder! While they're ill
attached!”

To give him credit, Rainier didn’'t turn and run out of the room. But he dso didn't come any
closer. Surred was't sure if the wariness was Sncere or a sop to her ego, snce he was the dominant
power right now, despite the fact that she wore Gray Jewels and he wore Opal. She didn't care if it was
sincerity or sop. She just wanted someone to howl at.

“Look what he did to my book!” she walled, shaking the book at him. “Look!”

Cautious, he came closer. Encouraged that she wouldn't lose her audience, she tried flipping
through the pages to demongtrate.

“The pages are stuck together,” Ranier said. “Is the book defective?’

“He did this” She turned the page, as if she'd finished reading it. That she could do. Then she
tried flipping through pages and dl the pages stuck together. “I can turn one page at a time, but if | want
to skip around to—"

“Wouldn't that poil the story?’ Rainier asked, bresking into her rant.

“Stop thinking likeamde,” she snarled.

He grinned at her. The grin didn’t last long when she just stared at him.

“Sorry,” he said, doing his best to sound meek.

She looked down at the book, and her eyesfilled with tears. Stupid to get weepy over something
30 foolish. Moontime moodies. Didn't hit her often, thank the Darkness, but she was entitled to a mood
or two when she didn’t fed wel and couldn’t use Craft on top of it.

A tear plopped onto the back of her hand. She sniffled—and heard a low sound rumble through
the room. Growl? Snarl? She looked up to ask Rainier and...

“He made you cry,” Ranier said, saring at her through the glazed eyes of a Warlord Prince who
hed risen to the killing edge.

“The bastard played a crud trick and made you cry.” He took a step toward the gtting room
door.

Hdl's fire, Mother Night, and may the Darkness be merciful. He was going after Sadi. He saw
tears and gut inginct kicked in, and he was going after Sadi, who was the mogt powerful mde in the
Redm. And Daemon, when chalenged, would give Ranier a chance to back down—and then would



lash out in response to his own predatory nature, destroying the other man completely.

“No.” The book went flying as she propdled hersdf out of the char and grabbed his am.
“You're not doing this”

“He made you cry.”

“He pissed me off, and | got weepy. He wouldn't have done it if hed known I'd get weepy.”
Which was true. On any other day, she would have raged for a few minutes and then tried to figure out
how the spdl worked. Or she would have stomped over to the nearest bookshop and bought another
copy of the damn book.

“Rainier.”

At the moment, she had some sympathy for his family's ingbility to deal with a Warlord Prince,
but she wasn't going to let him leave. She could think of a lot cleaner ways to commit suicide then
chdlenging Daemon. If that meant channding her power when her body couldn’t tolerate being the vessdl
for that power, s0 beit. She'd dap enough shidds around Ranier to cage him for a while. It would hurt
like a wicked bitch, but she'd do it. And then she’'d grab the fastest messenger she could find to ride the
Winds to Ebon Rih and ddiver a message to Lucivar. He' d arrive with that Eyrien temper of his stoked
to the point of exploson and ydl a Rainier for consdering something so stupid. He'd ydl at her too, for
hurting hersdf by usng Craft when she shouldn’'t. And then he and Rainier would be merciless about
fussng over her because, to thar stone-headed way of thinking, she needed to be fussed over.

What did Jeendlle keep tdling her? Work with a Warlord Prince's nature instead of trying to
work agand it.

She sagged againgt Rainier so suddenly, he grabbed her to keep her on her fedt.

“Surred?’

Razor-sharp tone, but not the killing edge. This was worry now, focused completely on her.

Good.

“You promised to stay with me tonight,” she said. Don't sound pathetic. He won’'t believe it
for a moment if you sound pathetic.

“l know but—"

“A mood, Rainier. Just a mood. You don't ask a man to step onto the killing fidd for a mood.”
At leadt, not in Kaeleer. The bitchesin Terrellle had doneit dl the time.

He studied her, and she could fed the tension inhim dowly fading.

“That'sdl itis?” hefindly asked. “Just a mood?’

She nodded, then rested her head on his shoulder. It was nice to have a mde friend. Her one
attempt at a romantic relationship with a man had left her with a heart bruised badly enough to wither any
sexud interest she had in the gender. At leest for the time being. So it was nice to spend time with a mde
who didn’t want her to be more than a friend.

All she had to do was avoid getting him killed.

“Was there anything you wanted to do this evening?’ Rainier asked.

The brilliance of an idea dazzled her for a moment.

“Wdl,” she sad, “I was curious about that book, especidly now that | know the things in there
about the Blood are very glly. But | don't want the frudiration of those stuck-together pages.” And she
was going to send Daemon a blistering letter about tricks that dmost backfire.

No. Not Daemon. She'd send a note to Unde Saetan. He may have retired from being the
Warlord Prince of Dhemlan, he may have taken up residence a the Keep as a retreat from the living
Redms, but he was dill the patriarch of the SaDiablo family, and no one could flay an erring son with a
look or a phrase as wdl as the High Lord of Hell.

Cheered by the thought, she dmogt didn’t respond in time when Rainier said, “I could read the
gory to you, if that would be pleasing.”

“I"d like that.” She stepped back. “I’'m going to freshen up firs. Could you see about getting
some food we could nibble on?

A relaxed amile and alook of pleased anticipation in his eyes. “I could do that.”

As ghe dimbed the airs to her room on the second floor, Surred considered how annoying the



evening might have been. She would have wanted to read the book; Ranier would have wanted some
way to look after her, and his need to fuss would have scraped on her temper. Now, with him reading
the story to her, they could talk about it and laugh over it, and they would both have an enjoyable,
entertaining evening.

She paused outside the door of her room to consider everything that had happened.

One spdll, designed to annoy her just enough. One man, who understood the nature of Warlord
Princes dl too well.

Since Daemon had found a clever way to take care of her and Rainier, maybe she wouldn't send
thet note to Uncle Saetan after dl.

She shook her head and amiled as she walked into her bedroom. “ Sneeky bastard.”

TWO

Ealy morning. Cool ar againg his bare skin—air that held the promise of heet later in the day.

No longer desping and not quite awake, Daemon breathed in the scent of his wife, his love, his
Queen, and breathed out a Sgh of contentment. His hand caressed Jaendll€ sthigh, traveled up her bely.
Not to arouse, just to confirm that she was here, was redl. 1t wasn't something he took for granted.

Then his hand moved higher, curved around a breast, and he smiled with pleasure a the fed of
that warm, round flesh againg his pdm and the caress of soft, thick fur againgt the back of his hand.

Fur?

Fully awake now, he opened his golden eyes hdfway. He tried draightening his legs, but the
weight that was pressed againg the back of his knees gave an annoyed grunt followed by a deepy yawn.

Ladvarian. The Scdtie was a Red-Jeweled Warlord and the mogt trusted liaison between humean
Blood and kindred, who were the Blood of the nonhumean races that lived in Kagleer. HE'd been a
puppy when he'd decided Jeendle belonged to him as his Queen and had come to live with her at the
Hdl. Years later, he' d been the stubborn heart that had rdlied the kindred to do the impossible and save
Jaendle when she' d been torn apart by the power she had unleashed to stop awar.

The kindred had developed a fine sense of when not to come into the bedroom, but Daemon
hed gotten so used to some of their psychic scents that their presence no longer roused him from deep
when they dipped into the room.

Didn't mean it didn't annoy him to wake up and discover company in his wife's bed. Especidly
since the bed was hig enough to be aandl room and there was no reason to be crowding him. Unless...

He raised his head and looked at the bed' s fourth occupant.

Kadlas lay on his back, sprawled over the large bed. Eight hundred pounds of limp Arcerian cat.
An enormous blanket of white fur.

Kadas stared at him through haf-lidded eyes. Daemon couldn’t decide if it was a deliberate
imitation of his own look or lazy arrogance.

Daemon bared his teeth, a show of dominance.

Kadlas bared his teeth, leaving no doubt theat his teeth were more impressve.

Contentment vanished. Temper scratched. It didn't matter that Kaglas wasn't arivd lover. It
didn't matter that he usudly tolerated the cat’s presence, acknowledging that the Red-Jeweled Warlord
Prince was one of Jeendll€'s fiercest protectors. What mattered was that on this particular morning, he,
who was Jeend €' s husband, didn't want to share her bed with a damn cat!

Thefedings swdled, bubbled up, demanded an outlet.

Daemon snarled, usng Craft to let that soft sound rall through the room like thunder.

Kaelas snarled, not needing Craft to fill the room.

Then Jeendlle snarled.

Suddenly he was the only mdein the bed.



«WEll tdl Bede you need coffee» Ladvarian said, usng a psychic spear thread to keep the
comment just between the maes.

«You do that,» Daemon replied, watching the way Kaelas shifted from one paw to the other, as
if uncertain whether to stay or run.

Jeendlle Stirred.

Kaelas sprang toward the glass doors connected to the balcony that looked out over Jeendl€'s
courtyard. He passed through the glass, legped over the bacony railing, and landed in the courtyard two
floors below.

Ladvarian ran draight for the indde wal and passed through it to the corridor, no doubt racing to
find Bede and inform the Hall’ s butler that the Lady was awake.

Which left him to dedl with his wife, who was not the friendliest person firg thing in the morning.
He kissed her bare shoulder, an acknowledgment that he knew she was awake. “Good
morning.”

He' d been a pleasure dave for centuries when he'd lived in Terrellle. He knew dl the nuances for
playing bedroom games. The rules were different for a husband, but a lot of what he'd learned about
women dill applied. So he kept his voice warm and loving, with just a husky hint of sex—enough to tell
her she was desirable but not enough to imply he had any expectations.

She shifted. Turned toward him. There was nothing loving or loverlike in the sapphire eyes that
dtared at him.

“Y ou woke me up.”

A shiver of fear went down his spine. He had seen her in the Misty Place, that place deep in the
abyss where she appeared as the SAf that lived within the human skin—a Sdf that dearly revealed tha
not dl the dreamers who had woven this dream into flesh had been human.

Despite the fact that the body ill looked like Jeendlle, it was Witch who stared a him. And
Witch was not pleased.

“Sorry,” he said, brushing hisfingers over her short golden hair. “Didn’t mean to.”

She braced one hand againg his shoulder and pushed.

He could have resisted, physicaly, but he'd waited seventeen hundred years for her, and he
could no more disobey her than he could stop loving her. So he rolled onto his back, passve, knowing
he wouldn't defend himsdlf from anything she did to him.

She settled over him, her nails lightly pricking his shoulders. She rubbed againg him—and his
cock responded with enthusasm.

“Y ou woke me up.”

She nipped his lower lip, then settled in for a long, dow kiss that had his blood pumping. The
scent of her arousdl, both physica and psychic, filled him until there was nothing but need and desire.

Then she ended the kiss and her teeth closed over his throat. Not a love bite on his neck, but a
predator’s hold meant to srangle the prey. No pressure, no red menace from her, but the hold—and
what it stood for—shredded the chains that usudly held a Warlord Prince within the boundaries of
avilized sdf-control.

His long nails whigpered down her back, encouraging her to take him. His hands rested on her
ass for a moment. Then he pricked her with his nalls just hard enough to have her hips pushing down
agang him.

Snarling, she raised her head.

“You woke me up,” she said for the third time.

Thiswas't lovemaking, and it wasn't just sex. He was't sure there was a word for where they
were at that moment.

And he didn’t care.

Lifting his head, he licked her throa as he shifted her hips and sheathed himsdf insde her. Then
he purred, “I guessI’ll have to make it up to you.”

Daemon watched his hand as he poured a cup of coffee, pleased to see that the uncontrollable



shakes had settled down to little tremors.

Thar maing had been a combination of unrestrained arousad mixed with dollops of fear, which,
because of the woman, had intengfied his excitement. Sex that was savage and yet dill tender, that was
dl physcd and yet was possible only because of the depth of ther fedings for each other. When they
were done, Jeendle had staggered into the bathroom, and he, braced by sdf-discipline and sheer
stubbornness, had sumbled his way to the bathroom in the adjoining Consort’s suite. In safe privacy, he
hed braced his hands againg the shower walls, and while the hot water poured over him, his body shook
in response to what he' d been doing in bed with the woman who was his wife and Queen.

He sincerdy hoped they would enjoy each other like that again in the future. And he hoped, just
as ancerdy, that it wouldn’t be anytime soon.

“| thought men liked morning sex,” Jaendlle said, looking baffled.

“We do,” Daemon replied. Of course, “sex” was a pae word to describe what they had been
doing, but he wasn't about to debate her choice of words. Especidly snce she was weatching the hand
holding the coffee cup. Had noted the tremors. “ Of course we do.”

The baffled look changed to something that was dmogt angry, dmost hodtile. “You said it didn’t
matter. You said you could accept that | no longer wore Ebony Jewels, was no longer dominant.”

Her quiet intengity darmed him. He set the cup down. “It doesn’t matter. | can accept it. What is
this about?’

“It's about that.” She waved a hand to indicate his own. “It's about pretending that you were
with a witch who was stronger than you, and now acting dl shaky and nervous.”

Sweetheart, you didn't see the look in your eyes when we were in bed. But he saw the
problem now. Despite having gotten married twice—once in a private ceremony and again in a public
ceremony a few weeks later—she dill wasn't certain he had accepted the choice she had made.

After he'd dedt with the witches who had tried to stop the wedding by hurting her, Jeenelle had
brought him to the Misty Place and shown him the truth. So he knew she could have been exactly the
same as she had been before she' d sacrificed hersdf to save Kagleer. She could have worn the Ebony
Jewels agan ingead of Twilight's Dawn, which had only a hint of Black. But she hadn't wanted that
much power, had never wanted to be so different and so digant from everyone dse. And everyone
around her, everyone who had loved her, was 4ill adjugting to what they thought of as aloss.

“I'll agree with the part about my being shaky, but I'll dispute the accusation that I'm pretending
to be nervous” He put enough punch in his voice to assure he' d have her attention.

“Men pretend sometimes. You can't tdl me they don't.”

He acknowledged that fact with a nod. “Sometimes a man does pretend he's a little intimidated
by the woman he's bedding, even if he's the one wearing the darker Jewels” And sometimes it wasn't
pretense; men just didn't argue with women'’s incorrect assessment—mosily because they figured women
wouldn't understand that the power that was sometimes being widded had nothing whatsoever to do
with the Jewels.

To give himsdf a moment to collect his thoughts, he picked up the cup and took asip of coffee.

Damn. If he'd known they were going to have this kind of discusson, he would have put a
waming Spell on the cup. He swallowed the cold coffee and set the cup down.

“Would you say our enjoyment of each other this morning was intense?’ he asked. “Because |
would.”

A blush sained Jeendll€' s cheeks. She nodded.

Daemon sighed, a sound of strained patience. Or patient exasperation. “ Sweetheart, Sometimes
the body reacts. Should | gpologize for feding wesk in the knees and quivering? I'm your husband, and
I'm your lover. Being both—being able to be both—till takes my bresth away.”

She studied him a moment longer, then reached across the table. He clasped her hand, craving
the touch.

And that touch was enough to rekindle his arousa. He let his chained sexud heat wash over both
of them, leaving her with no doubt that if they ended up in bed before the breakfast dishes were cleared,
he would be the dominant partner.



She offered him a amdl, embarrassed amile before she released his hand and picked up her fork,
aclear 9gnd that she wasn't ready for another romp in bed.

Then again, neither was he. Not redly.

Relieved they could change the subject, he poured more coffee and gave his atention to his own
breakfast. Since he'd dready had his exercise for the day—and more—he was ravenous.

“What are you planning to do today?’ he asked.

“I'm meding Marian. We're going to walk through the building we' re going to transform into a
spooky house” Jeendle gave him a bright amile that said, Ask me. Come on, ask me.

No sane man with any kind of functioning brain would go near that statement. But he knew his
duty as a husband, s0 he sad, “ Spooky house?’

Jeendlle swallowed a bite of omelet. “1 was vigting one of the landen villages that's located near
the family vineyards, and | got to taking to some of the boys. They had the strangest ideas of what the
Blood are like—especidly snce common sense should tdll them the things they think can't be true.”

“They’'re boys,” he said. “They don’t have common sense.”

“No doubt, but | thought it would be fun to create a house based on dl the slly, spooky things
they think we live with day to day. There are usudly harvest fedtivadsin the late autumn. We could have it
ready by then as an entertainment.”

“An entertainment.” Hell’sfire, Mother Night, and may the Darkness be merciful. “Where is this
entertainment?’

“We got abig old housein alanden village located in the centrd part of Dhemlan. Well, | bought
it. It's dructurdly sound, but it looks...” She shrugged.

There was something stuck in his throat. He was pretty sure it was his heart. “You bought a
house?” And didn’t tell me?

“Ves”

She gave him an unsure but game smile—and he had a sudden understanding of the terror his
father, the powerful, Black-Jeweled High Lord of Hel, mugt have fdt during Jaenelle€'s adolescence
when greeted by that amile

“What are you doing today?’ Jeenelle asked.

Had Marian told Lucivar about this spooky house? Surely the lovely Eyrien hearth witch hadn't
kept it a secret from her own husband! Which was a thought he wasn't going to follow to its logica
concdusion because then he would gtart to wonder why his own lovedy wife hadn’t informed him until
now.

But if Lucivar had known, why hadn’t the prick sent a warning? A man did not need to be
blindsded by something like this a the breakfast table. Or any other time, for that matter.

“Daemon?’

“Uh?" Pay attention, fool. “Oh, | have some paperwork to finish up for my megtings with the
Province Queens.” He focused on his coffee cup and added, oh so casudly, “And | thought | would
drop in at the Keep and see how Father isdoing.”

“Uh-huh.” Jeendle diced her omdet in hdf, put a hdf between two pieces of toast, and wrapped
her breakfast in her ngpkin. “I have to runiif I'm going to be on time to meet up with Marian. She's a little
nervous about doing this”

| wonder why. “Are you teking one of the Coaches?’

“No, I'll just ride the Winds.” She drained her coffee cup and stood up.

Something not quite right here. “It shouldn’t take that long to reach the landen village, should it?’

She came around the table and gave him a sweset kiss. “No, it won't take that long.” Then she
gave him awicked grin. “But firs | have to ydl at the cat for waking me up.”

THREE



How did | get talked into this? Marian wondered as she followed Jaendle into the next gloomy
room of the old landen house that had sat empty and neglected for the past decade or more. Of course,
based on what she'd seen o far, the house hadn’t been cared for even when people had lived init.

She waited until Jaenelle nudged open one of the datted shutters to let in dingy light through the
gimy window. Then she looked around and decided this was the worst room yet. Judging by the
furniture, this must have been the dining room. Judging by the wallpaper, the people who had lived here
mug have wanted to discourage everyone from lingering over amed.

“Cobwebs,” Jeendle said, looking at the corners of the room.

Marian winced as she forced hersdf to take a closer look around. She was here because her
hearth witch practicdity provided baance for Jaendle’'s more whimsicd idess. Besides, they were family.
Jeendlle had been adopted by Lucivar’'s father when she was twelve, so even though there was no
bloodline connecting them, Jaendle was Lucivar’'s sster—and Lucivar’'s Queen. Since Marian was
Lucivar'swife, that meant Jaenelle was dso her sster now.

And there was another connection between them. If Jaendle hadn’t saved her and brought her to
Kaeleer, she wouldn't have survived the attack by five Eyrien Warlords, and if she hadn't survived, she
wouldn't have fdlen in love with a strong, wonderful man, and she wouldn't have a son.

So she owed Jeendle. But debt or not, family or not, there was only so much ick a hearth witch
could handle.

“Yes” she sad. “Those cobwebs definitdy will have to be cleaned out.”

“No. Wdl, yes, those will have to be cleaned out, but well put new cobwebs in the corners.
Black, sooty strands. Clots and layers. Maybe add an illuson pdl in a couple of them so it looks like
there’ s something moving.”

Marian shuddered. Her membranous wings, shades darker than her brown skin, were pulled in
tight to her body, an indinctive response to make hersdf look smaler. “They think our homes have
cobwebs?’ She wasn't sureif she was insulted or gppalled.

“And rats,” Jeendle said cheafully as she cdled in alig and handed it to Marian. “1 took notes
when | was taking to the boys.”

Those weren't boys, Marian thought darkly as she studied the ligt. Those were maggot-brained
little beasts. “We can't have rats”

“Not red ras,” Jaenelle conceded. “But we can create a skittering noise so it sounds like there
areratsinthewadls” She looked around, consdering, then frowned as they both heard a skitter skitter .

Marian closed her eyes for a moment. They’d bring some of the kindred wolves with them the
next time to dedl with the rats dready in resdence.

“So thess” —maggot-brained beasts—*boys think the Blood live in moldy rooms with cresking
doors and squesking floors and furniture that has't been dusted in a decade, and we eat in rooms that
have cobwebs in the corners and ratsin the walls”

Jeendle amiled brightly. “Yes. Exactly.”

Marian walked around the table that clogged the center of the room. What would it take to clean
that thing? Maybe a chisd. Or a dedgehammer. She stopped at the serving board and stared at the siver
saving tray set just off center enough to make her grit her teeth.

At least, she thought it was Slver under dl that tarnish.

Seaing it made something in her brain fizze She turned and marched to the closest door, baring
her teeth in a dlent snarl as she turned the grimy doorknob. It took some muscle to open the stuck door,
but when she findly succeeded, she discovered it wasn't a way out of the room. It was a storage
cupboard with shelves that had more blackened siver and bug-infested linen. And she couldn’t take any
more.

“Why not arotting corpse?’ Marian said in avoice so snippy she didn't recognize it as her own.
“Wouldn't we lock our enemiesin a cupboard and let them starve to desth while they watch us dine?’

“Wl...,” Jeendlle began.

“You said you were thinking of ghoslly narrators. So jud tdl the’—maggot-brained beasts—



“boys not to open that door. If they’re anything like Daemonar, they’ll open the door as soon as they can
just to find out why they’re not supposed to.”

“But these aren't little children Daemonar’s age,” Jaendlle protested. “These children will be old
enough to have gone through the Birthright Ceremony—or would be if they were Blood. A child that age
IS not going to open a door after he's been told not to.”

“Then have anilluson of a boy theright age. Have him be the one who opens the door. In fact,
don’'t even have a knob on the door until the ghost boy appears. Then a ghogtly knob will appear that
only he can turn.”

“He d been told not to open the door, but he did—and the knob came off in his hand, bresking
the locking spdl on the door,” Jeenelle said. “The ghost boy will back away, and vistors will hear a
maevolent laugh as the door dowly opens.”

“And that’s when they’ll see the skeleton of the boy who had been told not to open that door
and had disobeyed.”

And, apparently, would ill be disobedient even as a ghost.

“The skeleton,” Jeendle said Softly. “Yes. A boy’s skeleton. With just enough scalp Ieft to hold a
little hair, but otherwise ragged dothing over clean bones.”

“Ia't that what we dl have in the closet that holds the tablecloths and napkins?’

Slencefilled the room. Then...

“Marian,” Jaendlle breathed, “that’s brilliant. We Il have to figure out why he wasn't supposed to
open the door, but...It's brilliant.”

That would teach her to try to be bitchy. Obvioudy she didn't have the temper for it.

“Come on,” Jeendle said, heading for the hdlway. “Let's see what sort of nonsense we can
come up with for the upstairs rooms.”

Marian stared a the empty doorway and considered what would be upstars. Bedrooms.
Bathrooms. Closats. And above that, the attic.

As she reached the doorway, she heard the loud creak of the old dtairs. Heard Jeendlle's
delighted laugh. She looked at the lis Jeendle had made based on how landen boys thought the Blood
lived.

May the Darkness have mercy.

Daemon carefully leaned back againg the large blackwood table that provided a work space for
the scholars who were permitted to use the materid in this part of the Keep's library. A sore muscle in
his back. Nothing more then that. All things considered, he' d gotten off lightly.

Damn cat.

“What brings you to the Keep today?’

Affection. Dry amusement. Love. He heard dl those thingsin the deep voice. He turned his head
to look at the man sorting the books stacked in the center of the table.

A handsome Hayllian whose thick black hair was heavily slvered at the temples. His face was
beginning to show the weight of his long life, but it was the laugh lines fanning out from the golden eyes
thet cut the deepest in the brown skin. He was a Guardian, one of the living dead, and had walked the
Redms for more than fifty thousand years.

He was Saetan Daemon SaDiablo, a Black-Jeweled Warlord Prince who was the Prince of the
Darkness, the High Lord of Hell, the High Priest of the Hourglass. Formerly the Steward of the Dark
Court at Ebon Askavi—and 4ill the unofficdd Steward of that same unoffidd court—he was now the
assigtant librarian/historian at Ebon Askavi.

He had one other title, the one Daemon considered the most important: father.

They hadn't known each other for that many years. The Birthright Ceremony, where a child
acquired the Jewe that indicated the power born within that young vessd, was dso the time when
paternity was formaly acknowledged or denied. At Daemon'’s Birthright Ceremony, while he'd stood
proudly holding his Red Jewel, paternity had been denied. Saetan had been stripped of dl rights to his
son, and they had been logt to each othe—until the need to protect a powerful but fragile girl brought



them back together.

Now he had a father, someone he could tak to, someone who, being the only other mde who
wore Black Jewels and was dso a Black Widow, understood his nature better than anyone else could.
Even Lucivar.

“Do | need areason to vidt you?' he asked.

“Certainly not,” Saetan replied, walking to the far end of the table and putting three books next to
another stack.

Daemon shifted alittle to get a better look at the stacks. Were those the books to be discarded
or the ones Saetan and Geoffrey, the Keep's higtoriarvlibrarian, were trying to preserve?

Old books, from the looks of the covers. Most were so old the titles had faded and the bindings
hed become fragile despite the preservation spdlls that must have kept them intact for so long. Culling the
volumesin the Keep's vadt library was an ongoing project, and every book had to be handled with care.

“I'm adways ddighted to see you, Daemon,” Saetan said, returning to the stacks in the center of
the table. “But | recognize the difference between a casud vist and when one of you drops by because
you have something on your mind.”

Caught. But he was't ready to ask the question. So he lobbed a different conversationa ball
onto the table. “Have you heard about the spooky house?’

“The what?’

With perverse glee, Daemon told his father dl about Jeendl€'s plans to create a house based on
landen children’s ideas of how the Blood lived—and watched the High Lord of Hel pae.

“You'rejoking,” Saetan said hoarsdly.

Daemon shook his head. “ Jeendlle and Marian are there right now, ingpecting the property.”

“Can’'t you stop this?’

“Would you like to suggest how?’

Absolute slence.

For aminute, Daemon watched his father sort books, certain the man wasn't paying any aitention
to what was being placed where and would have to sort them dl over again.

“Waan't there anything else you wanted to discuss?’ Saetan asked, picking up a stack of books.

It was that tiny hint of desperation, the little undercurrent of a plea, that made it possible to ask
the question. But he turned his head and stared at the wall instead of the man.

“When | was a pleasure davein Tearellle, | woke up each morning and wondered who | needed
to kill that day, or what kind of vicious game | would have to play, or if I'd be the one who was killed. |
lived on the knife's edge every waking moment, and | honed my own temper on that edge. | earned
being cdled the Sadist.”

“And now what's the most frightening thing you face?”

“Morning sex.”

Saetan dropped the books.

Daemon cringed, hoping none of the volumes had been damaged.

Saetan fussed over the books, then stopped. Just stopped.

“I'm your father,” he said quietly. “And | am Jeenell€'s adopted father. So there are aspects of
your marriage | would prefer to remain ignorant about unless necessity requires me to know about them.
But I'll ask you: Do you need a Heder?”’

The question startled him. “No.”

“Y ou're favoring your back.”

“That's not because of Jaendle; that's because of the damn cat. She ydled a him, and he got
upset.”

Saetan Sghed, a quiet sound full of relief. “Kaglasis a Red-Jeweled Warlord Prince who is eight
hundred pounds of muscle and temper. It dways amazes me that dl it takes to turn him into an anxious
puddle of fur isfor Jeendle to say ‘bad kitty’ and rap him on the head with her fingertips”

“She did abit more than that, actudly. She yelled a the cat.”

“Why?



“He woke her up.”

Another dlence. “You were in bed with Witch?’

Sharp concern, Steward of the Court to Queen’s Consort. And the understanding that Jaenelle,
dlowed to wake up by hersdf, woke up grumpy. When dartled awake, Witch was the side of her that
woke firgd—and Witch woke up deadly.

“Then I'll ask again, Prince,” the High Lord said. “Do you need a Heder?’

Daemon shook his head.

“Your back?’

Heraised a hand, then let it fdl to his Sde. “Just a bruise. | was dtting a the desk. He came in
too fadt. | didn't expect Kaglas to completely lose his brains and try to dimb into my lgp while | was
gtting in the chair!”

“You shielded?

“Kept me from getting impaed,” Daemon replied dryly. Didn't do him much good otherwise.
Lying there on the study floor, a little stunned, getting smashed between broken chair and anxious cat,
whose huge paw—uwith claws thankfully sheathed—patted at his head while Kaglas's thoughts batted at
him. The Lady was upset. Daemon was the Lady’s mate. Daemon would make things better.

At the time, Daemon had been a bit busy trying to breathe.

Saetan rubbed his chin. “Tha was a nice char. Wasn't meant to take that kind of weight,
though.”

Neither am |, Daemon thought.

“The name of the craftsman who made it isin the household files”

“I'll contact im to make a replacement.”

Another slence. Then Saetan said, “What ds=?’

“I like my life now. | truly do. | like waking up in the morning knowing the day will be full of amdl
chdlenges and pleasures, that I'll spend part of the day tending to the family properties and finances, as
wdl as my own business ventures, and part of the day tending to Dhemlan. And through it dl, there is
being with Jeendlle. There is the wonder, and the joy, of being with Jeendlle”

“BUE?"

“But sometimes | wonder if I'll lose the edge that makes me who and what | am. Sometimes |
wonder, when the day comes for me to stand as defender, if I'll have become too oft, too tame, to
protect what matters mogt. Is that the price I'll have to pay to have a pleasant life?’

There. HE'd said it. Asked the question.

And Saetan just stood there, saring a the books, his fingertips gently brushing the topmost
Cover.

“You'll never lose that edge,” Saetan said suddenly, quietly.

“Daemon, thislife you have now is everything | could have wished for you, and | hope you have
decades where the worst chdlenges you face are morning sex with your wife and deding with an anxious
cat. But | can tdl you, here and now, you will never lose thet edge. No matter how long who and what
you are remains sheathed in that pleasant life, when the day comes for you to draw that cold blade of
your temper, it will be as sharp and as honed and as deadly asit is now. Maybe even more s0.”

A tenson he hadn’t been aware of drained out of his muscles. This was the question he'd come
to ask. Thiswas the answer he' d hoped to hear.

“Now,” Saetan sad, giving him a dry amile, “why don't you go tend the family business and let
me—’

The door opened. Lucivar walked in. Daemon fdt his body freeze, fet Saetan giffen beside him.
Not because of Lucivar, because of—

“Unka Daemon! Granpapal”

Daemonar held out his arms, little feet braced and pushing on his father’s hip, little wings flapping.
A happy bundle of Eyrien boy...in aroom ful of priceless books.

The thought terrified Daemon.

“Hey,” Lucdvar said, trying to control the squirming boy without setting off a full-scale tantrum.



“Have you two heard about this spooky house Jeendle and Marian are planning?’

Suddenly Saetan had Daemon by the am and was hauling hm toward the door with enough
speed to have Lucivar backing up into the corridor.

“Yes, Daemon was jud tdling me about that. | think this is something the two of you should
discuss, snce thisis something that should be dedlt with by husbands rather than a father. But if | think of
anything that might help, I’ll be sure to let you know.”

And somehow he was sanding in the corridor, garing at a closed door, ligening to the didinctive
snick of alock.

“Wdl,” Lucivar said, “I guess that puts usin our place.”

Lucivar's mouth was curved in that lazy, arrogant amile that usudly meant trouble, but the tone of
V0iCe was wrong.

Daemon studied his brother. Haf brother, but they had never made that digtinction. What made
the difference obvious was that Lucivar had the dark, membranous wings that distinguished Eyriens from
Hayllians and Dhemlans, the other two long-lived races. And he had dl the arrogance and titude that
came naurdly to an Eyrien mae—especidly one who was a Warlord Prince and wore Ebon-gray
Jewels,

“Do you want to—7?" Daemon began.

“No.” Too sharp, dmog cutting, even though the amile didn’t change. “Have things to do.”

Daemon fet a sudden distance between them. Why it was there, he couldn’'t begin to guess.
“Could we get together for a drink this evening? | could come—"

“I'll come to the Hall. See you then, Bastard.”

“Teke care, Prick.”

“Bye-bye, Unka Daemon! Bye-bye.”

He waved bye-bye uniil Lucivar and Daemonar disappeared around a curve in the corridor.
Then he looked back at the locked door and sighed.

He might not need to dance on the knife's edge the way he did when he lived in Terelle, but it
didn’'t look like hislife was going to get complacent after dl.

Saetan leaned againg the locked door and stared at the calling.

Why did | want children?

He'd been ratled by the conversation with Daemon, had reacted ingtead of thinking. And the
look in Lucivar’s eyes just before he' d closed the door had shown him the depth of his error. He'd fix it.
He would stop by the eyrie this evening, and he would fix it.

He was't sure how to fix the other problem. Spooky house. The words had become a sharp
bone stuck in his throat, an insult to everything he believed in. An insult inflicted by his Queen.

He had two choices. He could swalow the bone or he could cough it out. Either way, it was
going to hurt. He just had to decide which choice he could live with.

Pushing away from the door, he returned to the blackwood table just as Geoffrey stepped
through one of the archways that led to the stored books. The other Guardian looked sympathetic and
amused as he watched Saetan dhuffle afew books.

Geoffrey approached the table, picked up a book, then opened it to read the title page. “How
long do you think you'll be able to keep this up?’ he asked. “Sooner or later one of them is going to
figure out these are new books with an illuson spdl on the covers to make them look old, and you're just
usng them for a prop.”

“None of them have figured it out so far,” Saetan replied, tugging the book out of Geoffrey’s
hand. “If I'm occupied, they can take ther time working their way around to whatever they’ve come to
tak about. None of them look closdly enough to notice that the condition of the paper doesn't match the
supposed age of the books.”

“And you used some of the read books to create the templates for the pell. Quite ingenious,
Saetan. But from what | overheard before | retreated, you do have a problem.”

“l do.” The bonein histhroat scraped alittle more. “Yes, | do.”



Ludvar landed in the amdl courtyard outside his eyrie, shifted his grip on his bundle of boy, then
turned to look at the mountain called Ebon Askavi.

He waan't like them. Could never be like them. His father. His brother. Two of a kind. The
difference was't so sharp when it was one of them or the other. But when they were together...

Educated men, with a passion for books and words and learning. He was the outsder, the one
who didn't fit.

It hurt. No matter how often he tried to shrug it aside, it il hurt. And now the hurt went deeper.
Because of the boy.

He rubbed his cheek againg Daemonar’s head, fdt the sweet ache as little arms reached up to
hug.

He knew why he'd been locked out of the library. Knew why he'd been excluded. But if he had
to choose between them, he would choose the boy he hdd in hisarms.

Giving his son a kiss, he said, “Come on, boyo. You get to play with your papa today.”

FOUR

The clatters, bangs, and curses coming from the eyri€'s kitchen were not sounds Lucivar usudly
associated with his darling wife. He hesitated a moment, then set Daemonar down near the Side door that
opened onto the part of the yard that could withstand the rough-and-tumble play of an Eyrien boy and a
litter of wolf pups—and had a domed shidd around the whole thing to keep boy and pups from tumbling
down the mountain.

“Stay here” he sad.

Another hestation as he stepped over the threshold. The command would keep the boy out for a
minute or two, but not much longer. But if he shut Daemonar outside, he wouldn’t have even that much
time to assess what was upsetting Marian before Daemonar voiced his unhappiness loud enough to be
heard dl the way to Riada. So he Ieft the door open and strode across the large entry room to the
archway that led to the kitchen.

“Marian?’ he said softly.

His voice startled her enough that she kicked one of the metd buckets—and said words he'd
never heard her say before.

“Your dder,” she panted as she gathered up rags and mops and brooms. “Those
maggot-brained little beasts.”

He flinched a little over the word “maggot,” then shifted into a fighting Stance. Just as a
precaution. He wasn't sure why looking a an old house would cause this reaction, but—Hdl’s fired—
something had her riled up.

“My home is going to be clean.”

He wasn't sureif that was awall of despair or a declaration of war.

“Our homeisclean,” he said camly.

She turned on him o fast, he took two steps back before he was aware of moving.

“Don’t you patronize me, Lucivar Yadana Don't you dare!”

He raised his hands chest high in a gesture of surrender and kept his mouth shut. There was no
point trying to reason with her until she started sounding a little more like Marian and less like some
hyserica, mop-widding Harpy.

“My h-home does not have cobwebs in the corners or rats skittering in the wals or decaying
bodies”

Jugt aswel he hadn’t told her about the partialy eaten rabbit the wolf pups had Ieft in one of the
out-of-the-way rooms. He'd gotten rid of the carcass—and the maggots—hadn’'t he? And he'd



scrubbed everything down to get rid of the smdll.

Maybe he hadn’t scrubbed everything down quite wel enough?

“Mamal”

Ludivar shifted just enough to block entry into the kitchen. Daemonar, who was pdting toward
the opening, smacked into hisleg.

Before the boy could voice his displeasure, Marian wailed, “They think we live like that!” Then
thewall changed to asnarl as she added, “I need to clean.”

Since he'd spent the past few years teaching her how to defend hersdf with objects she would
normdly have at hand, he was looking a a pissed-off woman whose hands were ful of potentid
Wegpons.

“All right.” He nudged his son back with his foot. After Daemonar heard his mother snarl, inginct
hed kept the boy slent and cautious—and watching everything while hiding behind his father. “Why don't
| stop by The Tavern later and pick up something for dinner?” When she bared her teeth, he added, “It's
just a suggestion, Marian, not a criticiam.”

Thewild look in her eyesfindly faded enough for him to see the wife he loved in the riled woman
ganding before him.

“Thet would be good,” she said.

Sill watching Marian, Lucivar crouched and picked up Daemonar. “We Il get out of your way
for awhile”

Hedidn't wait for an answer, just turned and headed back out to the yard. Once the door was
closed and he was moving toward the far end of the lawn, he began to relax.

That's when he fully redlized what he'd done, and he jerked to a stop.

He was an Eyrien Warlord Prince. He wore Ebon-gray Jewels. He was the third most powerful
maein the Redm of Kagleer. And he'd just run from a hearth witch who wore Purple Dusk Jewels.

Of course, the usud rules of battle didn’t apply to awife, which put im a a disinct disadvantage
when it came to deding with her.

A little hand pressed againg his face, so he turned his head and looked at his son.

“Mamawas scary,” Daemonar said.

“Ooooh yeah.” He gave Daemonar a smacking kiss that made the boy laugh. “Come on, boyo.
WE Il just play outside for awhile longer.”

And, he hoped, wife and son would both be tired out in a few hours, so he could tuck them in
before heading to the Hal for his chat with Daemon.

“The house has a lot of potentid,” Jeendle said as she faced the mirror over her dressng table
and fastened a sapphire and ruby earring to her left ear. Her eyes met Daemon's as she amiled. “But |
think the condition of the house had Marian alittle upset.”

Damn. He'd hoped the lovdy hearth witch would be able to cdm her husband a little before
Ludvar got here. If Marian was upset, Lucivar would arrive a the Hall as awaking explosion.

“So you're going to do this” He'd thought about it dl afternoon. There wasn't anything
dangerous about this spooky house; it was just a slly amusement. The Darkness knew the Queens in
Terdlle had done some vicious things in the name of amusement, and this wouldn’t hurt anyone. But
something about it bothered him. He just couldn’t figure out why.

“Yes, Dagmon, we're going to do this”

She fagtened the other earring to her right ear, and his atention was caught by something much
more interegting than an old house.

He' d loved her long golden hair, had loved the fed of it in his hands or when it brushed over his
skin. But the short hair, properly cut and styled thanks to Surredl’ s badgering, nicdy framed her face and
reveded her neck. And that was the fascination.

There was something about the spot where her neck and right shoulder met. Not the left sde,
just theright. An enticing scent. A specid taste. It wasn't something she put on her skin, and there wasn't
ascent gland under the skin. But for Warlord Princes, that particular spot was like catnip. They wanted



to breathe in the scent of it, lick it, close their mouths over it, and—

Down, boy. Don’t start what you can’t finish until much, much later.

He hadn’t thought about how often he came up behind her and kissed that spot, lingering for a
moment to get the taste of her, until he redized Lucivar did the same thing, except the kiss was quick and
friendly. Until he noticed dl the Warlord Princes in the First Circle did the same thing, even Kadlas and
Jadl, s0 the fascination wasn't just to human maes.

And it wasn't excdlusive to Jeendle. He hadn’t noticed this behavior in Terrellle, but every Queen
in Kaeleer had that specid little spot—a spot that appealed only to the Warlord Princes who served her.

Which had him drding back around to Jeendll€'s hair. Long, it had hidden the enticement unless
she put her har up or braided it. Now the short golden hair led the eye down her neck right to that spot
and—

“Areyou dl right?” Jeendle asked. “Your eyes are glazing.”

It took alittle too much effort to leash hislibido, but he managed to do it. Or to be more precise,
Jeendll€' s dightly puzzled, dightly amused look managed to do it. Besides, this wasn't an evening to let
hismind wander.

“I'mfine” He hesitated, then decided he' d better warn her.

“Ludvar will be coming over after dinner.”

She picked up a bottle of perfume he' d given her recently and gpplied a drop to her pulse points.
“Is he upset about something?’

“Yes” No point in denying it.

She st the bottle on the dressing table and turned to face him. It had been easier taking to her
reflection than being pinned by those sgpphire eyes.

“Do you know what it is?’ Witch asked.

He shook his head. “But it’s. .. between brothers.”

She turned back to the mirror and put on the multigemmed bracelet he'd given her before they
were married, during the weeks when he'd been araid she was going to turn away from him forever.
“Then I'll day in the suite this evening. It sounds like this discusson would be easer if there are no
digractions”

“l think s0.” He wouldn’t have asked her to stay away, but he was rdieved that she understood
her presence would hinder any attempt at getting to the root of the problem.

She walked over to him and gave him a soft kiss. “You'll work it out. The two of you aways
do.”

Giving in to one need, he wrapped his arms around her and nuzzled that specia spot on her neck.

The psychic scent rolled through the lower rooms of the Hall, announcing Lucivar’s temper
before he crossed the study’ s threshold. Arrogance. Anger. And hurt.

Daemon leaned back againg the blackwood desk and waited for his brother to smash through
the door.

On second thought, enough things had aready gotten smashed that day. He used Craft to open
the study door just ahead of the Eyrien’s entrance.

Lucivar's temper was leading, and most people would have scrambled to get out of the way of
the storm that was about to shatter everything inits path. That anger didn't bother him. They had clashed
before and would, no doubt, clash again. And the arrogance was Smply Lucivar being Lucivar. But the
hurt... That was the wound they were going to have to lance.

“Badtard,” Ludivar said as he began prowling the room.

“Prick.” He watched Lucivar take in the room, assessing it as a battleground.

Unless he was completdy relaxed and in a familiar place, Lucivar made that same assessment.
He didn’t see the furniture for its craftsmanship or the decorations for their aesthetic vaue. He didn’t 1ook
a the space of a room in terms of its comfort or pleesng dimensons. He saw weapons, traps, and
defense. The fact that he was making that assessment of the study did not bode well for this discussion.

“What's wrong with your back?’ Lucivar asked as he prowled past the desk, his gold eyes



taking in the details of a potentia enemy with one dashing look.

Should have realized he'd notice, Daemon thought as he braced his hands on the desk.
“Jeendle ydled at the cat.” Even though Jad was around as much as Kaglas was, everyone understood
“the cat” referred only to the big white fdine and not the tiger.

“If you don't have brains enough to shidd, you deserve to get hurt.”

He fdt his temper flex, lightly testing the leash of sdf-control.

“I know why we were closed out of the library today.”

Daemon blinked. Worked to shift his menta balance.

“Daemonar’s jugt a litle boy,” Lucdvar growled. “He doesn't understand about the
thrice-damned precious books.”

There was the hurt, suddenly bubbling up to the surface. And there was something more under
the hurt. Something that worried him.

“That's right,” Daemon said carefully. “He's judt a little boy. That library isn't an appropriate
place for him.”

“Ian't appropriate for an uneducated Eyrien, ian't that what you mean?’

Someone had managed to hit Lucivar in one of the few places where the man was emotiondly
fragile

Daemon'’s temper unsheethed its claws. He pushed away from the desk. “Who took a jab at
you?”

“What?" Ludvar stopped prowling. His wings opened dightly for balance. And wariness was
now added to the messy stew of emotions that filled the room.

“Who?” Because whoever had hurt his brother would find hersdf in a deep grave—and the
bitch wouldn't necessarily be dead when he put her there,

“I'm not likeyou! | can't be like you. Either of you.”

A mentd skid on emotiond ice. Trying to restrain a temper that wanted to snap the leash. So this
was about him after al.

Thetruth of it was like aknife didng his heart.

“No, you're not like me, any more than | can be like you.” He went back to the blackwood desk
and leaned againg it, damping his hands on the edge of the wood. “What is this about, Lucivar? You
were pissed a me when we were a the Keep; you're dill pissed now. Why?’

Vulnerable. Fragile. He couldn’t stand seeing Lucivar like this.

“l don’'t have the schooling you do,” Lucdivar said, looking at the wal, not mesting his eyes.

Do | hug himor kill him? “Eyriens don’t vaue that kind of schooling. | absorb information from
books for the pleasure of it, but it's dso another kind of weapon.” He paused to assess the battleground
and the man, and then added, “Besides, you don't like to read.”

“I can read.” Quick, automatic defense.

“I know you can,” Daemon sad dryly. “From the firg time | met you—or the firg time | thought
I’d met you—I pushed and bullied and bruised your ego until 1 goaded you into learning. In the same
way that you pushed and bullied and bruised my ego until | learned a few basic moves with hand
wegpons.”

During the centuries they had been endaved and had clashed over and over again, they hadn't
understood why they fdt compelled to push a each other to share the knowledge and skills they had
acquired. Even after they had learned they were brothers, they hadn’t redized that this need to protect
each other’s weaker side had begun in a childhood they didn’t remember.

Lucivar's shoulders relaxed alittle, and the amile was flegting but genuine.

“You can read,” Daemon said, “but you don't enjoy reading. It was dways difficult for you.
Maybe that's not just you, Lucivar. The Eyrien race has a strong ord tradition to pass on stories, but they
don't put much vaue on the written word.”

“Marian reads alot,” Lucivar mumbled. “ She likes books.”

“Then maybe it's culturd. Reading is a femde entertainment, something the maes can sneer a

indulgently.”



“l don’'t sneer,” Lucivar said. Then added under his bregth,

“Wouldn't dare.”

They were arding around the heart of the wound now, so Daemon just leaned back and waited.
And fet memories gir awake.

“Maybeitisapart of bang an Eyrien mae” Lucivar sad.

“Like being stronger and having more muscle than femaes”

13 M@/be.”

Ludvar took a deep breath and let it out dowly. Daemon dmost Sghed with rdlief. They’d gotten
past the worst of this without too many bruises.

Then Lucivar looked him in the eyes and the words burst out. “I want that for Daemonar. The
education. That kind of knowledge. | don’'t want him to fed hobbled. 1 don't want him to fed like
he's...less”

Daemon snapped upright. Then sucked in a breath as his back protested. But his voice hed a
dhll and an edge not quite honed enough to cut. “If that's your way of saying you fed inferior to me in
any way other than that | wear darker Jewes, | will beat you to a bloody pulp.”

Ludvar amiled that lazy, arrogant smile. “You could try.”

They were on even ground again. Just that Smple.

Since they were on even ground again, he dlowed himsdf a huff of exasperation. “I'm not blind,
Prick. So you don't read for pleasure. The mountains won't fal down because of it.”

“Daemonar was shut out of the library.”

Daemon threw up his hands. “He's a little boy. The only vaue those books have for him right
now isthey’re things he can throw or tear or chew. Lucivar! His grandfather isthe High Lord of Hel and
the assigtant higtoriarvlibrarian at the Keep. When that boy reaches an age when he can understand what
isheld between the covers of those books, do you redly think you can stop his grandfather from taking
himinto that library and showing him dl it can offer? For that matter, do you think you can stop me from
buying him books and reading him stories and showing him the other side of his education?’

Ludivaer tipped his head in a consdering manner. “Other Sde?’

“You stand on amountain and taste the wind. That's what you've cdled it when you've tried to
explanit. You taste the wind. And you understand more about what is around you in that moment than |
can ever hope to know. | can teach Daemonar about books, but you're the only one who can teach him
thet.”

Ludvar mulled that over and findly nodded. Then he took a step back and turned toward the
door. “Why don’'t we get that drink?’

“That bitch is centuries gone. If you let her keep jabbing a you, you deserve to be hurt.”

Damn. He hadn’'t meant to say that. Hadn't intended to share that memory. But he watched
Ludivar turn. Saw the look in his brother’ s eyes that demanded an explanation.

“You were never good at reading,” Daemon said. No. Tha wasn't the place to dtart. “I don't
have many memories of my childhood before living with Dorothea. Didn't have any for most of my life
But sometimes now....It's more the fed of something remembered that opens up the rest.”

Lucdver said nothing. Just nodded.

“l remember the fed of Father's arms around me. | remember the sound of his voice, the rhythm
of it when he read a gory.” Daemon paused to sort out a jumble of images “You weren't good a
reading, but you soaked up a story if someone read it to you or told it to you. You remembered dl kinds
of things, saw dl kinds of thingsin the story.”

“And probably related everything in terms of afight.”

“Of course. You're Eyrien” Daemon shrugged. “There was a teacher. | don't remember her
name and can't recdl a face. | think she was tutoring me, but you were there alot of the time too. She
used to jab at you. Not physcaly, but she madeit clear that you were a waste of her time.

“One day she gave usa tory to read. Chdlenging for me; impossible for you. She did it so you
would fed bad. And you were so miserable because you couldn’t read it.

“You mus have gone home until the next lesson, because | don’'t remember you being there



when Father came to the cottage that evening. Instead of reading the next chapter of the sorytime book,
| asked him to read the story to me. At firg he refused because it was my lesson, and | should read it
mysdf. | pleaded with him, so he gave in and read it to me. But the third time | asked him to read it, he
wanted to know why.”

“Why did you ask him to read it more than once?’ Lucivar asked. “You would have gotten the
dory thefird time”

Daemon looked at the floor. “I wanted his cadence, his rhythm, his phrasing of the words.” He
looked up. “I wanted to read the story to you before the lesson, and | wanted the way he read the
gory.”

Now Lucivar looked away.

“Father would let us get away with little fibs, but he wouldn't let us lie to him,” Daemon said.
“And he dways knew. So | had to tdl hmwhy | needed to know the story so wel. And | told him about
the teacher being mean to you because you were Eyrien and you didn’t read as wdl as | did. He didn’t
sy anything”

Lucivar swore softly. “He s a his scariest when he doesn't say anything.”

Daemon nodded. “He read the story over and over, then had me read it, working with me urtil |
was sdidfied.”

“I think 1 remember this part.” Ludivar sounded alittle uncomfortable. He stared at nothing. “You
grabbed me before the lesson and read me the story. She was pissed because | could answer her
guestions about what the story was about.”

“He let her come back that last time because we were prepared to meet her on that battleground.
But the next lesson, we had a different teacher.”

They stared at each other. Prince of the Darkness. High Lord of Hel. They knew enough about
the man now that neither wanted to speculate, even between themsdves, what had happened to the witch
who had been foolish enough to hurt one of Saetan’s children.

“How about that drink, Bastard? Then you can tdl me dl about this spooky house.”

Daemon pushed away from the desk to join Luciver at the door. “Didn’'t Marian say anything?’

“Marian was too riled about cobwebs to have any kind of discusson. Hel's fire. The next time
she gets that worked up about something, I’'m dragging you over to the eyrie to ded with her.”

“Drag Faonar,” Daemon replied. “He dill deserves to swest a bit for bruisng Surred’ s heart.”

“Nah. Marian would probably rein it in and be polite, snce he ign't family.” Lucvar gave
Daemon a wicked amile “I'll jus make the son of a whoring bitch look after Daemonar for an
afternoon.”

A brush of bodies, shoulder to shoulder.

“You have amean streak, brother,” Daemon said as he opened the door. “I likeit.”

Ludvar dipped into bed and cuddled up againgt Marian, more relaxed than he'd been dl day. He
wasn't drunk. Far from it. But he was hoping she wasn't in the mood for more than a cuddle.

Marian gtirred. Let out a deegpy Sgh. “You're home.”

He brushed hislips over her cheek. “Yeah. It's late, sweetheart. Go to deep.”

She shifted alittle, suggling closer. “Y our father came by not long after you left.”

So much for contentment. “Why?’

“| think he wanted to talk to you, but he wasn't surprised that you'd gone to the Hal to see
Daemon.”

Should he have expected Saetan to show up? Maybe. But there were things he could say to a
brother he'd known for centuries that he couldn’t say to afather he'd known only for the past nine years.

“He spent the evening reading stories to Daemonar. He's got a wonderful voice for it. | think they
read amost every storybook we own. Daemonar fdl adeep hafway through the last one.”

Ludver amiled. “Gave you a bit of arest, then.”

A changein her breathing, in her body going from deep relaxed to aware.

“Before he left, he said something interesting.”



“He says interegting things dl the time.”

No amusement. Her body was tdling hm he didn’t have to be concerned about her temper, but
he wished there were alittle more light in the room so he could see her face.

“He said children aren’t the only ones who like to hear a story.”

He tensed. Couldn’'t stop his body’s response to the words. His father might say interesting
things but sometimes the man talked too damn much.

“No one vaued reading in my family,” Marian said. “Even when | asked for a book as a gift, it
was viewed as wasted coin. So | was relieved that you were indulgent about my buying books and
gpending time in the evenings reading.”

“I'm not indulgent,” he growled. Envious sometimes because she got so much pleasure from blots
of ink on a page while he struggled to read what he had to, but not indulgent. “Your coins, your time.
Y ou can do what you please with both.”

“I didn’t redlize you would enjoy sharing those stories.”

Embarrassment. A coating of shame. And a hedthy sense of survivd because he knew if
Daemon and Saetan were aware of those fedings—or more aware than they aready were—they would
both pound on him.

“He suggested having afamily story night once a week. Just us—you, me, Jaendlle, Daemon, and
him. Surredl, too, if she's interested.”

He shifted. All right. He squirmed. “You don’t have to do this You would have read the book.
All of you would have read it.”

“Not if we picked a new story. And maybe in the winter, when it's too cold to do much, maybe |
could share some stories with you that | enjoyed. But not the romances. | couldn’t read the...”

“The...?

“l couldn’t read those parts out loud.”

“Maybe | could read those parts for mysdf.” At least he’ d have incentive.

“Don't get idess. It'slate”

“Yes, Lady,” hereplied, chuckling.

He tucked them in and curled himsdf protectively around her.

“Lucivar?’

“Hmm?’

“I"d like to do that story night. It would be fun.”

“I'll talk to Daemon about it.” Who would pounce on the idea, s0 the decison was aready
mede.

As he drifted off to deep, he thought about his father coming here to talk with him, to read to
Daemonar.

No, he hadn't been reunited with Saetan for that many years, but the man did understand his
children.

FIVE

Sometimes the only way to ded with a Warlord Prince was not to let himin the door.

Surredl was S0 pleased with that solution, she repeated it to hersdf two more times while waiting
for Helton, the town house butler, to open the front door.

“Now,” she sad, in a tone that hed both warning and forgiveness. The warning was for the
attempt to delay her departure until Ranier arrived. The forgiveness was because Helton wasn't hdf as
scary as Bedle, the butler a SaDiablo Hal, and she didn’'t want the man to resgn because he fdt unable
to dedl with her. He'd been fine sarving the rest of the SaDiablo family, induding the ones who had been
demon-dead, but he seemed to find her more of a chdlenge.



She wasn't sureif that was flatering or frightening.

Hdton hesitated a moment longer, then opened the door. Sowly.

Running out of patience, she dipped through the meager opening and stepped outside just as
Ranier bounded up the town house' s steps. When he saw her blocking his entry, he teetered on the edge
of a step—as much as Ranier ever teetered—then settled one step below and gave her a look tha
blended a hopeful-puppy expresson with the Warlord Prince I-am-alaw-unto-myself attitude. The
atitude came naturdly to that caste of male. She suspected Rainier, dong with the rest of the boyos, had
learned the hopeful-puppy expresson by studying his kindred brothers. It was damn hard to dap a any
mde when he had that ook on hisface. Even if he was't furry.

“We're going out,” Surred said pleasantly.

“No, we are not,” Rainier replied just as pleasantly.

She saw that little extra something in his eyes now, that subtle difference in the way he hed
himsdlf.

Jeendle had told her once, When a male sets his heels down with the intention of standing
between you and whatever he's decided isn't good for you, he will remain pleasant and he'll
sound agreeable—but he won't budge.

Letting out a huge sgh, Surredl stepped to the side, giving Rainier clear access to the door. He
amiled a her as he came up the lagt steps and reached for the door. She amiled a him—and raced down
the steps.

She gat to the house next door before he caught up to her.

“Surred.”

She clenched her hands and clenched her teeth. He had a shild fanning out on either sde of him,
effectivdy blocking the whole sdewak. Aslong as he stayed put, she could dodge around the shield by
going into the street. Since he waan't likdly to stay put, the only way to get past him would be to knock
him down—uwhich had alot of apped at the moment. Unless Rainier reported the incident to any mde in
her family.

Forcing hersdf to relax, she said, “I'm going out.” She didn’t give him the chance to snarl about
it. “1t's the fourth day, Prince. | can wear my Birthright Green without discomfort. | could wear the Gray
if | needed to.”

“You dill—" He hit off the words. Hopefully that was dl he bit off.

When they werein public, Blood mdes rardly admitted to having the ability to pick up something
inawitch’s psychic scent or physical scent that indicated her moontime. They considered it discourteous
to remind awoman that she was vulnerable because she couldn’t use her own power to defend hersdlf.
The Blood didn't talk about it very much, but that ability was slently acknowledged by everyone
because Warlord Princes stood a heartbeat away from the killing edge during the vulnerable days of any
witch to whom they had given their loydty, and they were more indlined to kill fird and ask questions
leter.

Sill, there were limits to indulging the mae temper.

“l had considered making adgn that sad ‘I have a sharp knife and a large Warlord Prince and
floating it over my heed, but | don't want to tdl anyone about the knife until after | use it, and anyone
dumb enough not to notice you deserves to get knocked into awal.”

A twitch of hislips. A ghift toward humor instead of temper.

“Where are we going?’ Rainier asked.

Ah. Got him. “Bookshop. It's fun reading that Jarvis Jenkell book together, but | wanted
something to read a other times”

“Well, that's convenient. | was asked to pick up some books.”

Surredl hooked her long black har behind one ear and narrowed her gold-green eyes. “You
were going to suggest waking to the bookshop, weren't you?’

“Was 1?7

Bastard. Prick. Arrogant, insufferable Warlord Prince.

When she moved forward, he dropped the shield and pivoted in a graceful dancer’s move to fdl



into step beside her. She took a couple of steps, then grabbed his am to stop him as she swung around
to put hersdf on hisleft, which was the subordinate postion.

“Surred.”

She was just a witch and he was a Warlord Prince, but her Jewels outranked his, so he wasn't
comfortable sanding in the dominant position.

Good. He deserved to squirm alittle.

“It rained lagt night,” she said. “Puddles. Carriages. Splashing. Whether you create a shidd or
decide to take your chances, you being on the street Sde means | won't get splashed.”

A mde caught between Protocol and the desire to protect. He didn't like it, but he didn't argue
about it and he didn’t try to switch positions.

They walked in slence for a couple of blocks. Then Ranier said, “Have you heard from your
coudns lady?’

“No.” Thank the Darkness.

“Then you haven't heard about the spooky house?’

“Spooky house? What' s a spooky house?’

Rainier just smiled.

It took severd blocks and a few rash promises she shouldn’'t have made before Ranier told her
about Jeendl|€ s little project.

“You're not serious,” Surred said as Rainier opened the bookshop’s door for her. “You made
thisup.”

He shook his heed.

She stepped into the shop, then waited for her eyes to adjust to the dimmer light. “Does Daemon
know about this?’

“Uh-huh.”

“Lucvar? Unde Sagtan?”’

“l would think s0.”

“Hdl’sfire, Mother Night, and may the Darkness be merciful.”

“That seems to be the generd reaction.”

Surred sniffed. She hadn’t wanted Daemon or Lucivar showing up to fuss over her, but one of
them could have stopped by to tdl her about the spooky house. After dl, she was family.

And that little thought made her scowl at Rainier. “When did you hear about this?”

“l was at the Hal early this morning.”

Why?

Her expresson must have conveyed the question, because he gave her a puzzled look. “1 stop in
acouple of times aweek. | do work for Prince Sadi, remember?’

She remembered. Even though she'd met Rainier before he'd sgned a contract with Daemon,
she had to consider what kind of task a mae cousn might give an unattached Warlord Prince.

“Am | afriend or an assgnment, Prince Rainier?’

She saw the inault in his eyes, saw the way his jaw tensed with the effort to keep his anger
leashed.

“You'reafriend,” he snapped. “At least, | thought we were friends. Ficking up the books is an
assgnment.”

“I'm sorry.” And she was. “| jud...” Oh, tha particular wound was dill more raw than she
wanted to admit.

Ranier' slook was too sharp, too underganding. “You just wanted to spend time with someone
who liked you for who you are and didn’t see you as away to advance his sanding in a court?’

A light touch of his hand on her ebow, difting them both away from the door as a
dapper-looking men entered the shop.

“I've had sex with alot of men, but Falonar was my fird lover. It fdt different, bang with a man
when it wasn't business of one kind or another. Maybe if we'd had a romp during the days after we



arived a the Hal and then had gone our separate ways—Faonar to Ebon Rih and me somewhere
ese—it might have been an easy good-bye. Y ou know. ‘ Thanks for the hot ridein bed’ sort of thing. But
| ended up going to Ebon Rih too, and somewhere dong the way, enjoying a hot ride turned into
something dse. At least, | thought it had. But toward the end, ingtead of having a lover, | fdt like | was
being serviced by someone who wasn't enthusagtic about the work.” That was't the only bone ill
stuck in her throat where Prince Falonar was concerned, but that was dl she was willing to share a the
moment.

Rainier smiled wryly. “Your introduction to the courts in Kagleer was the Dark Court. The men
who served in Jeendl€'s Firg Circle were the exceptions, Surred, not the rule. The Consort of a
Territory Queen is one of the three mogt influentid menin that Territory. A man usudly ian't offered that
ring until he has credentials.”

“So he deegps hisway into a position of power?’

“He doesn’'t do much deegping inhis Lady’s bed, but, essentidly, yes. Usudly there is attraction,
basic lugt on both sdes. Most often there is affection. Sometimes even love. And sometimes there is lust
on the Lady’s side and ambition on his—and nothing more.”

She moved toward the shelves of books, wanting to be farther away from the counter and the
other customers. “It was like thet in Terreille, but | hadn’t thought it was that way in Kagleer.” And
Fdonar had come from Askavi in the Redm of Terrelle Maybe he'd seen sarvicng her as a way of
lidifying his position as Lucivar’ s second-in-command.

What bothered her more? That Falonar’s interest in her could have been a combination of lugt
and a dedire to have a connection with the witches who ruled Kagleer, or that his interest in his current
lover had nathing to do with ambition and everything to do with heart?

Let it go. He wasn't the right man for you anyway.

“What I'm trying to say is, | will stand as an offidd escort for you whenever you need one—or
whenever it is required that you have one,” Ranier said. “But I'm not here for the sake of ambition. I'm
here because | like you. All right?’

She nodded, then puffed out a breath. “1 guess I'm just being moody. Or bitchy.”

A warm gmile now. “1 hadn’t noticed.”

He was teasng her, poking fun of her usud sharp tongue. Something a friend would do.
Something a man wouldn’t do unless he was sure the teasing would be taken as intended.

Cheered by the thought, she moved toward the back shelves. The dapper-looking man who had
come in while she and Rainier were talking saw her coming toward him, flushed asif he'd been caught
doing something dirty, and ducked out of Sght.

Her chearful mood vanished as she stared at the spot where the man had been. Something about
him. Something not quite right. Like he'd dressed very caefully for an afternoon out, but it was a
laborioudy constructed costume, and he had missed some smdl detail that skewed everything dse just
enough to scratch her temper. Added to that was the suspicion that he'd been trying to eavesdrop on a
conversation and hadn’t been happy when she'd caught im &t it.

She considered sending Rainier down another aide and boxing the man between the two of them,
but she had seen no Jewd, didn't get any sense of threat or power. In fact, she got <o little sense of him,
she wasn't even sure he was Blood. Was she going to scare the shit out of a man and spail his pleasant
afternoon of browsing in the bookshop just because she didn't like something about the way he dressed?

Since she couldn’t say with certainty that her reaction wasn't the result of an edginess caused by
taking about Falonar, she turned to Rainier and said, “Hedp mefind the first Jarvis Jenkell story about the
Blood. And while we' re doing that, you can tel me again about this spooky house.”

Late that evening, Daemon sprawled across the big bed, naked, sated, and blissfully content, his
head pillowed in Jeendll€' s lap. They had bathed after a hungry session of lovemeaking, but he ill caught
alight whiff of their mingled scents benegth the clean amdl of soap.

So tempting to turn his head and press a kiss on that triangle between her thighs But a kiss
through her nightgown would make him want to push up the fabric in order to taste skin, and that kind of



kisswould lead to other kinds of kisses.

He' d dready indulged himsdf with those other kinds of kisses.

Besides, she was reading a book and petting him, her fingers drifting through his hair, over his
shoulders and back. He could float on that sensation, and he did, beginning to settle into deep when...
tap. tap tap. tap. tap tap. Her finger againg his shoulder.

He knew that rhythm. It seldom boded well.

“Areyou adeep?’ Jaendle asked.

“Mmmm.” Noncommittal response. Could mean anything. tap. tap tap.

“Daemon?’

He opened his eyes hdfway.

“When we have sex, does your penis weep with gratitude?’

A handful of answers flashed through hismind. If he said any of them, he would end up deeping
inthe Consort’s room. Alone.

“Inwhat context?’ he asked.

She lowered the book. Since he'd acknowledged being awake, he raised his head and read the
passage. Then he read it again.

“Sweetheart, if my penis ever does that, you will be the firg to know. Not as my wife, but as a
Heder.”

“That'swhat | thought, but | wanted to be sure.”

Hearing the frown in her voice, he shifted, rductantly, and propped himsdf up on one ebow.
“Wha are you reeding?’

She flashed him a guilty look. “A book by Jarvis Jenkell.”

At least you didn’t kick me this time. “That book doesn't art with a body in a closet, does
it?’

“Yes it does.”

Hdl'sfire. Well, Rainier would get to ded with Surred when they reached that part of the Story.
And wouldn't that be fun?

“Do you think there' s something wrong with his bran?

He studied her expression. Not a flippant question.

“Do you think there’ s something wrong with his sanity?’

Definitdy not a flippant question when asked by a witch who was a Black Widow as wdl as a
Hedler.

“Are we taking about the writer or the character?” Daemon asked.

“I'm not sure,” she replied, looking troubled.

Uneasy now, he pulled the sheet up to his wa, a defensve gesture. “Why are you asking?
Because Jenkel wrote a bad sex scene?” Appaling was a more accurate description.

“No, I'm asking because he seems to think thisis norma behavior for the Blood.”

He hesitated a moment, then said softly, “It's not that far off from what was done in some of the
Tarellean courts.” Other places. Other beds. None where he served willingly. Those weren't memories
he wanted to tir up and bring to the surface. Not now. Not ever.

Jeendlle looked at him with those sapphire eyes. Looked through him. Saw him in ways no one
ese ever had—or could.

She vanished the book, then shifted so that she was propped up on an elbow, close enough to
himthat dl she had to do was lean alittle to kisshim.

Memoaries swvam up to the surface. Ugly, hateful memories. As he looked a Jaendle, his heart
pounded, but it wasn't from excitement or ludt.

Submit. Serve. Play the whore.

He couldn’t do it. Not even as agame. Not with Jaendlle.

“Daemon?’ Her lips touched hisin a soft kiss.

He couldn’t do this had to stop this before she became aroused. If he tried to oblige her while
the memories churned insde him, it would damage the fedings between them.



“Do you want to snesk down to the kitchen and snitch whatever Mrs. Bedle is hiding in the cold
box?’

He blinked once. Twice. Waited for his heart to settle back down to anorma best.

Love and mischief. That's what he saw in her eyes. She, too, had emotiond scars that had come
from violencein the bed. She would recognize when something came too close to one of his scars.

As ghe looked a him, waiting for an answer, different memories washed through his mind.
Memories of Jaendle when she was twelve and he had been her grandmother’s pleasure dave. She had
talked him into sSlly, mischievous adventures during those months, dragging him into the game like a
well-loved toy that had hdf the Suffing hugged out of it. She'd given him a taste of innocent childhood.

She was meking the same offer now.

“We do have our own kitchen and some food in the cold box.” Wel, he had his own smdl
kitchen where he could putter around when he fdt like cooking. That recent renovation was a very large
thorn in Mrs. Bed€ s Sde, and he had the feding tha the negotiations required before she accepted that
addition had just begun.

Thefact that a Y ellow-Jeweled witch, whom he paid very wdl to be the cook at the Hal, could
make him uneasy about renovating his own home sparked allittle, boyish flame of defiance in him.

“Do you think there' s anything worth snitching?’ he asked.

“This afternoon, when | went to the kitchen doorway to ask for a plate of fruit and cheese, she
seemed more territoria than usud.”

That was a terrifying thought.

He brushed a finger over Jeenell€' s shoulder. “We do own the Hdl, and we do pay for dl the
food, so we are entitled to eat anything we want from ether kitchen.”

“Uh-huh. If we're caught, you should try that argument.”

A picture in his head: him with his hands full of pilfered food; Mrs. Bedle and her mest cleaver,
both wearing old-fashioned, frilly nightcaps, blocking the doorway and waiting for an explanation.

Mother Night.

Snce they were partners in this late-night venture, he reached for Jeenelle's mind and lightly
brushed againg her fird inner barrier. When she opened the barrier, he showed her his imagined picture
of Mrs. Bedle.

“Oh. Ick.” Jeendle scrunched up her face and made gagging noises. Then she stopped making
noises and looked at him, her eyes owl wide. “Do you think she redly wears one of those things? Does
anyone wear those anymore?’

“l have no idea”

“Bede degps with her,” Jaendle whispered. “Do you think the meat cleaver has its own little
bed?”

He shuddered. “If | were Bedle, | wouldn't share a bed with that meat cleaver.” Although Bede
might think the same about him occasiondly sharing a bed with an eight-hundred-pound cat.

“They have sex,” Jaendlle whispered.

“No. No no no. That is too scary to consder.” He svung out of bed. “Come on. Let's do this
before one of us remembers we're supposed to be adults”

She laughed, and that sivery, velvet-coated sound washed away the rest of the bad memories,
leaving nothing but the anticipation of a mischievous adventure.

They were laughing a him.

He' d gone to the bookshop in Amdarh that afternoon to spend some time among his own kind,
to give them a chance to recognize who he was—and to ligen to their praise of hislatest book.

The Blood hadn’t recognized him, hadn’t recognized the significance of hisbeing in that store. As
for prasing his latest book...

Oh, they had liked him well enough when they had thought he was a clever landen who could
goin a good tae, but when he had tried to show them who he redly was, the truth about what he was,
they had laughed at him.



Landry Langston wasn't just a character in a story. Landry Langston was him. A haf-Blood
raised by alanden mother. A haf-Blood who had matured into a man strong enough to be Blood.

He didn't know their customs, didn’'t know ther Protocol, didn't know what it meant to be
Blood. How could he? He hadn’t grown up in one of their precious villages hadn’'t grown up
surrounded by this dance, as they cdled the congtant ebb and flow of dominance that depended on who
wasin the room. Instead of being trained dl through his childhood and youth, as he should have been, he
hed to pay for information about his heritage. His “consultants’ had been quick enough to take the gold
marks he offered in exchange for “research,” but he now wondered about the accuracy of ther
information—and wondered if they’ d given him just enough to make him look foolish.

As for his other “consultant”...Well, he couldn’'t trust much of anything that came from that
mind.

At the bookshop, they had laughed at his portraya of the Blood, had laughed a him. But they
hed done much worse here at the hotel. Here, they pitied him.

Thank the Dark he hadn’'t used his real name when he checked in. After that humiliation in the
bookshop, he didn’t want anyone to know he wasin this thrice-cursed city. He dmaost changed his mind
about revealing who he was when the clerks at the desk did acknowledge him as Blood. Then he looked
into their eyes and lisened to ther carefully phrased words...and redized they thought he was a broken
mae, someone who had been stripped of so much of his power, he was barely one of them anymore.

Didn't stop them from taking the gold marks. No, hislack of power didn't stop any of them from
taking a hefty fee for the pittance they were willing to share.

Like this room. If he'd gone to a landen establishment in a nearby city, he could have had a
better room for hdf the price. But he'd wanted to day a a hotel that catered to the Blood. For what?
The room he'd been given wasn't any different from rooms he'd had in landen cities—was, in fact,
dripped of dmog everything that required Craft. On purpose. Because they didn't believe he was
capable of bang like them.

And he wasn't capable. Not yet anyway.

They thought they were so specid, so powerful, so superior.

Daemon Sadi, for example. HE'd persondly sent Prince Sadi a copy of his new book. The
bastard hadn’'t even had the courtesy to write a sentence acknowledging the gift. And certainly hadn’t
sent the desired dinner invitetion.

And then there was Lady Surred. He'd heard of her. Who hadn’t heard of her? Nothing but a
whore, but she could stand in a shop and publicly laugh a an educated man for no other reason then
because she wore a Jewd!.

There was more than one kind of power. The Blood made the rules and ruled the Redm, but
they weren't dl-powerful, weren't invincble. A clever man could defeat them and prove he was worthy
of notice, of respect.

Aitting one kind of kill againg another, a clever man could defeat them. Even the most powerful
among them.

Of course, it might not be prudent to admit being the author of such a scheme, but he'd know,
for himsdlf, that he could stand among them.

And Lady Jeendle Angdline hersdf had provided him with a way of covering his tracks. He'd
been alittle upset when he' d thought she had stolen hisidea and spoiled the setting for his next novd, but
now that only meant that people could confirm he'd begun the new Landry Langston story before the
tragic events took place.

Y es, there was more than one kind of power, and he had the means of weaving a wonderful plot.

He would give the Blood a story the SaDiablo family would never forget.

At least, the ones who were dill dive,



S X

“No, witch-child. | will not say bwaa ha ha.”

“Butit's fo—"

“No!” Saetan dammed the books down on the blackwood table in the Keep’s library. “If you
choose to insult what we are, that is your decision. But | will not participate.”

Jeendlle stared at him, stunned. “1t’'s just alittle fun.”

“Fun” He choked on his anger, since it had no outlet that wouldn't end in fierce destruction.
“You're turning what we are into a mockery, and you think thisis fun?” He turned away from her, his
daughter and his Queen, and pressed the heds of his hands againg his temples as he struggled for
control.

Bewilderment. Hurt. She'd come to the Keep to share something amusng and hadn’'t been
prepared for him to turn on her. How could she? He wasn't sureif he was lashing out at her as her father
or as her former, and dill unoffiad, Steward.

He turned to look &t her, and he dso was't sure if it was Jaenelle or Witch who now watched
him. No matter. He would have his say.

“We are the Blood, the caretakers of the Reddms. We come from various races, but we are no
longer a part of those races. We have our own culture that spans those racid cultures. We have our own
laws, our own code of honor that landens don’t understand and couldn't live by even if they tried. We
rule the Territories, and we control the lives of dl the landens in those Teritories. But we are the
minority, Jaendle. Despite the sometimes bruta way we deal with each other, we s8ldom need to unleash
that power and temper againg landens because we are feared. Because we are a mystery mosly seen
from a distance. And now you are turning us into a cheap entertainment.”

He choked. Such along, long life. So many things that he’d done, both good and terrible.

“By letting some children dictate what we are like, you turn us into a safe, indgnificant fear.
Cobwebs and cresking doors and funny sounds. We become something to laugh at. So | ask you, Lady.
Wha happens when those boys who find us anusng become men and fed they can ignore the laws
edtablished for the landens? What happens when they chdlenge the Warlords who come on behdf of the
Queens who rule over ther villages? What happens when they gather in force to attack the Blood and
discover how vicious—and how complete—the daughter can be when we fight?’

A long slence. Then Jeendle said, “Why didn’t you mention this when you firg heard about it?
You haven't said anything in the past few weeks while Marian and | have been putting this together.”

“It wasn't my place to say anything. And, frankly, it hurt too much that it was you, of dl people,
who was doing thisto us”

Another long slence. “My gpologies, High Lord,” Jeenelle said quietly. “I didn't see this as you
did, didn't consder the consequences if people bdieved this was anything other than make-believe.
WEII close the house. Put an end to it.”

He shook his head. “You can't. The idea has dready taken root, and the news that Lady
Angelline”—he saw her wince—"is cregting a Spooky house as an autumnd entertainment has spread to
Blood and landen villages dike. I’'m sure Daemon and Lucivar will hep you contral the crowds—"

“Crowds?’ She looked adarmed.

“And Daemon will handle any complaints from the Queens who are deding with the vistors
flooding into the surrounding villages”

“Complaints? Vistors?’

He crossed his ams over his chest. “What did you expect? Just a handful of children from the
landen village where the house is located?”’

“Wdl...yes”

His heart ached with love and exasperation. “Then you redly have no idea what you've done.”



Sghing, he ran his fingers through his hair. “Very wel, witch-child. I'll give you your funny sound. Bt |
want a favor in exchange.”

She tipped her head and waited.

“Somewhere in your spooky house, let there be one thing that will show those children who and
what we redly are, that will show them what they face when they stand before the Blood.”

“Done”

“Then |et’ sfind aroom that’s alittle more private.”

There were only the two of them in the library, but Geoffrey could return at any moment.

His face burned with embarrassment as he walked to the door, and he knew that, even with his
light brown skin, color vighbly flamed his cheeks. He would do this, not just because Jeendle asked it of
him, but becauise someone ese's senshilities were a stake.

“l promise, Papa. No onewill know it'syou,” Jeendle said as she stopped at the door.

“Thank you,” he replied faintly.

She looked a him. Then she looked at the table stacked with books. Her lips curved in a wicked
amile “If you want us to keep pretending that you're sorting old books whenever we come by to chat,
you shouldn’'t dam them on the table. We dl know you wouldn't do that to a book that was truly ancient
and fragile”

He closed his eyes and promised himsdf that he would not whimper. “You dl know?’

“Wdl, | don't think any of the boyos have figured it out, but dl of the coven knows.”

May the Darkness have mercy on me.

“Come on, Papa. Let's go bwaa ha ha.”

Daemon tucked the tip of his tongue between his teeth and bit down hard enough to keep himsdf
from saying something stupid.

If he'd walked in on his father having sex—when Saetan was 4ill physicaly capable of having
sex—it would have been less embarrassing than hearing that voice say “ bwaa ha ha.”

“What do you think?’ Jeendle asked.

Eyang the audio crystd Stting on the corner of his desk, Daemon hit his tongue a little harder and
counted to ten—twice—Dbefore he said, “It sounds like the High Lord.”

She studied the audio crystd, dearly disappointed. “I don't want to lose the qudity of his voice,
but | did try to adjust it so it wouldn't be recognizable.”

There's nothing you can do to disguise that voice, Daemon thought.

Then she perked up, looked more hopeful. “Of course, you would recognize his voice, but it's
not likey that anyone dse will. Not now that it's dtered a bit.”

Which was when Lucivar waked into the study, carrying Daemonar in a grip that indicated
they’ d dready had one discusson about whether the little beast could run free in the Hall.

“I'm not sure what Marian is working on today, but we were strongly encouraged to leave
home” Lucivar said. “So here we are”

«We can take him up to the playroom,» Daemon said on an Ebon-gray spear thread.

«You've got plenty of shieds there and nothing breakable?» Lucivar asked.

«Oh, yes»

“Wdl, you're justintime” Jeenelle said, beaming at her brother and nephew. “Ligen to this”

“Bwaa ha ha.”

Daemonar squedled and sruggled to get free. “Granpapa Granpapal”

Not daring to look a anyone, Daemon stared at his shoes and began to understand his father's
fascination with footwesr.

Jeendle sghed. “All right. I'll work on it.”

Luavar studied both of them and began backing away. “We Il just wait in the hdl.”

“Bahal Baha” Daemonar shouted. “Granpapa, ba hal”

Once Ludvar and Daemonar were safdly on the other sde of the door, Jeendle said, “Do you
think Daemonar will forget?



Not a chance. “Of course hewill. HE slittlle”

She gave him a kiss that tasted of a promise for a very interesing evening, then said ruefully,
“Thank you for lying.”

He rested his hands on her waist. “Y ou're welcome.” He hesitated, but a negging curiosity made
him ask. “What were you going to do if he'd refused?’

Jeendle looked at him and smiled.

Butterfliesfilled his ssomach and tickled unmerafully before turning into heavy, sinking stones.

“Wdl,” hisdarling said, “you have a wonderful deep voice too. So if Papa refused, | was going
to ask you.”

Saetan waked into the dtting room where hed asked Geoffrey and Draca, the Keep's
Seneschd, to meet him.

“My friends, this bottle of wine arrived this evening, compliments of Prince Sadi. Since it came
from the wine cdllar at the Hdll, | can assure you it is a very fine vintage, one best enjoyed when shared.”

He cdled in three glasses and opened the wine.

Draca said nothing until he handed her a glass. “What iss the occasson?”’

Saetan grinned. “My son has just redized how much his father loveshim.”

SEVEN

Daemon walked out of the bathroom in the Consort’ s suite, noticed the look of apprenension on
hisvaet's face, and approached the clotheslaid out on the bed with a heightened sense of wariness. He
gudied the gold-checked shirt and dark green trousers, which were not his usud white slk shirt and
black jacket and trousers. Then he looked &t his vaet.

“Wheat are those?" he asked.

“Casud dtire” Jazen replied. “You said you were waking down to the village. For exercise.”

“l sad | was gaing to wak to the village ingtead of taking a carriage because | could use the
exercise” Which, in hismind, was't saying the same thing. “But I'm going down to the village to tak to
Sylvia. The Queen of Halaway. At her request.”

“But you're waking. So you'll need these” Jazen held up a pair of shoes tha were not
Daemon’s usud black, polished-to-a-gleam footwear. “They go with the casud tire.”

Daemon lightly scratched his chin with one black-tinted nall. “I’ve been an adult for quite some
time and have handled dl kinds of persond details dl by mysdf. | am now the ruler of a whole Territory,
which means | make decisons tha affect the lives of thousands of people. So why am | no longer
capable of choosng my own clothes?’

“You got married.”

He studied Jazen's face. “That wasn't a smart-ass remark, was it?’

“No, Prince. The Lady thinks you look sunning in your usud éttire, but she fdt a change of pace
oncein awhile would be good for you.”

“l see”

While Jazen went into the bathroom to “tidy up,” Daemon shucked off the bathrobe and got
dressed. There wasn't much to tidy, but he didn't need an audience when he dressed or
undressed—unless it was Jeendle—and Jazen, who had been vidoudy castrated when he'd lived in
Hayll, didn’t need to see a whole mae and be reminded of what he had logt.

By the time Jazen came back into the Consort’s bedroom, Daemon was dressed and ingpecting
acloth bag full of broken biscuits that had been Ieft beside the clothes.

“No!” Jazen said a moment before Daemon popped a piece into his mouth.

His gold eyes narrowed. “Since they were here with my waking attire, | assumed these were



tregts for the walk.”

“They are,” Jazen assured him. “But not for you,” he finished, hunching his shoulders.

Ah, Hdl’sfire

Daemon opened the bedroom door and stood in the doorway, not ready to commit himsdf by
sepping out of the room.

Hve furry little bodies waited in the corridor. Five little tails wagged happy greetings. Five little
Scdtie minds yapped a him just outside hisinner barriers.

«Wakies? «Wakies» «\We go with you!»

He got bumped into the corridor when Jazen shut the door behind his back.

“Hng” he said, vanishing the sack of treats. “Let’s go for walkies”

Thefirg chalenge came when he reached the bottom of the stairs and was stopped by the wails
and arooos coming from the top of the dairs. Apparently the puppies could get up the dairs by
themselves but couldn’t get back down.

So it was up the dairs, gather a pup in each hand, down the dtairs, set the pups on the floor. He
could have used Craft to float dl five Scdties and bring them down at one time, but...

Exercise, Sadi. You were taking this walk for the exercise.

Two more trips, and they were dl heading for the greet hdl and the front door.

Where Bede was waiting for him, holding a water dish and a pitcher of water. A footman
opened the door, and five bundles of fuzzy scampered outside, yipping for him to hurry up.

Daemon vanished the bowl and pitcher. “Thank you, Bede.”

“Enjoy your walk, Prince. | have asked Tarl to bring around one of the smdl gardening wagons.”

Daemon judt raised an eyebrow and waited.

“It is a long wak for short legs” Bede said. His expresson didn't change, but there was a
definite twinkle in his eyes. 1 think you will find the wagon more convenient for the walk home.”

When he'd be pulling that wagon full of five shoozing puppies.

“l am a Black-Jewdled Warlord Prince and the Warlord Prince of Dhemlan. | haven't imagined
being those things, have 17

“No, Prince)” Bede replied. “You have not imagined those things You are the most powerful
maein Dhemlan.”

Nodding, Daemon walked to the door.

“However...”

He stopped. Twigted at the waist to look back at Bedle.

“After the Lady came to live with im here at the Hall, the High Lord quite often asked the same
question.”

Sylvia looked a the puppies. She looked at her younger son, Mika. Then she pointed at the
door. “Outside in the yard. And stay in the yard. That is not only a request from your mother; it is an
order from your Queen.”

Boy and puppies scampered outside.

“Does that work?’ Daemon asked. “Usng both titles?’

“It usudly gives me an extra fifteen minutes before | have to check on him and stop whatever
mischief he was about to get into.” She brushed a her har and seemed surprised when it came to an
abrupt end.

“New haircut?’ he asked, keeping his voice neutra. It was short and sassy and made her look
more...athletic...than the longer, more degant style he was accustomed to seeing on Lady Sylvia

“New clothes? she countered.

“l got married,” he replied dryly.

“We did notice”

Shadows in her eyes behind the amusement.

“Why?' he asked softly, looking at her hair. But he knew.

“l needed to look different.” She touched her hair again. “I didn't want to look in the mirror



anymore and see the woman who had been the High Lord’s lover.”

She walked into the family parlor. He followed.

“I loved him,” she said. “I dill do. I"ve sat in this room through alot of long nights, thinking about
what happened last year and why he chose to step away from day-to-day living—and from me”

“Sylvia...”

“No. Let me say this to someone. Please?”’

He dipped his hands in his trouser pockets and nodded.

“Saetan showed mewhat | deserve from alover. Not just killsin bed, but the genuine affection,
the interest in my life and my concerns. That mix of tenderness and amusement he would have when |
raved on about something. That look that said, whatever was going on, he understood it was femde and
he would just ride it out.” She pressed her lips together and closed her eyes for a moment. “I findly
redized he l€ft.... It wasn't just because of what was done to him when he was tortured in Terrellle. He
redly needed to go, to step away from the living Redms”

“Yes,” Daemon said softly. “He redly needed to go.”

He watched her eyesfill. Watched one tear roll down her cheek.

“We were friends before we were lovers” She wiped the tear and sniffled. “I miss my friend.
More then the lover, | missmy friend. | wrote him letters on some of those long nights. Just newsy things
about Hdaway or the boys”

“But you never sent them.”

“No.”

He held out a hand. “Give them to me”

“Oh, no, I—"

“Give them to me. | can’t tdl you that he/ll welcome them or that hell read them. But I'll offer
them.”

She opened a drawer in the rolltop desk and took out a packet tied with a rose-colored ribbon.
“There are a couple of letters from the boys, too. Maybe...”

He took the packet and vanished it before she could change her mind. “He did love you, Sylvia
He dill does. But he's not coming back.”

“I know.” It was atrembling amile, but it was il a amile

“Wel, I'd best gather the furry children and—"

“No.” Sylviamade a face. “1 didn’t ask you here to tak about your father. It's your mother we
need to discuss”

Daemon studied the fronts of the two cottages, then dowly circled the buildings, checking to see
that everything was well tended. Saetan had purchased one cottage fourteen years ago as a home for
Tersa. Daemon had purchased the neighboring cottage for Manny, the servant who had been his
caretaker when he had been an endaved prize living in Dorothea SaDiablo’s court. More than that,
Manny had raised him, had loved him, had been the one good constant in his childhood.

When he immigrated to Kaeleer, he brought Jazen and Manny with him, not willing to leave them
to the mercy of the Queens in Terralle. Jazen remained as his valet. Manny, after a few weeks at the
Hdl, wanted a place of her own—and work of her own. He bought her the cottage next to Tersa's, and
Manny gradudly took over as housekeeper and cook for Tersa and Alliga, the journey-maid Black
Widow who was Tersa's current companion.

He rounded the corner and stopped, counting slently to see how long it took the young couple
locked in an ardent embrace to become aware of his psychic scent and, therefore, his presence.

He reached twenty before the boy’s body jerked with awareness and the couple jumped away
from each other.

He stared at the girl firg, letting inginct rule temper. Her embarrassment came from who had
caught them kissing, but he didn't pick up any of the bitch-pride feding that came from witches who
enjoyed putting maesin a compromising postion. And the shy amile she gave the boy before bolting out
of the yard made him fed easy enough about her to relax about the boy. Thiswasn't a conquest; this was



young love. Mogt likdy, Manny would have shooed the girl out of the yard—after giving the couple
enough time for a few unchaperoned kisses.

As he waked toward the boy, he wondered if Mamny had taken up her other
occupation—village matchmaker.

“Prince Sadi,” the boy ssammered.

Seevdess undershirt, dirt-smeared and sweaty. Wheelbarrow, hoe, rake, shovel. No doubt one
of the youths who earned a few coins by hdping out with the heavier chores.

“We were jud...l was jus...” Flustered, the boy looked &t the tools and the ground as if an
answer would suddenly appear.

“I noticed.” He amiled, letting dry amusement clearly show.

“The next time you want to kiss the girl in a public place, say aware of what is around you. And
try alittle less tongue next time. Never hurts to have the gil wanting more than you' re giving. Epecidly in
these circumstances.”

The boy looked a him, shocked ddight lighting his face because the Warlord Prince of
Dhemlan—and more importantly Jaenelle Angelling' s hushand—had offered sexud advice.

Suppressing the urge to sSgh, and feding much older than he had fdt when he woke up that
morning, Daemon walked to the back door and knocked.

When Alliga opened the door, she didn't seem overly anxious, but he did pick up an
undercurrent of concern as he stepped into the kitchen.

“Tersais up in the attic,” Alliga said. “She's put locks on the atic door, and she's secretive
about what she's been doing for the past few weeks.”

“Why wasn't | informed about this?’

“It's odd, but there doesn’'t seem to be any harminit or any danger to Tersa. In fact, she's quite
pleased about...whatever thisis”

He fdt the edge of his temper sharpen. Tersa was his mother, a broken Black Widow who,
seven hundred years before, had surrendered her aready-tenuous hold on sanity in order to reclam her
power as a Sster of the Hourglass and see the dreams and visons that foretold the coming of Witch. She
had given him hope the night she had told him about the vison she'd seen in her tangled web. But the
price of seaing that vison was that her life became as shattered as her mind—until Jaenelle brought her as
far out of the Twisted Kingdom as Tersa was able to go, and brought her here to live under the care and
protection of the High Lord.

“l am here a least once a week,” Daemon said, hisvoice strained by the effort not to lash out at
Alliga “I should have been informed if Tersa was acting unusud in any way.”

Alliga stared a him, dearly struggling with the need to balance loydties. Bang here was part of
her own education—all Black Widows took the risk of becoming logt in the Twisted Kingdom—and in
that, her loydty was to the Hourglass Coven and to Tersa. But he ruled Dhemlan, and he was the one
who provided her with a quarterly income to show his gppreciation of her care—just as his father head
done before him.

She came to a decison. She raised her chin, squared her shoulders, and said, “She didn’t want
you to know.”

He was out of the kitchen and bounding up the stairs before Alliga could sputter a protest.

The physcd lock on the attic door was undone, but when he tried to open the door, he heard the
raitle of another lock on the other sde. And he fdt the tangle of a Craft-shaped lock. If Tersa had made
it, that lock was potentidly dangerous, even to someone with his power.

“Tersa?” He pounded on the attic door. “Tersal Open the door!”

«Go away,» she replied on a psychic thread.

«No, | will not go away.»

Annoyance came through the thread. And a trace of fear.

«Wait.»

He paced the upstairs hdlway, and he waited. Five minutes. Ten minutes. Fifteen minutes

Fndly the attic door opened and Tersa dipped into the hdlway. She was asthin as she'd dways



been, despite the regular medls, but her clothes were new and her hair, dill as tangled as her mind, was
clean.

“Tersa” He couldn’t read her emotions, couldn’t untangle them enough to get afed for what was
going on. That she was unhagppy about his presence hurt, but he set the hurt aside.

“Itsasurprise” she said, a pleading note in her voice that he d rardy heard before. “For the
boy. Just alittle surprise for the boy.”

The boy. Meaning him. He often wondered what she saw when she looked at him. Was it like
looking into a shattered mirror with each piece holding an imege from the past? Sometimes he knew she
was seeing him as the child he had been before Dorothea took him away from her and drove her out of
Hayll. Sometimes she saw him as the youth he had been when he'd met her again, thinking it was the firg
time because he didn't remember who she was. And sometimes she saw him as he was here and now.
But within dl the broken pieces of her mind, he was dways the boy.

Knowing why she didn’t want him there eased the hurt. She was making something for him, and
she was afraid he would indst on seeing it before she had finished it.

He ducked his head and looked at her through his lashes. “When do | get my surprise?’

A moment's startled hesitation. Then her gold eyes narrowed. “Y ou are teesng me?’

“Jud alittle” He gave her his best boyish grin.

Her eyes narrowed alittle more, but he noticed the change in her psychic scent as she absorbed
the fact that he was being playful instead of demanding answers.

“When do | get my surprise?’ he asked again.

“Soon. But not today.”

He waited, watching her make the effort to hold on to the ordinary world.

“Today you can have nutcakes.” Tersatook his am and tugged him toward the dairs leading to
the firg floor—and away from the surprisein the atic. “And milk.”

“l don’t need milk,” he said, hugtling down the stairs to keep up with her.

“Boys get milk with nutcakes. It's arule. Manny told me s0.”

He clamped his teeth together. He couldn’'t argue with arule that gave Tersa a way to cope with
something other people saw as smple and mundane, not when he knew Sylvids son Mikd was a
frequent vistor. Manny, no doubt, had established the rule for Mika’ s benefit.

“Hne” he said, trying not to snarl. “I’ll drink the’—damn—"milk.”

Tersa stopped just indde the kitchen and shook her finger at him. “And no usng Craft to vanish
the milk. That's fibbing.”

A mother’s gesture. A mother’s scold. Such an extraordinary thing to come from Tersa because
it was so ordinary.

It dmogt broke his heart.

There were so many things he couldn’t say to her, his mother, because they would confuse her,
tangle her up, threaten her fragile connection to the mundane world. But there were other ways he could
tdl her he loved her.

So he raised her hand to hisface and pressed a kiss in her pdm. “All right, darling. I'll drink the
milk. For you.”

“So,” Jeendle sad as they inspected the dining room in the spooky house. “We have the
skeleton in the closet, the crittersin the cobwebs, the snarl in the cedllar, the glowing eyes and smoke, and
the laughing staircase.”

Marian shuddered. “Can't you fix thet laugh to just one Sair?’

Jeendle turned to her and grinned. “It is much creepier now that | took the origind laugh and
played it in a cavern to get the find sound. But we don’t want it fixed to one spot. The next set of vigtors
would anticipate hearing it when they reached the Sxth gair.”

“Exectly.” She'd dmog wet hersdf when she'd carefully avoided stepping on the sixth sair and
then had that sound rigng up under her feet when she stepped on the eighth dair. “At leas, fix it to one
dar while we' re dill working on the house”



Jeendlle gave her one of those long, assessing looks. “Admit it. This has made you shudder and
shiver alot of thetime, but you've aso had fun.”

“l don’'t have to admit anything,” Marian replied. But she smiled when she said it. Just outside the
dining room, where people would be waiting for ther turn to enter, was a dusty table with a vase of dead
flowers. Swipe afinger in the dust—or even better, have one of the landen boys write his name in the
dust—and the next thing that appeared was the words “hdlo, prey.”

She' d thought of that one dl by hersdf.

It was the mix of the absurd, the creepy, and the red that was making the spooky house more
then the dumb ideas the landen boys had arigindly told Jeenelle. Now there were ghostly guides directing
people through the house and tdling them bits of stories so they would know what to look for in each
room. There were phantom shapes that would appear in one of the mirrors, but the spell didn't engage
until someone looked in the mirror. As you walked down one part of the upstairs hdlway, you heard a
heart-bregkingly beautiful voice snging—Jeendl€'s voice, in fact—but if you backtracked to hear it
agan, it was gone.

And then there were the other guides.

“Nobody is going to be scared of a Scdtie” Marian said as the two illuson-gpdl dogs—one
black with tan markings on his face, the other brown and white—trotted into the dining room and stared
a the humans, their expressions just alittle too glesful.

“That's because these people don't live with a Sceltie,” Jaendlle replied.

Marian sudied the illusons, whose tails began to wag now that she focused her atention on
them. “How complex a el isthis?”’

“They'll be dble to interact with the vigtorsin the most usud ways.”

A wicked chearfulness shivered through Marian. “In other words, they're going to herd the
landen children going through the house.”

“They can touch you; you can't touch them,” Jeenelle said, tipping her head toward the dogs.
“Your hand will pass right through, but you'll certainly fed it if one of them nips you.”

She was darting to like this house better and better. Those landen boys wanted to see how the
Blood lived? They thought it was dl cobwebs in the corners and rats in the wals? Hal Let them try to
ded with the kindred!

“How did we end up with Sceltie ghosts?” Marian asked.

A blush stained Jaendll€' s cheeks. “When | went to Scelt to ask Fionato polish up the little story
bits we wrote, Ladvarian and Shadow heard us talking. And since Kaelas got to be the snarl in the cdllar
and the ghodt cat that’s seen from one of the upstairs windows...”

“They nipped a you until you gavein, didn’t they?’

“Badgered. There were no teeth involved. Mine or thers”

Oh, the sour note in Jeendl€' s voice.

Marian turned away to hide a grin. The powerful men in Jeendl€'s life didn’'t often win an
argument with her. On the other hand, she sddom won an argument with Ladvarian. Did it annoy
Lucivar, Daemon, and Saetan to see a dog that didn't come up to their knees cornering Jeenelle into
agreaing to things when they couldn't get her to budge, or were they grateful that someone could
successtully herd their darling Queen when herding was required?

“All right,” Jeendlle said briskly. “We have one more room that needs sgnificant work.” She left
the dining room and led the way to the room that must have been a parlor. “Thiswill be the scariest room
inthe house”

Marian looked at the furniture and wallpaper and thought the room qudified without their doing
anything to it. “What's going to be in here?’

Oh, the look in Jeendl€'s eyes as she said softly, “A promise”

Entering one of the smdl parlors that were in Witch's private section of the Keep, Daemon used
Craft to move another cushioned footstool next to the one that held Saetan’s socked feet. Then he sat
down and studied his father as Saetan closed the book he was reading and took off the haf-moon



glasses.

“Nice swesater,” Daemon said dryly, eyeing the long black sweater Saetan was wearing over a
white slk shirt.

“Nice shirt,” Saetan replied just as dryly, confirming Daemon’s suspicion that Saetan owned the
swester for the same reason he now owned this shirt. “The gold looks good on you.”

“I have other clothes besides white shirts and black trousers,” Daemon grumbled.

“If you don’t, you will.” Saetan amiled. “Have any of your slk shirts found ther way into your
Lady’'s closet?”

“No.” Daemon fdt amusement bubble up. “My shoulders are broader than yours, so my shirts
don't fit as wdl as yours did. | gathered this was a disgppointment. In terms of the shirts, not the
shoulders”

“Lucky you.”

He grinned at the sour note he heard in Saetan’ s voice. Then his amusement faded as he cdled in
apacket of letters tied with a rose-colored ribbon. “Sylvia wrote these,” he said softly. “There are a
couple from the boys as wdll. | told her | would offer them, but you don’'t have to take them.” Especidly
now when he could see the pain gathering in his father’ s gold eyes. “I can keep them, or destroy them, or
read them if you fed someone needs to know the contents. | will do with them whatever you want me to
do.”

“l can't take them,” Saetan said, hisvoice strained. “It's sdfigh, | know that, but...”

Daemon vanished the packet and rested a hand on Saetan’s ankle. “Y ou're entitled to make that
choice”

“There are reasons why the demon-dead have their own Redm. There are reasons for the dead
to step back from the living. And those same reasons gpply to Guardians.”

Sep back from whomever you must, Daemon thought. Except me. Except Lucivar.

“You and Lucivar...” Saetan amiled that dry amile “When | firg told the two of you | was
retiring from the living Reams, | heard the unspoken warning about what you'd do if | tried to shut mysdf
too far away from dl of you. And | wouldn’'t have tried to shut you out. Not my children. Not you or
Ludiver or Jeenelle. Not from the coven or the boyos, since they, too, are my children in away.”

“They’ve taken the lessons and the love and gone on with their lives They aren’'t placing any
demands on you. Just smal expectations, when there are any at dl.”

Saetan hesitated. “ At this point, my darling, you and the others are fine entertainment most of the
time. Not just for me. For Geoffrey and Draca as well. Even Lorn. Once a week, | go down to vist and
read him the letters from the coven. The Darkness only knows what the legendary Prince of the Dragons
thinks of the content.” Another amile, there and gone. “Buit it's not the same with Sylvia”

“No, it's not the same.” It could never be the same with alover who truly touched a man's heart.
He gave hisfather’s ankle a friendly squeeze, then sat back on the footstool. “ There are going to be some
changesin her household. That may not be easier for her initidly, but it will be different.”

“Oh?’

“l walked down to the village with five Scdltie puppies. | came back to the Hdl with four.”

“And thefifth?’

“By now, I’'m sure Sylvia has convinced the little bitch to let go of Mikd’s trousers. And Mrs.
Bede promised to send her recipe for puppy biscuits to Sylvia's cook.”

“Mrs. Bedle agreed to share arecipe,” Saetan said dowly.

“Mrs. Bede agreed that | could pay for...I’'m not sure what it is except that it's something she
wanted for the kitchen but couldn’t judtify as a normd household expense.”

“And you agreed to fund thisin exchange for a recipe?’

Daemon stared at his father for a long moment before he muttered, “She sharpened the meet
cleaver before coming to tak to me”

One beat of slence. Two. Then Saetan burst out laughing.

Almos time. Everything was amost ready. Big surprises soon. Just afew details Ieft to handle,



Almost ready.
Soon.
And then they would see how many of his surprises the SaDiablo family could survive.

PART TWO
EIGHT

Ludvar braced his elbows on the kitchen table, clamped his hands on ether sde of his
head—and squeezed.

What was wrong with Rihlanders that they had to put everything down on paper? And why
send this crap to him? If Jhinkas were attacking a village in Ebon Rih—or any part of Askavi for that
matter—he wanted to know about it because he would be the one stepping onto the killing fidd to take
care of it. But why in the name of Hdl did he need five pages of scribbles from some Queen’s Steward
to tdl him nothing was wrong? And if he had to get stuck in this bog of words, why couldn't the fool
who wrote it have the courtesy of having penmanship that a person could read?

Thank the Darkness Daemon took care of dl the family business. For reasons he had never
understood, Daemon liked paperwork.

He didn't mind the twice-amonth medting to review the properties and wedth held by the
SaDiablo family. They were necessary, and the Dhemlan estate that was part of his inheritance and the
people who worked on that land were his responshbility. But Daemon didn't make him read dl those
damn bits of paper just to tdl him nothing was wrong.

Normdly he thought of the paperwork that came with being the Warlord Prince of Ebon Rih as
the equivaent of having a smashed toe—you jugt gritted your teeth and limped your way through it. But
today it was raning, Marian was gone, and Daemonar and a wolf pup were entertaining themsalves by
meking a lot of noise in the next room. If this had been summer, he would have stripped off the boy’s
clothes and chucked those two outside, figuring a little water wouldn’t hurt any of them—as long as he
got boy and pup cleaned up and dried off before their mothers returned. But it was a chilly autumn day
and a cold rain, so he was stuck with paperwork, noise, and—bang bang bang

“I openit!” Daemonar shouted, scrambling to his feet and running for the door. “I open it!”

Sure you will, boyo, Lucivar thought as he pushed away from the kitchen table. Just as soon as
you're tall enough to reach the latch—and the extra locks.

He smplified his life by containing boy and pup ingde a protective shidd that kept them from
racing out the door as soon as he opened it.

The Dhemlan youth danding a the door was a Summer-sky-Jeweled Warlord wearing a
messenger’ s uniform.

“I have a specid ddivery for Prince Lucva Yadang” the Warlord sad, holding out a
cream-colored envelope.

As he reached for the envelope, he used Craft to create a skintight, Red-strength shiddd around
his hand and forearm. Creating a shidd before taking something from a sranger was second nature to
him. The fact that the Warlord' s eyes widened told him it wasn't second nature to the boy.

“You don't shid before taking something from someone you don’t know?’

“They’re messaged”

“And packages?’

“Yes, sometimes.”

Ludvar stared a him.

“It would drain my Jewels fagter if |1 shielded every time | handled a message” the Warlord
protested. “Besides, everything is checked at the message dtations before we're given our bundles to



Odiver.”

Ludvar jugt stared at him.

Beads of sweat popped out on the Warlord' s forehead.

“Hra of dl,” Ludvar said, “it requires very little power to maintain a shied after you've created
it, unless the power is being drained because something is driking it in an effort to get to you. Second,
snce the danger isminima and you look old enough to have made the Offering to the Darkness, there is
no reason why you can't use your Birthright Jewel to shidd and tap into the reservoir of power in your
Summer-sky Jewd to ride the Summer-sky Wind and ddliver your messages a your best speed. Third,
even if you believe the danger is minimd, waking into an unknown without shidding is a stupid kind of
arrogance—and not an arrogance I'll tolerate where | rule” He continued to stare at the Warlord and
waited.

“So dl messengers coming into Ebon Rih should shidd before handling the messages?’ the
Warlord findly asked.

“That’sright. And if it's shrugged off, I'm going to kick someone's ass—and I’'m not going to be
particular about whose ass gets kicked. Make sure you ddiver that message to whoever is in charge of
the message dation.”

“Yes, Prince”

The Warlord managed a iff-legged control dl the way across the courtyard, then raced
headlong down the stairs to the landing area, where he could catch the Summer-sky Wind and get out of
Ebon Rih.

Ludvar closed and locked the door, released Daemonar and the wolf pup from the protective
shidd, and walked back into the kitchen muttering, “No shidds? What are they teaching these boys?”’
Since the messenger had come from Dhemlan, he d tak to Daemon about this No, he'd write to
Daemon, who would understand the effort required. And that would guarantee the message would get
the sharp edge of his brother’ s atention.

Just look at that, Lucivar thought as he opened the envelope. Now that I'm settled down and
respectable, more or less, | can be twice the prick | used to be and not even have to leave my own
home.

A glance & Daemonar and the pup, who were gtting close to each other and were quiet. The
quiet wouldn't last more than another few moments, so he pulled the heavy paper out of the envelope
and tossed the envelope on top of the other papers spread out on the kitchen table. Then he gave his
atention to the words.

“*Your presence is requested at a private viewing of The Spooky House” he read doud. An
invitation from Jeendle and Marian. More than an invitation. “Your presence is requested” was a phrase
used in Protocol, and the gentleness of the wording didn't change the fact that it amounted to a
command. Especidly when it came from his Queen and hiswife. BLt...

Luavar twisted around to look at the clock on the other end of the kitchen counter.

“Hdl'sfire, Marian,” he muttered. “Y ou didn’t leave me much time to find someone to waich the
little beast and reach a village in the middle of Dhemlan.”

He read the invitation again, and the insult under the words pricked his temper. He was a
Warlord Prince, and he was the ruler of Ebon Rih. And this...invitation. . .despite the formd, and correct,
wording, left ataste of daveinthe air.

Sending this shit piece of paper to hm was sdfish, especidly snce Marian could have told him
about this viewing yesterday so he wouldn't have to jump on command and scramble to find someone to
watch the boy. If it had been anyone but Marian and Jaendlle, he would have told her to take a pissinthe
wind. And he sill might, even though one woman was hiswife and the other his Sgter.

And that, damn it, was the bone that stuck in his throat. Jaenelle and Marian were both origindly
from Terrellle, but they had never acted like the bitches who lived in that Realm. Until now.

He closed his eyes and forced himsdf to breathe dow and easy. A man didn't make decisons
because of an insult hidden within words. A man made decisons based on honor—and Protocol. So he
would heed the command, even though it rankled. He wouldn't disappoint his wife, and he wouldn't



disobey his Queen. BLt...

He hadn't seen the spooky house—the Ladies had insgted that he and Daemon not see the place
untl it was completed—so he didn’t know the exact location of the damn village

Firg things first. He needed to find someone to—

Thewadf pup yipped. Daemonar yelped.

Opening his eyes, Lucivar flipped the invitation toward the counter as he moved to separate boy
and pup, but before he d completed that first step, he knew this wasn't one of the usua boy-and-pup
tusdes. Something more had happened during those moments of inattention, because Daemonar’s figt
was raised in red anger and the pup’s teeth were bared with intent to harm.,

And he, seaing a disaster in the making, made a sound that thundered through the eyrie—the
primd, undiluted roar of a furious adult mae.

The three of them froze.

AsLucvar stared at the boy and pup, who were staring back at him, he thought, Mother Night.
| sound like my father.

The thought, like the stone that starts an avadanche, broke open something insde him. He fdt the
cascade, fdt the pressure of the storm on his skin, in his bones. No tdling what was coming or how long
he could hold it back. But the children had to come firg.

So he moved, scooping up Daemonar in one am and the pup in the other. He vanished the
papers on the kitchen table and plunked boy and pup down—and faced the next problem as he kept
pushing back that storm, that sound.

There was one of hm and two of them—and a truth that would snk into the marrow of ther
bones and remain long after the actud memory was gone. No matter which one he tended firg, the other
“child” would adways know he wasn't as important, didn’t matter as much. And things would never be
the same between boy and wolves.

So one hand examined the pup and found a sore spot that could have been caused by a kick,
while the other hand pushed down the boy’s sock. The pup had caught Daemonar enough to scrape the
skin on theingde of the boy’s ankle. Lucivar rubbed his thumb over the scrape, wiping away the blood
before Daemonar noticed it.

“You'redl right,” he said, trying for soothing but not able to keep the grim temper out of his
voice. “Nothing punctured, nothing broken.” And nether more damaged than the other, thank the
Darkness.

Keeping afirm grip on both of them, he stopped trying for soothing. “1 don’t care what you did. |
don’'t care who started it. If this happens again, you won't be alowed to play together.”

Whimpers from the pup. A poked-out, quivering lower lip from Daemonar.

Hearing the dick of nalls on the stone floor, Lucivar turned his head and looked at Tasde, who
was sanding in the archway. Udng a light psychic touch, he showed the wolf the memory of what had
just happened.

Tasde bared histeeth and snarled at both children.

“Here)” Lucivar said, setting the pup on the floor. “Why don’'t you take care of yours this
afternoon, and I'll dedl with mine”

At least, he hoped he' d be able to take care of his son. He hoped the emotiond storm produced
by that sound wouldn't cripple him.

Tasde grabbed his pup by the scruff of its neck and stalked off.

Lucivar looked at the dribble trail of puppy urine he would have to cean up, then looked at his
son, whose eyes were now svimming in tears. Sghing, he picked up Daemonar and rubbed the boy’'s
back to comfort him.

“Want Mama,” Daemonar sniffled. “Want Mama now.”

“Me too, boyo. Me too.”

He took Daemonar into the parlor and settled into the rocking chair. Between the rocking and
the soothing pdl he wrapped around the boy, it didn’t take long before Daemonar was sound adleep.

Once he was sure the boy wouldn't wake, Lucivar caled in a bottle of ointment Jeendlle had



made up for “everyday ouchies’ and rubbed some on the scrape to dean the wound while he used basic
heding Craft to make “everything dl better.”

Then he vanished the bottle, rocked his son...and faced the sorm raging ingde him.

Not amemory. Not exactly. More like rdiving a feeling. He didn’t know where or when, but he
was young. Older than Daemonar, but not by much. He was in that smdl-boy body, gtting on a bench,
hunched around himsdlf as the echo of that sound pressed down on his skin, on his bones. Pressed into
his heart.

Hisfather's voice. But there had been something terrible in that sound.

There had been agony in that sound.

Hisfault. He couldn’t remember why, but he was certain of that.

Prothvar would know.

The thought brought tears to his eyes. He blinked them back.

Prothvar was gone now. Truly gone. He had died on a killing field over fifty thousand years
before, in the war between Terralle and Kaeleer, but he had remained, dong with Andulvar and Mephis,
as one of the demon-dead who continued to guard the Shadow Redm. In a way, the war tha Jeendle
hed stopped last year had been an extenson of that firs war, snce Hekatah had been behind both
corflicts

In a way, when Prothvar gave himsdf to Jeendl€e's webs to hdp protect the Blood when she
unleashed her full power, he had stepped onto the lagt battlefied of that old war.

So Prothvar was gone now. Truly gone. So were Andulvar and Mephis.

Whatever had happened the day Ludvar had caused that sound to thunder out of his father hed
changed hislife, had changed him. He was sure of that. Now he needed to know why.

There was only one person he could ask.

He closed his eyes—and fdt a angle tear roll down his face. He wasn't sure if the tear was for
the boy he had been or the family members who were gone.

As he rocked his son, the weight of that old memory that was only a feding settled over
him—and smothered everything ese.

Surred pulled Ranier into the town house' s Stting room the moment he arrived.

“Did you get one of these?’ she asked, halding out a cream-colored invitation.

“No,” he replied after he read it.

She watched his expression change into a thoughtful frown. “What?’

“Wel, Jeendle and Marian both know anyone they invite to view the spooky house will show
up—epecidly anyone from the family—so why set this up like a test of obedience?” He studied her
deliberatdly blank expresson. “Queens—especidly young Queens—sometimes test ther First Circle by
meking demands that aren’'t harmful but dso aren’'t considerate. The phrasing on this invitation makes this
acommand to attend, and since the viewing isfor this evening, you' re expected to cancd whatever plans
or commitments you had made and obey.”

“Maybe they wanted to make sure the invitations wouldn't be ignored.”

“Maybe.” But Rainier didn’t sound convinced.

It didn’t sound like something Jaenelle or Marian would do, but they could have gotten the jitters
about showing the spooky house and hadn’t thought out the phrasing of the invitations.

Surredl hooked her hair behind her pointed ears. “Does't matter. There it much time to get
there, so I've asked for aquick med. WE I eat in a few minutes. I'm going to change clothes. You tak
to Hdlton and find out where thisvillage is”

“Surred.” Rainier looked alittle embarrassed. “1 wasn't invited.”

“Did you or did you not tdl me you would stand as an offidd escort whenever | needed one?’

“Yes | did”

“Then it's settled. I'm going to change, and you're going to find out how to get to the spooky
house”

He flashed a amile a her as he opened the gtting room door. She returned the amile as she



waked past him. Then she bolted up the dairs. But she paused when she reached her bedroom,
bothered by Ranier’s comment that the phrasing of the invitation sounded like a test—especialy snce
the invitation arrived just a few minutes before he did, and barely gave them time to grab a quick med
before they had to leave.

Wha bothered her even more was the feding that she'd recently read or heard about someone
who had been given agmilar kind of test, but she couldn’t remember where—or why.

The eyrie was quiet. Much too quiet. And there wasn't a angle lamp or candle in use even
though the rain and clouds here in Ebon Rih had brought on nightfal sooner than usud.

Leaving the front door open, Marian removed her cape and hung it on the coat-tree. Usng Craft,
she created asmdl bdl of witchlight, which she tossed into the middle of the room. Then she cdled in the
hunting knife Lucivar had given her. She handled knives dl the time in the kitchen, which was why he'd
decided thiswas a practical weapon for her to carry.

It fdt different—because it was meant for something different. She could accept that. Even
embrace it. She had changed enough from the timid hearth witch she had been when she'd firs come to
Kaeleer that she could—and would—use that knife to protect her family.

Usng Craft to keep the witchlight moving in front of her, Marian crept toward the kitchen. Then
she stopped. Sniffed. Brought the witchlight closer to the floor and studied the tdltde spots of dried pee
that hadn’t been wiped up. She raised her hand and gave the candle-lights indde the lamp on the kitchen
table a touch of power.

The lamp's soft light filled the kitchen.

Nothing out of order.

Moving farther into the eyrie, she passed the room where Lucivar conducted the formd business
of being the Prince of Ebon Rih, and continued on into the family rooms.

And then she found her hushand and son in the room they used as a family parlor—a room that
was comfortable for adults but could withstand the rough-and-tumble play of an Eyrien boy. Lucvar was
inthe rocking chair. Daemonar was on his lap. Both were sound adleep.

Marian sudied the doorway. Fet the light presence of power. The shidd around this room
would dert Lucivar to someone's presence the moment anyone or anything crossed the threshold. And
the moment that happened, even before he was fully awake or had opened his eyes, he would be primed
to attack.

«Lucvary» she caled softly on a psychic thread.

A changein his bregthing, tdling her he was awake and aware. He didn’'t open his eyes, but he
dropped the shidd, dlowing her into the room.

She entered the room, brought the ball of witchlight back to her hand, then set it in a bowl made
of sained glass that sat on atable near the doorway.

As she crossed the room, Lucivar opened his eyes. For a moment there was baffled annoyance,
asif he'd been angry with her for some reason but now couldn’t remember why. Then he looked at her
right hand—and smiled.

Puzzled by his amusement, she looked down.

“It was dark and quiet,” she said, huffing out a breath as she vanished the hunting knife.

Lucvar’'s amiled widened. “Worried about me, sweetheart?’

“Maybe.” She leaned down, resting one hand on his shoulder while the other hand lightly touched
her son’s head, and gave Lucivar a soft kiss. “Should | ask why the two of you are tired enough to be
adeep a this hour?”’

“You don't want to know.”

She'd take hisword for it.

Luavar turned his head and looked out the window. “ Sun’s down.”

“Itis, yes”

He looked down at Daemonar. “Should we wake him up so hell deep later or just put him to
bed and accept that tomorrow will start in the wee hours of the mormning?”



“Are you up to deding with him?’

“No.” That sounded like a groan. “Beddes, | need to fly over to the Keegp and see the High
Lord.”

“Then let’s put im to bed. | stopped a The Tavern and picked up some food. We can eat when
you get back.”

Ludivar shifted Daemonar and stood up. “Fair enough.” When they reached the doorway, he
stopped.

“What?" Marian asked.

Ludivar tared at nothing. “Don’'t know. Just...It was an eventful afternoon, and | fed like I've
forgotten something.”

Lucivar walked into the amdl parlor at the Keep and did a quick assessment. Drapes drawn.
Fire going, with plenty of wood in the copper basket. A cozy fed for a chilly, rany night. His father
wearing awool dressng gown over shirt and trousers. Sippers indead of shoes. Hair that was clean but
looked asif it had been finger-combed instead of brushed.

Not unkempt, he decided. Just comfortable.

“l wasn't expecting company,” Saetan said dryly.

Ludvar shrugged, then eyed the book in Saetan’s lap. “Is Marian going to want to read that
book?’

“Probably.”

“Isit going to make her cry?’

“Probably.”

“Tch.”

The sound made Saetan 9mile as he closed the book and set it on atable beside atray that hed a
decanter of yarbarah, a decanter of brandy, and two ravenglass goblets. “If you want to live with a
woman, you have to ride the currents of her moods, boyo.”

Ludvar picked up a wooden char that was tucked againg the wall, brought it over to where
Saetan was gtting, and straddled it, regting his arms on the back. “We now have a code. If she suspects
the story is going to make her cry, Marian puts a polished rock on the table next to her char. When | see
the rock, I'm supposed to let her cry and not make a fuss about it.”

“Can’'t sand to stay in the room when that happens, can you?’

“No.”

A long pause. Then Saetan said, “What's on your mind, Lucivar?’

He told Saetan about Daemonar and the wolf pup—and saw wariness flicker in his father’s eyes.

“l don’t remember you,” Lucivar said, feding cautious. “I don’t remember the early years when
you were there. Daemon remembers a little more, | think, and when he tells me about something, | can
sometimesfill in the rest, like a story I’ ve heard along time ago.” He paused. “1 don’'t remember you, but
| remember that sound. Even though it came from me this afternoon and it wasn't the same, not redly, |
could fed the memory of that sound. It's more than the usud roar that will stop a boy before he does
something stupid.”

No answer. Just a vicious—and visble—effort at self-control.

“Come on,” Ludvar sad. “You've told us plenty of stories about when Daemon and | were
young.”

Sill no answer. Then, too softly, “And you need to know about this one?’

Oh, he didn't like the phrasing, and he heard the warning, but he nodded. “Yes. | need to hear
thisone.”

Saetan turned his head and stared at the fire. Lucivar waited.

“Even as alittle boy, you were a brilliant warrior,” Saetan said, his eyes dill focused on the fire.
“Andulvar said you were the best he' d ever seen, and when you matured and were a physicad match for
your indincts, nothing would be able to stland againg you.”

A ggnificant compliment, especialy coming from the Demon Prince, but there was more than one



kind of fighting, and Andulvar hadn’t looked into Daemon’s eyes when the Sadist had turned cold. If he
had, he would have known there was one thing even an Ebon-gray Eyrien Warlord Prince couldn’t stand
agang and survive.

“You and Daemon...” Saetan rubbed one finger againg his forehead as his mouth curved in a
gim gmile “Even so young, you recognized each other’s weakness—or what you thought of as a
weskness—and you worked with it. For you, it was words. For him...Mother Night, Lucivar. There
were times when | couldn’'t decideif | should laugh mysdf slly or strangle both of you. You tried to teach
him how to fight. And there was so much frugtration on both sides because you couldn’t understand why
your brother couldn’t do what you could do in terms of using physica weapons.”

“He's less resgtant to learning that Sde of afight than he used to be” Ludvar said. Of course,
Jeendlle needing a sparring partner every day in order to continue regaining her strength and muscle was
the prime incentive for Daemon learning a few routines that used the Eyrien sticks. And the sparring
dticks were only a short step away from learning to use the bladed sticks, which could be as degantly
vicious a weapon as any sword.

Not that he was going to mention that part to Daemon. Not yet.

Saetan’ s response was a Soft snort of laughter. But he dill kept his eyes fixed on the fire. “At that
time, Daemon wasn't able to hold his own with you, so Prothvar worked with you, teaching you the
moves and how to hold the weapons. He'd even gotten Eyrien weapons made for you, with unhoned
blades, so they would be balanced for a child's hand.”

Prothvar hadn’t told him that. Oh, he' d been told his demon-dead “cousin,” who was Andulvar's
grandson, had been his sparring partner when he was a child, but he hadn’'t known Prothvar had been
that involved in his early education. And he wondered what had happened to those amdl weapons. His
moather had probably thrown them away when she' d given him to the High Priestess of Askavi in order to
hide him from Saetan—and then had lost him hersdif.

“You were gaying at the Hal with mefor a few days, and Prothvar was saying as wel to work
with you.”

A quiver in Saetan’s voice, quickly banished by that vicious—and visble—sdf-control.

“He had dways been so careful around you and Daemon to use illuson spells to hide the worst
af it, even though he dways wore aleather vest aswell. | don't know how you did it, but you talked him
into showing you his desth wounds. | suppose that was inevitable. He was an older cousin, a seasoned
warrior who had died on a killing fidd, and you were 4ill young enough to see the romance of battle
rather than the grim and bloody redlity.”

Ludiver didn't move. Hardly dared to breathe.

One hundred men walked off the field. Fifteen of them were dead.

The opening lines of the story of the Demon Prince' s lagt battle, the decisive bettle in the war that
had dmost destroyed Terrellle and Kadleer fifty thousand years ago. Eyriens had been tdling that story
for generations, but he had heard a little of it from the men who had been there. So he knew about
Andulvar and Prothvar fighting in the battle—and being the leaders of the amy that had stood on the
pivotd killing fidd that had ended Hekatah SaDiablo’s attempt to take control of the two living Reams.
They were both so immersad in riding the killing edge and winning that battle, they never fdt the blows
that should have brought them down, just made the transition to demon-dead between one heartbeat and
the next—and tore out their enemies’ throats, gorging on the blood to sustain their own dead flesh as they
kept killing and killing and killing.

Only one side waks away from akilling field. Even though they were no longer among the living,
the fact that Andulvar and Prothvar Y adana walked off that fied changed the history of two Redms.

“Nothing would have come of it,” Saetan said softly, “if you hadn’'t come running into my study
right after that. You looked so excited, | thought you were coming in to tdl me about a new move you
hed learned or to watch some flying trick you had mastered. Instead, you asked me when you could get
your own desth wounds. And in that moment, looking at my brilliant litle boy, | saw Andulvar and
Prothvar as they had looked when they walked off thet killing fidd. | saw Mephis when he firg arrived in
the Dark Redm, having died that same day. And | remembered the pain of searching for Peyton and



Ravenar—and never knowing what had happened to ether of them. But it was Andulvar and Prothvar |
saw mog of dl, and | could see you with them—as a boy, as a grown man—waking off akilling fidd but
no longer among the living. And there were no words for that kind of pain. Just a sound.”

Ludiver closed his eyes. The words squeezed his chest until he ached.

He had stood on killing fields—and sometimes he had been the only one to wak away. So he
could seeit clearly. No vishble lines defined the space, but a warrior could fed it, knew exactly where the
line began, knew the shape of the fiedd. Once a man stepped onto one of those fidds, he was committed
to the battle. There was no turning back, no waking away. Because of that, a killing fidld embraced a
savagery that transcended anything that could be found on a battlefield. For Warlord Princes, there was a
clear didinction between those two things.

After he'd come to live a the Hall and serve Jaendlle, he’'d walked in on Prothvar one evening
before his cousn was dressed. Before the illuson spells were in place. He had looked a those wounds
with the eyes of a warrior—and the fact that Prothvar had waked away from that killing fiedd had told
him more about the man as a warrior then dl the stories he'd heard in the hunting camps. As a youth,
he d thought those stories about Prothvar’ s dbilities had been exaggerated, as stories tend to be.

As aman, seeing his cousn’'s body, he' d understood those stories hadn’t told the hdlf of it.

He could picture Prothvar and Andulvar asif he were standing next to Saetan waiting for them to
cross the line and step off the killing fidd.

Waiting for them.

In that moment, as a suspicion floated through his mind, he imagined he could fed the brush of
Daemon'slips againgt his ear and hear his brother’ s voice.

Words can be a weapon, and our father is very skilled with that particular blade.
Look—and see clearly. Within what he didn’t say is the reason he didn’t want to tell you the story.

S0 he considered the story he'd just heard. And he considered the few things Andulvar had said
about thet battle.

Then he looked at his father and thought, Liar.

While Saetan cdled in a handkerchief and ddlicatdly blew his nose, Lucivar went to the table and
poured yarbarah into one of the ravenglass goblets. He warmed the blood wine over a tongue of
witchfire, then held out the glass.

Saetan vanished the handkerchief and took hold of the goblet.

Luciver didn't let go.

The resistance was enough to assure he'd have Saetan’s attention when he released that goblet,
picked up the other—and poured and warmed another glass of yarbarah.

Eyrien warriors drank smdl glasses of yarbarah as part of some of their ceremonies, but drinking
aful goblet wasn't something a living man would normdly do.

He returned to his chair and took a sip of the blood wine, his eyes never leaving his father’ s face.

“Unde Andulvar told me you hed refused to fight in that war. You had sad that, as a Guardian,
you had no right to interfere with the living Realms.”

“Yes,” Saegtan replied, hisvoice barely a whisper. “That’swhat | sad.”

“Mug have gdled him when he walked off that fiddd and saw you standing that one careful step
away from the line—the step that kept you out of the fight.”

A ghogt of agrim amile, there and gone. “1 don't think he ever forgave me. Not completely.”

“Funny that he never considered why you were there.”

“It was akilling fidd, Lucivar. A daughter of thousands.”

“So the High Lord of Hell was there to meet his closest friend and that friend’s grandson to help
them make the trangtion to demon-dead.”

“Yes”

Ludvar smiled and said, “Liar.”

No answer. Just that vicious—and visble—sdf-control.

“I am hrilliant on akilling fidd, and | think | can see you more dearly than Andulvar ever did.”

Sill no answer. He didn’t expect one.



“The pivotd beattle” Lucdvar said softly. “The place—and the men—who could break Hekatah's
bid to control the Redms. The man who could break Hekatah's bid. Aslong as Andulvar Yadana, the
Demon Prince, could lead warriors into battle, Hekatah's chances of winning grew less with every fight.
S0 she had to diminate him, destroy him completely.

“You had declared yoursdf out of the fight. A Guardian has no right to interfere with the living
Redms Tha's wha you'd said. You hold to your code of honor, no maiter the cost. Hekatah and
Andulvar both knew that.”

“What's your point, Lucivar?’

He heard the waning. Saw something lethd flicker in his father’s gold eyes before Saetan
regained dl of that formidable self-control. But he was going to finish this, was going to acknowledge
something that had remained hidden for fifty thousand years.

“The army that faced Andulvar and his men that day. All those men on that killing fidd. They
were fodder. They were there to drain the power in Andulvar’'s Ebon-gray Jewels, to wound him,
weaken him, diminate the men around him. But Hekatah hadn’'t expected them to win. Ancther amy
was supposed to reach that fidd. Fresh warriors primed for a fight standing againgt survivors who had
been fighting for hours. They were the warriors who were supposed to win the battle. They were the
ones who were supposed to wak off the killing fidd.

“But they never got to tha fidd, did they? Because they met another enemy. One whose
presence hadn't been anticipated. One who didn't fight with a blade. One whose power and ill and
temper...Wel, as you said, it was a daughter of thousands.”

No response. He didn’t expect one. And he wasn't sure he actudly wanted Saetan to admit to
breeking the code of honor that kept the man from being a monger.

“If Andulvar, Prothvar, and ther surviving men hadn’t been the ones to wak off the fidd that
day, Hekatah would have won the war between Kagleer and Terrellle, and both Realms would have
become the nightmare Terrellle became dl those long years later.” He took a swalow of yarbarah as a
private sdute to the warriors who were gone. “So | won't ask why you were there that day. But | thank
you for being there—and for standing that one careful step back from the killing fidd.”

They looked a each other, and there, within the slence, acknowledged a man's betraya of
himsdf—and a secret that would remain a secret.

“Anything ese?’ Saetan findly asked.

Ludivar stared into the goblet. Easy enough to shrug it off, let it pass. After dl, they were both
feding alittle raw. But...

“l don't remember you, but you shaped the core of me during those early years, and your
passion and honor were the forge that made that core unbreakable, despite everything that came after. |
don't know what | would have become without that, but I'm certain | wouldn’'t have been worthy of
sarving Witch. So | thank you for that, too, and...I’m proud to have you as my father.”

“As| am proud to have you as a son,” Saetan replied softly.

Time to go, boyo, before you get weepy. He used Craft to float the goblet back to the tray,
then stood up and stretched. “Wl. I'd better get back. If the little beast wakes up and Marian has to
dedl with im on her own...” He frowned.

“What?" Saetan asked.

Ludvar rubbed the back of his neck. “I have the negging feding that I’ ve forgotten something.”

“Hmm. W, you'll either remember it on your own, or you'll remember it when whatever you've
forgotten comes back and bites you in the ass.”

Ludvar laughed. “I guess that’s something to look forward to.”

NINE



Standing a the edge of the street, Surred studied the three-story house that looked like it had
seen better years. Better decades, actudly. There was a shabbiness to it thet fet like neglect rather than
the decline that comes with age. But it mugt have been a prominent house in the village a one time, since
it was standing on a plot of land that was sgnificantly larger than its neighbors.

She didn't know much about landen architecture or landscaping, but the whole thing struck her
as being off-balance, asif theright sde of the land were about to tip up from the weight of the house on
the left sde. And why would anyone surround property with a wais-high wrought-iron fence that
followed the property line & least on the two sdes but split the front yard in haf between house and
street, making it useful for nothing?

“It might have been attractive at one time” she said, not bothering to keep the doubt out of her
voice.

“Y ou meen before it was built?’ Rainier replied.

She huffed out a laugh.

“There are plenty of Blood mansons that have a tower,” Rainier said. “But the tower attached to
theright side of thisbuilding...”

“Looks like afat penis with pretensons.”

Rainier choked. And because he choked, she couldn’t ress.

“Redly,” Surred said. “It reminds me of the cock decorating that was done in a Terellean
Territory afew decades ago. Didn't stay in fashion for long, but it was amusng whileit did.”

“Cock decoreting.”

She couldn't tdl if he was amused or appaled. But he didn't sound suspicious. “Feathers,
ribbons, netting that acted as a deeve so that seed pearls and sequins could be added.”

“l can’'t imagine any of that would be comfortable, and | dso don't see the point.”

“Wl, it's not like they kept it Suffed in their pants.” She bit the ingde of her cheek.

“But...In asocid gathering, it's much better for a man to imply what he's got rather then actudly
show it.”

Did men use undergarments that enhanced ther cocks the way women sometimes used corsets
or specidly constructed brassieres to enhance their breasts? She' d have to ask him sometime.

“Besides, aman can't sustain an erection for an entire evening,” Rainier sad.

“That'strue. And there was an ebb and flow to the fedtivities for a while” Oh, he was ddfinitely
gopdled now. “That's why most men started wearing a giff covering over their asset and decorating
that.”

“How could you tdl it was a covering?’

“Has your cock ever turned purple?’

“No.”

“Wel, then.” She grinned. Couldn’t stop hersdf. Besides, he sounded like he was being lightly
drangled, so it was time to stop teasing. “Now that you're warmed up for it, shal we go view the rest of
the evening’s horrors?’

“Qurreal.”

Laughing, she ignored the muttering coming from her companion.

“It redly was done in a Terrelllean Territory, but not to that extent,” Surred said.

They both pondered that, and she suspected her perception of that particular fashion was very
different from his.

Then Rainier said, “If it had been done like you described, do you think Sadi...?’

He looked at her. She looked at him—and knew they were both picturing that elegant, beautiful
mean moving across a ballroom with lethd, feine grace. If Daemon had been forced to display himsdf
during the years he/' d been a pleasure dave, he would have done it right. Nothing garish for Sadi. Seed
pearls and slk. Maybe a samdl ruby drategicaly placed to catch the light—and a woman's eye. A fatd
lure that promised unimeagined pleasures, despite his lack of arousd. But the look in Sadi’s golden eyes
and his cold, crud amile would have made a very different kind of promise—and that was the promise
the Sadist dway's kept.



And that thought got her moving up the broken, weedy flag-stone wakway at the same moment
aman came out of the house and lit the lanterns that hung on ether side of the door.

“Think that's the equivdent of the housdights going down in a theater?’ Rainier asked as they
stopped at the gate in the fence.

“Could be” A movement near the edge of the property had her dropping back a step, giving
Ranier fighting room as she turned.

“Jud children,” Rainier said, turning with her. “One of them must have been keeping watch. Or
ese they planned to meet here at dusk.”

“Makes sense. After dl, they're probably the ones who provided the ingpiration for this place.”
And imegining them dl getting close enough for her to give each one of them a hard whack upside the
head as payment for that ingpiration pleased her so much she amiled and waved at them.

“Don’t encourage them,” Rainier warned. “They’ll think you' re inviting them to come with us”

“Don't be daft. Landens stay away from...Hdl'sfire” They had taken her wave as an invitation.

“Told you,” Rainier said, grabbing her am as he pushed the gate open. It svung eesily enough
but creaked asif it hadn’t been used in years.

“How was | supposed to know?’ Surreal grumbled, caught between going through the gate,
which she didn’t want to do, and being trapped againgt the fence by a pack of children.

“You were that age once.”

“l waan't like them at that age.”

Ranier made a scoffing sound. “Being Blood doesn't make us that different when we're
young—t least in terms of behavior.”

That wasn't what | meant. But she didn't contradict him because the children were
gpproaching too fast—and because her rdationship with her ex-lover Fonar had taught her that a men
who could accept she’ d been a whore might have a problem when he discovered when she'd become a
whore.

There weren't many outside of the family who knew the details of her past, and she preferred it
thet way.

“Let’'sget ingde” she said.

They went through the opening. Then Ranier swore fiercdly. So did she as she wiped her face.
Nothing there, but the sense that she'd walked into a big cobweb lingered.

“l guess the fun begins even before we get into the house,” Rainier said, sounding cross.

“It explains why the fence is here instead of bordering the edge of the property,” Surred said.
“Jeendle and Marian mugt have moved it so they could attach this illuson spell to the gate and dill leave
some open ground where vigtors can gather.”

“Maybe getting a face full of cobwebs is meant to discourage people from going farther?” He
sounded like he'd be quite happy to be discouraged from going farther.

“Are you tdling me an Opal-Jeweled Warlord Prince is gaing to be put off by afew cobwebs?’

Hejust looked at her.

“Right. We're here—and we're stuck.” Surred rubbed her hands over her face to get rid of the
lingering feding. Then she sighed. “And we should accept this as part of a performance” A glance at the
children, who were hovering on the other side of the gate and seemed to be rethinking the wisdom of
goproaching two of the Blood. But once she and Ranier reached the house, it was a far bet that the
children would come through the gate to get a closer look. After dl, this place was probably irresstible to
their maggot-filled little minds.

As she and Ranier walked up to the covered entryway, she listened for the squedls. Landen or
not, those children weren't going to shrug off getting a face full of cobwebs.

“Wedl, that's a bite in the ass,” Ranier said, looking back when they reached the steps. “Damn
illuson stopped us cold, and they didn’t even notice”

“Maybe that says more about landen housekeeping than about the illuson,” Surred replied
before giving her atention to the man who had lit the lanterns and now appeared to be waiting for them.

“A good evening to the Lady and gentleman,” the man said. “Or a frightful, fearsome evening if



you're not careful. Strange things go on in this house” A hard look at the children who were now
ganding close enough to hear him. “Y es, strange things”

Nervous giggles from the girlsin the group.

«f we redly want to scare them, we shouldn’t bother with this spooky-house quff,» Surred said
on a psychic thread, tipping her head to indicate the children. «We should just throw a couple of them
into the kitchen at SaDiablo Hall.»

«While Mrs. Bedeisin there?> Ranier asked. «That's vicious»

« know.»

“And who might you be?’ Ranier asked, looking at the man.

“The resdent caretaker,” the man replied. “And aresident ghost.”

“Ghogt?" Surred asked.

The man nodded. “One of them who was endaved to serve the ruler of the house”

“The Blood—" She hit back the words. This was Jeendlle and Marian’s performance. If they
wanted landen children to think the Blood kept endaved ghodts as servants. ..

Maybe this verson of the Blood was going to be harder to swalow than she' d imagined.

«A ghodt is one of the demon-dead whose power has faded to the point where there is ill a
shape without substance,» Rainier said. «What possible use would one be as a servant™»

«Apparently they can light lamps» Surred replied. «Although you would think they could just
gand out of the way and glow.»

«d don't think they can do that. And even if they could, heig't glowing.»

She waan't even indde yet and the place was dready scraping on her nerves and temper. The
sooner they fulfilled their obligation and could leave, the better she'd like it. “Has anyone dse arrived?’
she asked the caretaker.

“No, Lady,” he replied. “You and the gentleman are the fire.”

“What timeisit?’ she asked Rainier.

He cdled in a watch, opened the cover, and held it in the light for her to read.

Somewhere in the house, a gong sounded.

“What'sthat?” Surredl asked.

The caretaker shrugged. “Nothing that concerns the likes of me”

Rainier closed the watch and vanished it.

The gong sounded again.

Some kind of clock? Frowning, Surred stared at the street. Where in the name of Hdl were
Ludvar and Daemon?

“Wdl, sdl we go in?” Surred asked Ranier.

“Oh, best to wait for the whole party,” the caretaker replied.

“Won't be as much funif there's just the two of you.”

Since she wasn't expecting to have fun, that was't an incentive to wait.

“How many were you expecting?’ Rainier asked.

“Only twelve people per tour,” the caretaker said.

“Twelve people were invited?’ Surred asked.

The caretaker shrugged. “Was told only twelve to atour.”

They stood outside, waiting. To give hersdf something to do, Surred pictured a straw dummy of
Fd onar—and thought she deserved alot of credit for picturing a straw dummy. Then she pictured hersdf
throwing lovely, shiny knives & the target.

The third time she got to one hundred, she huffed out asgh.

Rainier must have taken that as his cue to do something.

“What about them?” Rainier asked, tipping his head to indicate the children,

«No,» Surred said. «l don't want to be respongble for them. I'm not a Sceltie who enjoys
herding idiot sheep.»

«Tomorrow they could come here on their own, so by Ietting them come with us tonight, we're
nothing more than token escorts,» Ranier replied. When she hesitated, he added, «Do you want to be



done with this family obligation or not»

Put that way...«Yeah. All right. Fine»

“How about if seven of them come on the tour with us?’ Ranier asked the caretaker. “That
would make ninein the house and enough places left open so the others can join us when they arrive.”

The caretaker shrugged.

«d guess ghosts are as good with providing informetion as you are with adding,» Surred told
Ranier. «When Sadi and Y adana arrive, that will make deven, not twelve»

«d was assuming the High Lord was dso invited.»

«Mother Night, | hope not.»

A flash of amusement dong the psychic thread, but Rainier kept a draight face as he turned
toward the children. “All right, then. The seven oldest of you may come with us.”

The next few minutes were filled with arguing, bartering, and negotiaing.

Ranier said, «I thought this would be the smplest way, snce the younger ones will be able to
come on another night.»

Surred studied the group of children as if she were at an aristo party. «Nothing is going to be
gmple You've got adominant cock and a bitch who's the dominant femae among this group. But not dl
the children here follow those two, so cock and bitch are trying to ignore your age requirement in favor of
having ther followers tour the house with them.»

Ranier didn't respond to her assessment directly, but his sharp whidle got the children's
atention. Within moments, Rainier had diminated the younger children, selected the Sx oldest—three
boys and three girls—and was about to toss a coin to decide between the two remaning children when
Surred gave him a psychic tap on the shoulder.

«One more» she said, looking at the boy lingering on the other side of the fence. Not like the
others. This one was an outsder who might be included when another body was needed for a game, but
he was't someone any of the others would indude for any kind of tredt.

“Wha about it, boy?’ Ranier said, holding up a copper. “We could do a second coin toss for
the lagt spot.”

A hestation. Then the boy looked at the other children and backed away, sheking his head.

The crest Sde of the copper won the toss, and the fourth boy joined the others.

“Thisway now,” the caretaker said, opening the door but carefully Saying outside.

An odd sensation as she passed through the doorway, as if the threshold required more than one
step. Maybe it was dl the illuson spells that had to be woven throughout this place. Would Blood who
wore lighter Jewels be more or less affected? She'd have to ask Marian, snce the hearth witch was the
only onein the family who wore lighter Jewels.

“Stting room is that doorway to the right,” the caretaker said.

Since the children were crowding in behind her, she moved farther into the hal—and caught a
whiff of something unpleasant.

“Jugt wait in the gtting room,” the caretaker said, dill Sanding outside.

Thelagt one of their group to enter the house, Rainier was now the firgt to enter the stting room.

As she waited for the children to follow Rainier, she caught another whiff of...something...and
looked around. Seemed to be coming from the area around the stairs, but it was there and gone before
she could pinpoint the source, and there was nothing else in that part of the hdl except a mirror on the
wal opposite the stairs. The only other thing in the hal was a coat-tree, and the smdl wasn't coming from
that.

Sghing, she went into the gtting room. An hour from now she would have completed her duty to
family, Rainier would have completed his duty to Queen, and they could go back to a cean dining house
in Amdarh and have a late med while they figured out how to avoid saying anything about this damn
place.

They weren't coming. The bastards weren’t coming! How could ether of them have ignored
that summons? He' d been so careful with the wording to make sure they couldn’t wiggle out of attending



the evening’s activities.

There had been some risk in sending the invitations so late, but he'd had to balance the dday
agand the risk of them taking to each other or, worse, taking to the Ladies. Stll, he'd given them
enough time—if they were as devoted to their wives as they professed.

Bastards. He recognized the mae who had come with Lady Surred as the man who had been
with her in the bookshop that day in Amdarh, but he didn't know who he was. Probably no one
important. Probably just the stud Surred was currently riding. He' d been in the wrong position to see the
Jawd in the mal€ sring, so there was no way for him to tdl what kind of power had just walked into the
house,

No matter. HE'd prepared this entertanment for the SaDiablo family. No other made could
compare with those two, 0 the bitch’s escort posed no threst to his plans.

At least the mde had been abliging enough to invite some of the children. It was necessary for a
few of them to be involved in this entertainment, and as the kindly caretaker, he would have let some of
them go in with the Blood. But now the Blood would fed responsible for the children’s wefare, since
they had extended the invitation.

Asuming, of course, that the Blood ever fdt respongble for anything they did.

No matter. The children were in the house by the Blood's invitation, and that should work out
better than he’ d anticipated.

He looked at the street, his eyes passing over the boy ill ganding on the other side of the gate,
and hoped to see one of them appear. Once he closed the door, dl the pels would be in motion—and
would stay in motion while any of the guests lived.

Sadi and Yadana weren’'t coming. So beit.

Let the game begin.

The outside of the house had peding paint and some shutters that looked like they were holding
on by a angle nal. The stting room was a good maich for the exterior—peding wallpaper that was
thenkfully so faded it barely had color, lace curtains that looked like they would shred as soon as any
attempt was made to clean them, and overstuffed furniture that, judging by the chew holes, housed
severd generaions of mice

“It sawful,” the oldest boy said, sounding thrilled.

“The Blood don't livein places like this” Rainier said, sounding less than thrilled.

“l have” Surred said as she wandered around the room. A wave of annoyance coming from
Ranier washed over her, but she continued to study the room. Wasn't there supposed to be something
spooky? Although she'd bet just looking at this place had given Marian shudders.

“Lady Surred, ndither of uslivein a place like this”

More than annoyance. Rainier was pissed that anyone, even landen children, would think the
Blood would congder this place homey.

“Not now,” Surred said, focusng on a portrait over the fireplace. Was there something queer
about the man’s eyes? “But when | was preparing for akill and didn’t want anyone to know | was in that
part of a Territory, | would stay in an abandoned place like this for afew days.”

Sometimes she preferred secrecy to Saying at a Red Moon house and providing services as a
whore, which had been her other professon—until her recently acquired mde rdatives cdmly told her
that any mae who got into her bed from now on had better be there for her pleasure or he would live just
long enough to regret usng his cock. So that ended that career. All right, she'd dready waked away
from that part of her life even before she came to Kadleer, but it was dill annoying to be told she was
retired.

Becoming aware of the slence, she turned away from the portrait and found seven children
daing a her.

“You kill people?’ the youngest girl asked.

“l was an assassin,” Surred replied chearfully. “And a damn good one. | know dl kinds of deeth
spdls”



«That might have been allittle more than they needed to know,» Rainier said.

Since they were looking a her the way a rabbit looks a a wolf, Ranier was probably right. On
the other hand, they would probably want to stay away from her and would attach themselves to him
during the tour, and that was dl right too.

Then she looked a Rainier. His expression strongly suggested that she soften her statement.

“But I'm retired now,” Surred said. I don't kill people anymore™ At least, not for money. “I'm
Lady Surredl, and thisis Prince Rainier.”

“Those are funny names,” the oldest boy said.

“Redly?’ Ranier sounded like he was gritting his teeth hard enough to break afew.

«Y ou were the one who invited them to join us» Surred said, earning a searing look from Rainier
before she focused on the children. “ So who are you?’

The oldest boy, the one she' d labeled the dominant cock, was Kester. His friend was Trist. The
other boys were Haywood, who was caled Henn for reasons she didn't understand, and Trout, whose
face reddened when the other boys sneered at him, but who gave her a polite bow nonetheless.

The bitch was named Ginger. Her pa, the aspiring bitch, was Dayle. The youngest girl was Sage.

«Isit common for landens to name their children after foods and spices?» Surreal asked Ranier.

« don't know. Maybe their mothers were hungry when they had to choose a name. Or they
could be lying about their names because they think it's amusing.»

A door dammed. The house shuddered.

“I'll check,” Surred said, crossing the room, her hand curled in just the right way if she needed to
cdl in her diletto. But when she reached the gtting room doorway, there was only the caretaker in the
hdlway, turning away from the closed front door.

“So discourteous,” he muttered as he walked past her. “So disobedient. Not what | expected.”

“When does this tour begin?’ Surred asked him.

He didn't stop, didn’t turn. “Find the firs clue, and you'll know what to do,” he snapped. He
dammed through a door at the end of the halway.

She was trying to be tolerant of this place because it was Jeendle and Marian's idea, but she was
going to talk to them about that little bastard. Performance or nat, if he tried that pissng contest with the
wrong Blood mde, he would end up very very dead.

And speaking of Blood males...

She headed for the front door.

“Anything?’ Rainier asked as he stepped into the Stting room doorway.

“I'm going to check for late arivals” Surred said. “You look for the firg clue. It mugt be in the
gtting room, since we were directed there by that little piece of waking carrion.”

“Surred.” Rainier tipped his head to indicate the children.

She turned and gave him a look that had him backing up a step. Then she yanked the front door
open—and stared at the brick wal in front of her. She reached out cautioudy, sure her hand would pass
through the illuson—or trigger something “spooky.” But it was solid brick againgt her pam.

“Hdl'sfire” she muttered. “ Guess we don't leave through the same door we entered.” And now
thet the door was closed, that amdl in the halway was getting stronger—and more familiar.

Near the dars. But where...?

Usang afew drops of her Birthright Green power, she created a bdl of witchlight—and frowned
as a gong sounded somewhere in the house. But the sound was forgotten when the light revealed a door
under the stairs. No obvious knob, but there had to be a latch that was easy enough to find and open.
Otherwise, the space would have no use.

As she moved closer, the amdl got stronger.

Y es, there was the latch, made to look like a knot in the panding. She shifted the witchlight so
she could see ingde as she opened the door and...

“Wdl, shit”

“Did you find the cdlue?’ Rainier asked, crossing the hdlway to join her.

She pulled the door open alittle farther so they could both see insde. “I don't know if it's a clue,



but | did find a body in a closet.”

TEN

Daemon approached the Consort’ s suite with weary eagerness. He usudly enjoyed the business
gde of ruling Dhemlan and taking care of the family property and wedlth, but today each thing had fdt
like a handful of grit being sprinkled over him. Before he gave himsdf to the best part of the day—those
hours he would have with Jaendle—he wanted a long, hot shower. No. A bath. The luxury of soaking
away dl the nattering voices he'd dedt with throughout a long morning’'s worth of meetings and dl the
paperwork he'd waded through during the past few hours. The Dhemlan Queens were ill nervous about
deding with him, and he understood that. When Jaendll€'s life had been threatened by a witch obsessed
with having him, he' d made it brutdly clear what he would do to protect someone he loved. So he
understood why the Province Queens were anxious to assure him that they did have control over the
territories they ruled within his Territory.

But he redly didn't need to know dl the damn details.

And he redly didn't need anyone dse trying to wheedle an invitaion out of him to the privae
viewing of the spooky house, which everyone seemed to know about. Except him because, after al, why
should Jaenelle's husband know about a private viewing? Hell’s firedl He'd come back to the Hal to
find a note from Lord Khardeen, who wanted to tak to him about the damn place—and Khary lived on
the other sde of the Redm!

Rumors, he reminded himsdf. Just rumors, which were to be expected. Everyone was curious
about this entertainment Jeenelle and Marian had created.

When he saw the envelope on the dressing table, he huffed out a sound that was part sgh, part
annoyance. No doubt it was another invitation to some kind of autumnad festivity. He'd have to ask
Jeenelle how many of these things she was willing to attend. Even better, he'd ask the High Lord how
meany the ruler of Dhemlan was required to attend.

He picked up the envelope, nating it was good-quality paper, then turned it over. Just asmple,
decorative sed pressed into the wax. Nothing that belonged to an aristo family or a court. At least, not
one he recognized. The writing had been done by an unfamiliar mae hand.

He opened the envelope and withdrew the invitation. Moments later, his anger arrowed toward
one mind. «Bedel»

While he waited for the Hal's butler to answer the summons, he paced around the room, too
upset to stand dill and yet feding more and more caged by his own need to move. Damn and damn and
damn!

The knock on the door was tentative, which told him how much his lash of temper had unnerved
Bede

Since it was too tempting to rip through the door—and then rip through the man—he forced
himsdf to stand dill and used Craft to open the door with obvious control.

“Prince?’ Bedle said when he entered the room. No Sgn of nerves in voice or stance, but in the
eyes...Yes, there were nerves. After dl, a Black-Jeweled Warlord Prince could do a vicious amount of
damage to a Red-Jeweled Warlord—especidly if the intent was to mam rather than kill.

“Explain this” Daemon held out the invitation.

Bede came forward jugt far enough to take the invitation and read it. Then he glanced a the
gmd| clock on the dressing table. His skin turned gray as he looked at Daemon in horrified gpology.

“l have been down in my study doing paperwork for the past severa hours” Daemon sad
through gritted teeth. “I was home, Bede. | have no excuse for ignoring this invitation.” Summons,
actudly. They both understood what the wording meant.

“The messenger was quite pecific,” Bede said, sammering.



“Theinvitation was to be delivered to the Consort’s room. He specified a place, not the person.
So | thought, ance it was for the Consort, the Lady was planing a private evening and had asked a
friend to address the envelope so the contents would be a surprise for alittle while longer.”

Hdl's fire. Bedle was a romantic. Who would have guessed? He'd brought up the message
thinking the Queen wanted a sensud evening with her Consort.

Daemon took a moment to consider the implications of that. “Dinner?”

“Since we weren't expecting you downdairs this evening—"

Or even out of bed, Daemon added Slently.

“—Mrs. Bede planned some dishes that would not be spoiled if the med was...interrupted.”

Heredly didn't want to think about Bede and Mrs. Bede discussng his sex life

“l am sorry, Prince” Bede said. He turned his head, and the dight change in his expression
indicated he was taking to someone on a psychic thread. Then he relaxed a little as he turned back to
Daemon. “Mrs. Bedeis packing up the med. | had dready sdlected some bottles of wine, so €1l pack
those as wdl. You will arive a little late, but perhaps a celebratory moonlight picnic will be sufficient
goology?”

They both heard it a the same time—the sounds of someone moving around in the next room.

Jeendle was home. The fact that she was here ingead of overseeing the firg viewing of her
precious entertainment meant his absence had been noticed and he wasin for a rough night.

Don't do that, he warned himsdf. Don’'t smear her with the memories of how other women
would have reacted.

It was afar warning, but it didn’t lessen hisfedings of bitter unhappiness.

“I will explain to the Lady,” Bedle said, squaring his shoulders.

“No.” Daemon took the invitation. “No meatter the reason, I’ m ill the one who is accountable.”

“But—"

“No.” He hesitated. “I do appreciate the offer, Bede.”

He waited until Bedle |eft before he gpproached the connecting door and knocked.

“Comein”

As he walked into the room he usudly thought of as their bedroom and now hesitated to think of
a dl, Jeendle gave hm a puzzled look, then turned her atention back to the dress box on the bed. “I
stopped in Amdarh on the way home. | wanted to seeif the dress was finished, and it was.” She seemed
happy and excited as she tossed the top of the box aside. “Why were you knocking?’

“l waan't sureif | would be welcome.”

She stopped unwrapping the dress, straightened up, and faced him. Her sapphire eyes were filled
with a chilling blankness.

They were dill working through some difficult patches in their relationship, raw spots created
during the months she had been heding—when neither of them had been sure of Hill being wanted by the
other. So his words were awarning that he had done something that could end with her locking him out.
Forever.

“Meaning what?" she asked too softly.

He fdt a desperate need to hold her, to assure himsdf that it was, after dl, a andl mistake. But it
wasn't. Not for a Blood mae who wore a wedding ring. Not when the marriage was so new he dill
wasn't accustomed to the fed of that ring on his finger—or the joy of knowing that it was there at dl.

So he couldn't touch her as he wanted to. Couldn’t even beg to be forgiven until he received
some sign from her that she would permit him to beg. Because it wasn't just hiswife he had disappointed;
it was his Queen.

He held out the invitation. “I'm sorry.” Inadequate words, but dl he could offer at the moment.

She stared at the invitation for along time. Then she looked at him.

Her sapphire eyes blazed with anger, but it was the icy dash of temper swirling deep in the abyss,
amod to the leved of the Black, that told him he wasin serious trouble.

Sweet Darkness, she was pissed a him.

“Do you know where thisvillage is located?” she asked, handing the invitation back to him.



He nodded.

“Then get a Coach ready. Something big enough to accommodate severd people. | need to
gather afew supplies” She headed for the door leading to the corridor.

“Jeendle...”

“Now, Prince”

Her voice made his heart race as the sound Szzled down his spine like cold lightning. There were
caverns and sepulchres—and a whisper of madness—in that voice.

Midnight whispered in thet voice.

Witch, not Jaendlle, had just issued that command. And the Lady wasn't pleased.

Since there was nathing he could do about her anger, he went downgtairs to prepare the Coach
30 they could ride the Winds to the landen village where that damn spooky house was |ocated.

“That's not afresh kill,” Rainier said, holding a hand over his nose and mouth.

Surred stared @ the body in the closet. “Nope. Been here long enough to start to smell. But
someone wearing the illuson of that face let us into this house and passed me just a minute before he
went through the door at the end of the hdlway.” The shidds had kept the amdl to a minimum until she
opened the door. Now there was no doubt they were looking at carrion.

“What door?’ Rainier asked.

She looked &t the end of the halway. “The door that's no longer there”

“Hdl'sfire” Ranier muttered. “What's going on here? And where are Jaendle and Marian?’

She shook her head, then took a step closer to the body. Was that...? Yes. There was a folded
piece of paper tucked between the dead caretaker’s thigh and hand. Naturdly it was between the body
parts farthest from the door.

She reached in, pulled the paper free, shook off a couple of maggots, and then stepped back,
dosing the door to cut down on the amell.

“It's getting dark outsde—and even darker in here” Ranier said. “Let’s go into the Stting room
and light a couple of lamps before we have to ded with frightened children.”

“We're going to be deding with frightened children whether we light lamps or not,” Surred
replied.

“l just don’t understand what Jaenelle and Marian were thinking.”

Surredl waggled the paper. “Since | think | found the firg clue, let’ slight the lamps and find out.”

The moment they walked back into the gtting room, Dayle said, “Where is the spooky suff? This
placeis boring.” Then she poked her lower lip out in a pouit.

Maybe landen adults thought pouting was cute. As far as Surred was concerned, if you were old
enough to stand up by yoursdlf, you were too old to pout and have it look cute.

«Don't even congder ity Rainier said.

«d was't congdering anything»

«You were going to tel her to open the door under the Stairs.»

Of course she was. «If she doesn’t stop pouting, I'm going to put maggotsin her hair.»

A hesitation. Just long enough to tdl her he was picturing the possibility—and enjoying it.

Since that cheered her up, she waited while Rainier used Craft to light two of the ail lampsin the

Somewhere in the house, a gong sounded twice.

Ranier hdd one lamp while she opened the paper.

THERE ARE THIRTY EXITS FROM THE SPOOKY HOUSE, BUT YOU WILL NEED TO
LOOK CAREFULLY TO FIND THEM, FOR THEY ARE WRAPPED IN DANGER. EVERY
TIME CRAFT IS USED, AN EXIT IS SEALED, AND THAT WAY OUT IS LOST. WHEN THE
LAST EXIT ISSEALED, YOU WILL BECOME PART OF THE HOUSE—AND STAY WITH US
FOREVER.

“Wha in the name of Hell...?” Ranier sad, folowing Surred as she moved away from the
children,



“The gong,” she whispered once they were standing near the door. “It sounded twice when you
created the tongues of witchfire and lit the lamps. | heard it when | made the witchlight.” Which was 4ill
floating in the halway.

“When | checked thetime, | caled in and vanished the pocket watch,” Rainier whispered back.

“So that' s five times we' ve used Craft snce we went through that gate in the fence.”

“Hve times that we remember.”

He had a point. The Blood—especidly darker-Jeweled Blood—were so accustomed to usng
Craft as away to gphon off the power that flowed within them, they weren't even aware of usng it haf
thetime

“The gong must be a 9gnd that Craft was used,” Surred said, glanding a the children to make
sure she and Rainier were dill out of hearing.

“Or adgnd that one of those exits closed because Craft was used.” Then Ranier added on a
psychic thread, «But communicating like this doesn’'t appear to trigger...whatever thisis»

They waited, but no gong sounded.

She read the note again and considered the implications.

«Rainier...l couldn’'t have been the only one to receive an invitation.»

«Aninvitaion to a trap, from the looks of it.»

«Yegh.» She gave hm a moment to consider that. «The others haven't shown up yet, and we
don’'t know how many invitations were sent.»

«Fair bet invitations were sent to Yadana and Sadi. And the caretaker, or whoever he is, did say
there were twelve vigtors per tour.»

«Doesn't mean twelve of us were expected.» She sudied the note. «Every time Craft is used, an
exit is sedled, and there are thirty exits. That sounds like the total number of times Craft can be used
between dl of the Blood in the house. Which means the more Blood in this place, the less chance we
have of finding away out while there dill is away out.»

«Agreed,» Ranier said. «What are you suggesting»

She handed the note to him. «That we not play the game and try a direct approach for getting out
of here»

Returning to the hall, she opened the front door. Still had solid brick behind it. But brick was no
meatch for a punch of Gray power.

Tuming inward, she made a fast descent in the abyss until she reached her inner web and the ful
power of her Gray Jewels. Then she turned and rose like an arrow of psychic power released from a
bow.

She raised her right hand, aming it at the bricks framed by the doorway. The Gray Jewe in her
ring flashed as she unleashed a punch of power that would blow out the whole damn wall.

Or should have.

She dared at the undamaged bricks. Then she heard an odd crackle. A szzle.

“Qurreal!”

No time to reply. Some kind of webbing suddenly wrapped around her head and torso. She
couldn't see it. Her fingers couldn’t fed it. But it felt like a web made out of lightning and wire that passed
through her skin and tightened until it squeezed her lungs, closed her throat.

Her heart thundered in her ears as she fought to breathe, fought to stay dive.

“Surred!”

Ranier's arms around her.

She heard him snarl in frustrated rage. Heard a door dam. Or maybe that was her heart.

Then she heard the gong.

Suddenly the webbing was gone and she could breathe again.

“Mother Night,” she gasped.

“Areyou dl right?" he asked.

No. “Not sure” Shit shit shit. That hurt.

“What happened?’



She was on the floor. Didn't remember going down. Since Rainier was being so obliging about
propping her up, she leaned againgt him.

“Backlash,” she said, wincing when she swalowed. “There must be spdls that have formed a
cage around this place. | punched them when | tried to open the wal. They punched back.”

She tried to get up—and wasn't happy that she needed Rainier’s hdlp.

«f Sadi and Yadana were invited, then this cage was designed to hold the Black and
Ebon-gray,» Rainier said.

«Yesh.» And that wasn't good news for her or Rainier.

“Come back into the gtting room,” he said, leading her to the room. “Y ou should St down.”

“I'mdl right” Had to be. “I don’'t need to gt down.” More to the point, she didn't want to find
out she was too shaky to get up by hersdf if she did St down.

«Looks like we're going to play the game» Ranier said. «The only way out is to find one of
those exits»

Surred nodded. «But fird, we have to find a way to warn the others before they walk into this
place. Then we get us and the children out of here.»

«Without usng Craft.»

«Without usng Craft.»

Ranier hedtated. «Do you think Jeendle and Marian did this?»

«Doesn't matter at this point, does it

Everything has a price. That was a common saying anong the Blood. Everything has a price.

And the price for trying to leave his game by chegting was pain.

The caging spdll had worked exactly as he'd been told it would, usng the witch’'s power againgt
hersdf to inflict a grest ded of pain.

But not enough physical damage to take Surred out of the game.

Unfortunatdy, the caging Spdll waan't as effectiveif it was chalenged a second time, but that was
why the pain was S0 vicious—to discourage anyone from trying to break through the spell a second time,

Why were Surreadl and Rainier just sanding there? Why weren't they doing anything? They had
the firg clue. Had the only clue.

He'd debated giving them even that much, but it seemed necessary. If his character Landry
Langston was going to get ensnared by a house that would tighten the trap every time he used his newly
learned Craft kills, he had to have a chance to escape the danger—and readers had to be aware of the
danger.

Besdes, having the gong sound every time one of them used Craft meant none of them could
deny udng it—and, by using it, taking away another chance for dl of them to escape.

But why...?

Damn! They were usang those psychic threads to tak to each other! He hadn’t thought of that.
Hadn't done anything to pendize them for doing that. How was he supposed to make notes for didogue
if he couldn’t hear whet they were saying?

No matter. He was betting the Surreal bitch and her stud would have plenty to say once they
started seeing hislittle surprises.

Surred turned to the children and held out one hand with her fingers dightly curved. “We need to
find something about this Sze—a whatnot or rock or, Hel’sfire, even aloose brick. Start looking.”

Trout and Sage immediatdy headed for the crowded tables, but Kester asked with a sneer,
“Why? Will we findly see something spooky if we look?”

“If you don't look, you'll see me kicking your ass hard enough to bounce you off the caling”
Right now, she'd end up on the floor if she didn't keep both feet planted, but no one but Rainier redlized
that. “Do as you're told, boyo. WEe ve got trouble here.”

“l don't likethis place,” Dayle whined. “1 want to go home.”

Surred looked at Rainier.



«They didn’t notice the cobweb feding» he said.

This place was a trap for the Blood. Maybe the children would be dlowed to leave.

She looked a Dayle. “ Sure. Go ahead. Go home.” She stepped away from the door, giving the
grl aclear path to the hdlway.

“Thisis a stupid house,” Trig sad as he and the two younger boys followed Dayle and Ginger
into the hdlway.

Sauntering out of the gtting room, Kester paused in the doorway and gave her a look that would
have earned him bruises from the adult malesin a Blood village. Lucky for Kester, Ranier hadn’t caught
that look. Under the circumstances, she didn't think her Warlord Prince escort would have much
tolerance for any kind of cock wagging from a boy old enough to use his brains instead of showing off his
bdls

She gave a moment’s thought to shoving the little prick-ass in the closet under the dtairs to see
how he liked spending time with a corpse, but she was 4ill too wobbly to take him on without usng
Craft, so she dismissed the idea. Besides, once dl the children were out of the house, it would make
things easier for her and Rainier.

Findly the only child lingering in the room was Sage.

Thegirl looked up at her, genuine concern in those young eyes. “You fdl down before. | saw it.
Areyou hurt?’

She dmost dismissed the concern, dmos offered a lie in order to reassure. Then she thought of
what she would have said to a Blood femde that same age.

Glandng a Rainier to make sure he was out of hearing, she leaned toward Sage and said quietly,
“Yes, I'm hurt. But right now, that can’t matter.” She tipped her head to indicate the door. “Go on. Join
the others. Y ou need to get out of hereif you can.”

Moments after Sage Ieft the room, Dayle said in aloud, whiny voice, “Where' s the door?’

Shit shit shit.

“You go,” Surred said to Rainier. “I'll look for what we need.”

On atablein the farthest corner of the room, she found a hefty glass paperweight. In the center
of the glass was a dightly squashed baby mouse.

She decided not to wonder why anyone would find that gppealing.

Rainier's expression was grim when he came back into the room followed by dl saven children.

“Couldn’'t get past the bricks blocking the doorway?’ she asked, holding the paperweight just
behind her hip to avoid upsetting the children.

“No doorway,” he replied. “No door. And nathing to indicate there ever was one.”

Great. Wonderful. “All right. Let’s wrap up our package and figure out a way to ddiver it. Do
you have a handkerchief?’

“A hankie?’ Henn said. “ Does it have boogers on it?’

Trig stared a Ranier asif he were part of the entertainment. “ Do the Blood make boogers?’

“Some things that are tolerated when said among maes are never tolerated when sad in the
presence of a Lady,” Rainier said too softly.

«They're landens, not Blood,» Surred reminded him.

«They're maes» he snapped.

Shit. If Rainier was going to divide acceptable behavior by the criterion of penis or breasts, they
weredl in trouble,

Hoping to shift his mood, she said with blatantly false cheerfulness, «We could just kill them now.
It would make everything so much easier.»

«Don't tempt me» Rainier replied as he took a clean handkerchief out of his pocket.

Hdl’s fire. He might be serious. About the boys anyway. A Warlord Prince didn't put up with
much of anything from a mae who didn’t outrank him.

But that caste of mae was aso primed to defend and protect. If she could get Rainier focused on
duty, that would turn his temper toward the problem of getting out of the damn house.

«Weinvited them to join us, Rainier»



« invited them, you mean.» He took a deep breath—and puffed it out in a 9gh as he nodded
acceptance of the reminder.

Nothing more needed to be said, so Surred looked at the double strand of blue ribbon Ginger
was udng as a har band. “I need those ribbons.”

“l don’'t have to givethem to you. | don’'t have to do anything you say.” Ginger fised her hands
on her hips. “You make the door open so we can go home.”

Surredl caught the quick look Ginger gave Kester. Oh, yesh. Impress the dominant cock by
playing the bitch. Or keep the cock impressed by squaring off againgt awitch. Since she’'d seen plenty of
varidions of that theme when she lived in Terelle, she knew one thing for certain: Ginger was going to
be apanin the ass she didn’'t need.

“Give me the ribbons,” Surred said camly. “If you don't, | will rip them off your head—and rip
mogt of your hair off with them.”

Ginger’s face paed, then flushed with embarrassment.

Lesson one, bitch. Don't start a pissing contest with someone who has the strength and
temper to hurt you.

Ginger pulled off the ribbons and threw them on the floor. “You're bad! You're jugt like my
mother saysyou arel”

“Wdl, sugar, that's something you should have remembered before trying to act like the
dominant bitch around someone like me” Surred said softly. She took a step toward the girl—and fdt a
tapping againg her fingers. No, that wasn't quite right, but. ..

She brought her hand around to look at the paperweight and fdt ajolt of revulson followed by a
Sck ticklein the belly.

No longer solid glass. Now it was a glass dome over a solid base. Now the baby mouse, ill
looking dightly squashed, was on its hind legs, its front paws pounding on the glass as it squeaked for
help.

Her hand shook, but she didn’t drop it. It was the only thing she'd found that would serve her
purpose, 0 she didn’t drop it, didn’t throw it againg the fireplace.

“Ew,” Dayle said, her eyes wide and excited. “That’s creepy.”

«My apologies, Lady Surred,» Ranier said. «I shouldn't have discouraged you from showing
them the closet. They’d probably find a dead body and maggots entertaining.»

“What was it before theilluson spdl started?’ Rainier asked out loud.

“A dead mouse in a glass paperweight.” She heditated but had to ask because there was
something about the skewed nature of the illuson that made her uneasy. «When you were a boy, would
you have found this entertaining»

«The mouse? Hdl’ sfire, no.»

«Would boysin generd find this entertaining»

Ranier sudied her but mus have sensed she didn’'t want to share the reason for her questions.
«Maybe. Our companions seem to, a any rate.»

Mother Night.

She started to bend down to pick up the ribbons, but Sage scooped them up and handed them
to her. Thanking the girl, she perched on the arm of the overstuffed sofa, unwilling to Sit on the cushionsin
case the mouse' s relatives were dill in residence.

The paper with the warning about the nature of the spooky house was wrapped around the
paperweight. The handkerchief was wrapped over the paper. Everything was tied securdy with the
ribbons.

“Now what?" Rainier asked.

“Seeif that window is dill awindow.”

She watched him pull aside the lace curtains—and then jump back, swearing vicoudy, when
black, beetldike things fell from the curtains as they shredded.

Her heart jumped in her throat as the damn things scurried into cracks in the baseboard. She
couldn't tell if the beetles were red or illuson—and snce seeing them made her skin crawl, she redly



didn’'t want to know.

“Sill awindow,” Rainier said, peering through the glass. “At least, | seem to be looking out over
the front lawn.”

She moved until she was judt alittle more than an arm’s length from the window.

Ranier sudied the glass panes. “We could open the window and dimb out.”

“Which might trigger a spdll that will put more than glassin our way.”

“It might.”

The look in his eyes. Assessing. Conddering. Weighing his desire as an escort to get her out of
danger regardless of the cost againg his respongbility for getting the children out safely, since they were
here because of hisinvitation.

Jugt as he was here because of her invitation.

«We walked in together, Prince Rainier. We will leave together.»

Another assessment. Then he nodded.

“Stand to the side as much as you can, but hold what's left of that curtain out of the way,” she
sad.

“Surred, maybe | should...” He looked & the paperweight and didn’'t say anything more.

“You wear Opd; | wear Gray.” And there was the smple fact that the Dea d Mon sde of her
heritage made her alot stronger than she looked.

“You've dready taken ahit,” Ranier said.

“Yeah.” And that was pissng her off because breathing dill hurt like a wicked bitch.

Not that far from the house to the wrought-iron fence. Fifteen paces a the most. She could
throw a stone that far.

She waited while Rainier fetched the poker from the brass stand on the hearth. Hooking some of
the materid, he pulled back the remains of the shredded curtain.

She stared a the window. Dark outside now. She couldn’t see the fence or the Street. Just her
reflection in the glass. If she broke the glass...

A sensation at the back of her neck, like ddlicate legs brushing, crawling.

Letting indinct decide, she channeled her Gray power into her hand and then wrapped it around
the bundle before she cocked her am back and threw, usng Craft to pass the bundle through the glass.

Somewhere in the house, the gong sounded.

“Did it get out?’ Surred asked, sepping closer to the glass. “Can you see if the bundle got past
the fence?’

Her reflection in the night-darkened glass. And then it wasn't her reflection. Another woman's
face stared back at her and...

The woman's am shot out of the glass. Her nails, shaped like dagger points, dashed at Surred’s
face.

Surred turned her face away and flung up an arm as an indinctive defense. And fdt those nals
tear through her jacket deeve before Rainier yanked her out of reach.

“Should have gone through the window,” the woman said, her voice a maevolent Sngsong.
“Should-a, could-a, too late now. Find an exit and don't use it, it's gone forever. Gone gone gone. Like
you'll be. You'll join me soon enough. And your face won't look so pretty when you do.”

“Who are you?’ Surred asked.

“He paid me. And then he killed me. And then he chained me to this house. But he's letting me
play with dl the tricks and traps. Don't die too soon, Lady Bitch. Not until you've seen my best
urprises”

“Who is he?’

“You'll find out.” The woman's face began to fade. “When you're chained to the house too.”

Surred stared a the window. Nothing in the glass now but her own reflection.

“We could have gotten out,” she said. “Could have opened the window and dimbed out.”

“While trying to avoid the dashing nalls?’ Rainier countered.

“l doubt she would have watched us leave.”



“Assuming she wasn't lying about that being an exit.” Surred fingered the tear in her jacket.
“What was she? Demon-dead? llluson?’

“Both?" Rainier released a bregth in agrim sgh. “Did she cut you?’

She shook her head. “ Came close, though. And that wasn't meant as a bit of fun.”

“Agreed.” He hesitated. “ Does this seem familiar?’

“How s07’" she asked warily.

“Body inaclosat. Clues”

They looked at each other.

“Ah, shit,” Surred said. “ Someone set us up in amystery? We're the dumb characters who walk
into the Bad Place?”’

“Looks like it.” Then Ranier added on a psychic thread, «And we heped by bringing victims
with us. Fodder for the game»

«Thenit'stime to stop thinking in terms of what we expected and redly look a what we waked
into.»

Dropping down from the Black Wind, Daemon guided the Coach as it coasted the rest of the
way to the landen village. It wasn't hard to figure out where the spooky house was located. It was the
only source of power puldng through the village.

He and Jeendle hadn’t spoken since leaving their—her—bedroom. But as he settled the Coach
gently on the opposite Sde of the street from the house, he’ d had enough of her slence and her anger.

She surged out of her seat and headed for the Coach door—and then stared at it when it didn’t
open.

Moving with lazy, predatory grace, he rose from the driver’s chair—and amiled at her. “Can't get
through a Black lock?” he asked, his voice laced with nasty pleasantness.

“Open the door.”

“Not until afew things get said.” He moved toward her but stopped out of arm’s reach. She was
dill a powerful Black Widow, and he had no desire to get pumped full of her venom by accident or
otherwise. “I’'m sorry | missed the viewing. | am, but—"

“You think that’s why I'm angry with you? Because you didn't answer the invitation?’

His temper grew fangs. “If that is't the reason, then why don’t you tel me why you're so pissed
off at me?’

Her sapphire eyes blazed. “I'm pissed off, as you so degantly put it, because you think | am so
shdlow and so dfish that | would issue that kind of finger-sngp summons and expect you to drop
evaything and obey.”

“What?” Female was an dien language, but he usudly could trandate it wel enough to
understand what was being said. But this...

“You mug think I'm completely unaware of whét is required to rule a Territory or oversee the
SaDiablo family. You mugt think I'm ignorant of how much work you do or the demands that are now
made on your time snce you became the Warlord Prince of Dhemlan. Or do you have another
explanation for being so damn stupid?’

His temper strained againg a fraying leash.

“When did that invitation arrive?’ Jeendlle demanded.

“This afternoon. It was brought up to the room instead of being delivered to me.”

“Andif it had been delivered to you, you would have dropped everything and run to obey.”

“I love you,” Daemon shouted. “What in the name of Hel is wrong with wanting to please you?’

“What's wrong with it is that you never considered it odd that | would send such an invitation,”
Jeendlle shouted back. “Instead of usng your brain, you would have obeyed and walked into that house!
Now open the damn door!”

Because he couldn't think of anything else to do, he released the Black lock and opened the
door. He was wrong. He il didn’t know why, but somehow he was wrong.

She bardy waited for the door to open before she was out of the Coach—and he was bardly a



step behind her. He grabbed her arm, knowing full wel another kind of woman would rip his face for
touching her during a quarrdl.

“Jeendle...” He loosened his hold, making it easy for her to pull away from him if she chose.
Angry and confused, he wasn't sure if he should fight or surrender. And he wasn't sure wha ether
choice might cost him. “Y ou're angry because | would have answered the invitation?

“Ves”

Theicein her voice chilled his heart. “Why? Please tdl mewhy.”

She pointed a the house across the street from where they stood. “Because that’s not my

spooky house.”

ELEVEN

Cloaked in a 9ght shidd, he watched them from the peepholes in the portrait, secure in the
knowledge that he would remain undetected. These hidden corridors and his little hidey-holes weren't
bound by the spells condrricting the use of Craft in the rest of his“entertainment.” He'd made sure of that
before he settled his account with the Black Widow who had added the find, deadly layer to his verson
of the spooky house. Of course, she hadn’t intended to become part of that find, deadly layer.

Now tha he'd taken care of dl his “partners” there was no one to connect him to this place.
Wedl, he'd taken care of dmog dl of them. That one hadn’t shown up for her payment. Just as well.
He'd swesated through the whole business of deding with the Hourglass Coven, but that one had been
creepier than the others. Still, even if she did tak about making illuson spdls for a spooky house, who
would listen to her, et done believe her?

“All right,” Surred said, hooking her har behind her ears. “Someone has cast us as the lead
charactersin a mysery about a house that’ s trying to kill us. Does that about sum it up?’

“The house itsdf is wood, glass, and sone” Ranier said. “It’'s not trying to do anything. But
based on the due and the witch in the glass, it does seem like someone is trying to kill us. Hurt us at the
vay least. Tha same someone hired a Black Widow to create illuson spells—and probably other
things—that we Il assume will try to harm us while we look for away out.”

More than one Black Widow, Surred thought. That was something she was going to keep to
hersdf alitile while longer. After dl, she could be wrong.

Sweet Darkness, please let her be wrong.

“We ve got two lamps and the witchlight,” Rainier said.

“And one wegpon,” Surreal said as Rainier handed her the poker. “I didn’t put much power into
the witchlight when | made it, so it won't last long.”

Rainier picked up a andl box that had been next to one of the lamps. When he opened it, he
frowned thoughtfully at the contents.

“Those are matches,” Kester sad, ralling his eyes. “Y ou scratch one on the rough side of the box
to get alittlefire to light the lamp or kindling.”

“l know what matches are,” Rainier said, dipping the box into his coat pocket. Then he looked at
Surred. «Do we shidd?>

If they didn’t, they were vulnerable. If they did...

«Jug us or the children?» she asked. The landens wouldn’t have any control over the shidd or be
able to replenish the power in it, but she and Rainier could place one around each child to protect them
from the firg few attacks. Except...

«f we shidd everyone, that’s nine more uses of Craft. Counting the times we' ve dready used
Craft, that would diminate more then half the possible exits from this place» Ranier said, saying exactly
what she had been thinking.



«And mogt likdly, the easier exits to find are the ones that will close firg.» Like the front door.
And the window there in the gtting room. “How many rooms?’ she asked. “I wasn't paying a lot of
attention, but the house looked like it was a good Sze without being that big. A dozen roomsin al?’

Rainier nodded. “Plus aitic and cdllar.”

Was there another exit in that room?

«f the intention is for us to face the traps, there won't be more than one or two exits in the front
rooms» Ranier said. «And if this is based on a mysery story, we've dready seen the due and been
shown a sample of the danger that will be triggered if we find an exit and try to useit»

Unfortunately, she agreed with him. No one would have gone to this much trouble to create this
place and then risk the possibility of their finding an exit quickly.

Surred sudied the room, looking for a potentia exit or anything ese that might be ussful—and
seeing nothing that would work to ther advantage.

She had dressed casudly in trousers, shirt, and jacket, and was wearing the boots Lucivar had
given her a Winsol. Too bad she hadn’t called in her diletto and the pam knife before going through the
gate. The boots were designed with sheaths for both knives. She would have fdt more comfortable if she
hed a couple of honed blades within reach. Well, they were ill within reach, since she could cdl them in,
but she wouldn't be the only one pendized if she used Craft, so she would have to wait until she needed
ablade.

«You know, we'd better get out of this place in one piece» Rainier said.

«For other than the obvious reason that | don't want to get stuck living here if | end up
demon-dead?» Surred asked, ill turning dowly as she studied the room.

«Do you want to explain to Lucivar that you didn’t shield before walking into a strange house?>

Ah, shit. Maybe getting stuck in the house wouldn’t be so bad after dl.

«Do we gamble and not creste shidds? Rainier asked.

«For now. Let's gather up our flock of idiot sheep and herd them over to the room across the
hal»

«They're not idiot sheep; they're children.»

«That's what | said.» Her sudy of the room findly brought her back to the portrait over the
fireplace.

Something wrong with the eyes. Then there was something wrong with the whole face as the
illuson spdl started. The portrait’s head shifted to look down at her. The mouth curved in a leer as the
men said in a harsh whisper, “I know what you are.”

Something indde her dilled. Something that had gotten bruised when Falonar’'s interest hed
waned in response to her wanting to hone her fighting skills. No. Not her fighting skills. Her killing skills.
There was a difference, even to an Eyrien warrior. She had never been a warrior, but she had been a
damn good assassin.

Now she fdt asif she were drawing a blade from its sheath. Shining. Deedly. Her.

“l know whét you are,” the portrait said agan.

“No,” shetoldit. “You don't.”

Jugt his luck to get the least interesting member of the SaDiablo family. An uneducated whore.
That'sdl she was. No flar, no drama.

Or were they udng those psychic threads to say dl the interesting things?

No matter. He hadn’t arranged this to collect didogue. This was to observe the Blood and how
they would dedl with the little surprises.

And when his next book came out, no one would be able to say his character Landry Langston
lacked authenticity.

That’s not my spooky house.
Daemon let the words seep into his mind like rain softening earth.
Not hers.



Aninvitation sent to bring him to this place, worded in such away that he would respond without
questioning. A gut-leved reaction that didn't take into account the persondity of the woman. Jeendlle was
right about that—if he had stopped to think for even a minute, he would have wondered why she had
sent it

Finger-snap summons, she'd cdled it. That was exactly what this had been. She was capable of
issuing that kind of command and expecting it to be obeyed without question, but he had a feding thet if
he asked any of the boyos in her Firgt Circle how they had responded to that kind of summons, every
one of them would have said they would have shown up fully shielded and ready for afight.

Jeendle Angdline had never been an inconsderate or insenstive Queen. And she wasn't an
incondderate or insengtive wife.

He took a deep breath and blew it out in a 9gh as he stared at the house across the street. “If |
admit to being an ass, could we finish this disagreement after we figure out what' s going on here?’

“If there's any disagreement Ieft to finish.”

When she dipped her arms around his waist, he wrapped his ams around her—and felt the tight
musdesin his chest and back begin to relax.

Until she amiled at him and added, “Just how guilty do you fed about being an ass?”’

His spine quivered. His knees turned to jdly. “Why?’

“I need your hdp to finish the lagt part of my spooky house.”

Hdl'sfire, Mother Night, and may the Darkness be meraiful.

“Aren't you going to ask what | want you to do?’

Everything has a price, old son. Just consider this the equivalent to a kick in the balls.
“No.”

“l see” She gave him alight kiss, then stepped back. “You really fed guilty.”

Don't think about it, don’'t think about it. “Shal we?’ He tipped his head to indicate the
house,

By the time they reached the other sde of the street, he could fed the spdls, like pins lightly
scratching his skin. Tangled webs of dreams and visons. [lluson spells. Layers of them.

He'd been born a Black Widow—the only naturd mde Black Widow in the higory of the
Blood. The only other mae to be made a Black Widow was his father. Whatever was around this house
was the work of Sisters of the Hourglass—and that wasn't good. The other thing that was't good. ..

His heart jumped when he redized he recognized the fed of some of the spells.

“Three of them,” Jaendlle said, teking a step toward the wrought-iron fence.

“Shidd,” Daemon snapped, cregting a Black shidd around himsdf. It was tempting to put a
shidd around her, but that would be like Suffing her into a sweater instead of letting her put it on by
hersdif.

She blinked at him, then muttered something under her breath in a language he didn't know as a
defensve shidd formed around her. Not a bubble; this was afull cloak of power tha followed her shape
ahand span above her skin.

He was dill learning to read Twilight’s Dawn, the Jewel she now wore, but the shidd seemed to
have the equivdent strength of an Ebon-gray Jewel. That would do for now.

“How do you know there were three?’ he asked, returning his attention to her earlier commen.

The look she gave him was Mentor to Student, Snce she was the one who was overseeing most
of hisformd training in the Hourglass' s Craft.

The High Lord of Hel was overseeing the rest of it—which was something neither he nor Saetan
mentioned to anyone.

“There are three diginct feds to these gpels, three didinct temperaments that went into thelr
meking. We haven't reached the spot where the spdls actudly engage, but we're close” Jeendle
hesitated. “Daemon...”

“I know.” And it made him heartsick because the closer he got to the gate in the fence, the more
this place fdt wrong. “I know, Lady. | didn't pick up that there were two more, but | recognized her.”
Then he added, «We ve got company.»



They continued to study the house, giving no sgn they were aware of the person moving toward
them.

A landen, which wasn't surprisng since they werein alanden village, but that's dl Daemon could
sense because his Black-Jeweled power was too dark and potent for him to touch a landen mind without
dedroying it.

So they waited until ayoung voice hesitantly asked, “Are you going into the spooky house?’

Now they turned, but Daemon shifted just the little bit needed to place Jaendlle patidly behind
hisleft shoulder, sill giving her aview of the boy while acting as another shidd.

He fdt resigned amusement coming from Jaenelle, but no protest, no attempt to brush off tha
indinctive defense.

The boy was a that awkward age of being no longer a child but not quite a youth. Between his
age and the fact that he was landen, he was an unlikdly threet to ether of them. That didn't make any
difference.

“The other Lady and gentleman took some of the children with them,” the boy said, sounding
hopeful.

Daemon crooked afinger and made a “come here’ gesture. Better to let the boy come to them.
Something shy about this one, something...

«H€ s been hurt,» Jaendle sad.

Daemon clamped down on his temper. Coming from someone with Jeendl€'s past, “hurt” and
“wounded” didn't mean the same thing. Hel's fire, someone coming from his past recognized the
difference. «<Abused physcaly?»

«Not sure. But there’ s afed to such children. Like recognizes like»

He heard the pain under the words.

“What's your name?’ he asked the boy.

“Yuli.”

“You sad a Lady and gentleman went into the houss? How long ago?’

“Not long.”

“What did they look like?” Jeenelle asked.

“The Lady was pretty,” Yuli said. Then he lifted a hand and added hesitantly, “But | think her
ears looked alittle funny.”

“Pointed?’

“Uh-huh.”

“The gentleman,” Daemon said. “Did he have wings?’

Yui shook his head. “He wasn't from Dhemlan ether, ’ cause he had light skin.”

It sounded like Rainier had come with Surreal. Which meant Lucivar hadn’t arrived yet. Unless
he' d come before the children had gathered to watch the house.

“If they took some other children, why didn’t you go with them?’ Daemon asked.

He saw theflinch, fdt the tremor of hurt.

“l live a the orphans home” Yui said. “The others don't want...” The words faded into a
pained slence.

“Wdl, then,” Jeendlle said, “that’ s fortunate for us”

Her voice was like a summer breeze washing over the boy, but Daemon heard the ice underneeth
the warmth.

“Someone threw a stone out the window,” Yuli said. “Just before your...” He frowned and
looked across the street.

“Coach,” Daemon said.

“Your Coach appeared.” Yuli svung around and pointed to the lavn on the other side of the
fence. “It's over there”

“Once we cross thet ling, the spellswill engage” Jeendlle said.

Daemon didn’'t bother to argue about the “we’ part of that sentence. He'd fight her into the
ground before he let her cross thet line and get tangled up in those spdlls.



“I'll get it!” Yuli said. The boy dammed through the gate, sending it crashing back againg the
fence as he sorinted to a spot in the lawn.,

Jeendlle hissed. “Power.”

“How...?" Daemon glanced a her. Her Jewd, which usudly looked like Purple Dusk with
streaks of the other colors of Jewels, now glowed Rose. She was at the lightes end of her range of
power.

“There sahint of Blood in him,” she said. “H€E s not pure landen.”

Damn it! “Does he have enough power to trap himin those pdls?’

“Don’'t know.” She paused, her attention focused on the boy.

“No. He's not strong enough to do Craft, so he's not strong enough to trigger the spells”

Daemon hdld his bresth anyway until the boy raced back through the gate, holding out a bundle
tied with ribbons. Murmuring thanks, he took the bundle, then used Craft to put a knife-edge on his right
index fingernal. As he cut the ribbons, Jeenelle created a globe of witchlight.

«That's not the mogt practica light» Daemon said, glanang at the globe that was a swirling
rainbow of colors.

«t serves the purpose,» Jaendle replied with a touch of tart sweetness.

A glance at the boy, whose eyes were wide with ddight. Daemon offered no other comments as
he unwrapped the handkerchief and vanished it. When he held a piece of paper in one hand and a
paperweight in the other, the globe changed to a soft white light.

The three of them stared at the paperweight—and then watched the illuson spell change a dead,
dightly squashed baby mouse trapped in solid glass into a creature pounding on a glass globe while
squesking for help.

Daemon dtared a the globe. There was something grotesquely fascingting about the spell,
something that appealed to a part of him he was sure was not gppropriately adult.

Daemonar probably would love watching the mousie. So would the walf pups who lived at the
gyrie. Marian, on the other hand, would mogt likdy grab a mop and try to beat him to a pulp with it if he
gave thislittle grotesquerie to her boy.

“The illudon mugt be triggered by the warmth of a person’s hand,” Jeendle sad. “It dtays
dormant until someone picksit up.”

“The confused Lady mugt have made that,” Yuli said. “The others weren't nice, but she was.”

The boy’s words were a verbd knifein the gut.

“She talked to you?' Jeenelle asked.

Yui nodded. “She said the spooky house was an entertainment, like Jeendle was making.
Something fun for children. A surprise for the boy.”

“A aurprise for the boy,” Daemon murmured. He handed the paperweight to Yuli, then held the
paper up so he and Jeenelle could read it.

Then he swore softly, savagely.

“Mother Night,” Jeendlle said, looking at the house. “It sounds like this entertainment has a few
teeth and claws.”

“My agpologies, Yuli,” Daemon said. “I neglected to finish the introductions. I'm Daemon Sadi,
Warlord Prince of Dhemlan. Thisismy Lady, Jaendle Angdline”

Yuli’'sjaw dropped. “The Lady?’

WEéll, that told him where he stood in the pecking order. “Yes, the Lady.” He paused. “I have a
favor to ask of you. | have some urgent business and must leave immediatdy. Will you keep the Lady
company urtl | return?’

“Yes, gar!”

«You'releaving a boy here to protect me?» Jaenelle asked.

«’mgiving him an excuse to stay with you—and the hamper of food Bedle placed in the Coach.
| figure by the time | get back, you'll know everything this village knows about that house» And
everything the villagers might not want you to know about that orphans home and this boy in
particular. «Besdes, if | can’'t warn him off in time, someone has to be here to stop Lucivar from going



into that house.» And if you use that Witch tone of voice on him like you did on me, you'll stop him
in his tracks.

“All right, I'll stay,” Jeendlle said. “And | welcome Yuli’'s company.” «You're going to tak to
her>»

He gave her alight but lingering kiss, needing the fed of her. «Yes, I'm going to tak to her.»

TWELVE

The only thing they found of interest in the parlor across the hdl was another poker that Rainier
now carried as aweapon. No tricks or traps. At least, none that they triggered. No exits either.

Usang the poker to hook back the lace curtain hanging over the window, Ranier studied the
bricks that replaced the window’'s view. As he let the curtain fal back into place, he said, “Seems odd to
waste a room.”

“Too close to the garting point of the game?’ Surred replied. She'd been standing behind him,
ready to hdp if the woman with the dagger-point nails appeared in the window like she'd done in the
gtting room.

“We're bored,” Trig said.

“We want to go home,” Dayle said.

“We don't like this place,” Henn said.

She turned and walked over to the flock of idiot sheep, ignoring Rainier’s quiet warning. She
stared at each of them. They stared back. Even Sage and Trout just stared.

Did they think they were immune to harm because they were children? They weren't immune to
anything. Especidly harm.

“We're trapped in here,” she said. “ Someone played anasty trick on dl of us, and we're trapped
in here until we find one of the secret ways out. Until we get out, you do as you're told. If we tdl you to
day away from something, you stay away from it.”

“Why can't you do your witch suff to get us out?’ Kester asked beligerently.

“We can't. That's part of the trap.”

“l guess the Blood aren’t so specid after dl,” Ginger said, glancing a Kester.

“If that's what you think, why were you so eager to see this place?’

No answer. She didn't expect one.

She looked a Ranier. “Let’s try the back rooms before going upstairs.” Which would aso give
her alitle more time to recover from the backlash. If Rainier heard her puffing after she'd dimbed one
st of gairs, he' d know she dill wasn't bresthing properly.

Hejoined her. “It would be easier to get everyone out if we're dill on the first floor—yproviding
the exits are actudly doors and windows that are meant to let us out of the house.”

“What else would they be?’ Surred asked.

“Exits from the game. What if *exit’ amply means the game ends and the spdlls go dormant so
thet doors and windows do work?’

“Then any kind of opening that a person could wak through—"

“Or crawl through,” Rainier said.

Oh, she didn't want to think about that, not when the odds were good that any space that
required crawling would aso have something naesty waiting for them. “—or crawl through might be an
exit”

“Yeah”

She congidered the possibilities in the parlor again and shook her head. Nothing there. At lesst,
nothing she could sense. Too bad she wasn't interested in training to be a Black Widow, despite her
interest in poisons. Maybe she could have. ..



“Hey,” she said. “Do you think a Black Widow would be able to fed more than we can? Would
someone el se from the Hourglass be able to see these spdls or sense them? Or diminate them?’

The arrested look on Rainier’s face told her he hadn’t considered that. “Maybe,” he said dowly.
“A Black Widow might have been able to recognize where the spells were to avoid triggering them.”

“Then why—" She stopped and switched to a psychic thread. «f that's the case, why would
anyone invite Sadi

«We don't know he was invited.» He shrugged when she just looked at him. «I don’t think there
is anyone beyond Jeenell€'s friends and the Dhemlan Queens who know he's a Black Widow. But |
don’'t see your point.»

«’m wondering if whoever created this game counted on one of us being a Black Widow—or if
he/'d counted on none of his guests being part of the Hourglass. Are we missng things we should be
seang?

“Mygery books.” Ranier raked hisfingers through his hair.

“Sometimes there are dlues that aren’t recognized when they're first seen.”

“And maybe we're basing our assumptions on our own inteligence ingtead of consdering the
intelligence of whoever put this together.” Surreal grabbed one of the lamps and headed for the door.
“Let'stake alook at the next room. Gather up the sheep.”

“Our enemy seems to be farly intdligent,” Ranier said, rasng his voice over the children’'s baa
ing and snickers,

She stopped in the doorway and looked at him. “Do you think so? Would you want to give
Yadanaand Sadi a reason to be coming after you?’

Bitch. She'd actudly given him a shiver down his spine. But he'd covered his tracks. They
wouldn't find him. Even when his next book came out, they wouldn't connect Jarvis Jenkell, renowned
author from Little Terrellle, with the tragedy that took place in alanden villagein the middle of Dhemlan.

But because she'd given him that momentary shiver, he redly hoped Lady Surred was the
person who found the firgt big surprise.

Power and temper blew the message-station door open, dmog ripping it from its hinges, but the
Sation Master held his ground behind the counter as the Warlord Prince of Dhemlan strode across the
room. The gold eyes were glazed—a warning to everyone that a Warlord Prince was riding the killing
edge—and that beautiful face was a cold, cold mask.

The Prince placed a piece of paper on the counter, folded and sedled with the SaDiablo crest
pressed into the bloodred wax. “Assign your fastest messenger to ddiver this. Send him now.” He turned
and walked away. As he reached the door, he added, “And may the Darkness have mercy on you if that
message doesn’'t reach my brother intime”

The Station Master’s hand shook as he picked up the paper and read the name and location of
ddivery just to be sure. Not that he had any doubt about who was supposed to receive the message.
Then he looked at the young men watching from the doorway of the room where they sorted through
thair messages or waited for an assgnment.

The Station Master pointed to a messenger. The young Warlord came forward, sheking his head.

“Not me” the messenger said. “I’ve dready been there once today. I've completed my assgned
runs I've—"’

“Do you want to tdl the man who walked out of here that the message wasn't ddlivered in time?’
Intime for what, none of them would ever ask—and most of them hoped they would never find out.

He watched, puzzled, as the messenger shidded himsdf before taking the message, then put a
shidd around the message before putting it into his carry bag asif it were a sack full of poisonous snakes
ingtead of a piece of paper, and then put another shidd around the carry bag.

The messenger looked a him and grimaced. “You didn't ddiver the las message” Then he
added under his breath, “And | don’'t want him kicking my ass.”

The Station Master decided not to ask. He just patted the Warlord's shoulder. “Good lad. Get



moving.”
And may the Darkness have mercy on all of us.

A dining room. Table, chairs, and a rug that had swirls of colors that had been muddied by age
and dirt—or had been like that in the fird place. No toals by the fireplace. She was hoping for another
poker to start aming the children. They might not have any <kill, but she figured anyone could whack a
something that was trying to hurt them.

Guess we only get two weapons, she thought as she set her lamp at one end of the table and
began a dow counterclockwise circuit around the outsde of the room while Ranier made the same
dreuit in the opposite direction.

Three windows. The two dong the side of the house had been bricked over. The one in the
back, if she could trust what she was seeing, looked out on some kind of veranda. A doorway tha
opened into agmdl storeroom and an entryway with a door that might work. And a closed door.

Surred gudied the door, then looked at the room again. A triangular hutch in one corner, but it
hed nothing but teapots and matching cups and saucers. So behind the door was probably the storage
cupboard for dishes and linens.

She reached for the knob. Any door might be an exit, right?

Her hand froze above the knob. Inginct? Or something less easy to define? Didn't matter. If
she'd been fully shidded, she might have opened the door jus to find out what was making her skin
crawl—and then kill it. Asit was, she backed away from the door, rasing the poker like a sword.

“Surred?’ Ranier asked, stopping his circuit to watch her.

“Something here” she said.

“Isit something spooky?” Trist asked.

The children had been nicdy huddled together when they got into the room. Now they were
darting to spread out and explore.

She gavethem dl a hard look. “Stay away from this door.” She put enough bite in her voice so
there wouldn't be any question that this was a command and not a suggestion. Put enough snap in the
words so that none of the children would think she was playing “spooky houss” with them.

As she looked a them, she remembered another boy, a little Y dlow-Jeweed Warlord who had
been akiller’sintended prey. That boy had survived because he had obeyed her orders.

Shefdt some of the tenson in her shoulders ease.

These children were old enough to understand they were in a dangerous Stuation. Despite the
verbd pissng contests they seemed to want to engage in, and despite her caling them idiot sheep, they
were smart enough to redize she and Rainier were trying to keep them safe.

And they would keep the children safe—at least aslong as she and Rainier were both standing.

But there was something about the buzzy-buzz whispering between Dayle and Ginger that
annoyed her. And the mumbles and snickers coming from Kester and Tris made her edgy.

Were the buzzy-buzz and the snickers something dl children did, or just landens? She didn't
know, wasn't sure how to ask. When she' d worked in the Red Moon houses as a whore, she'd refused
to work in any house that used younger girls and as an assassin, she had never accepted a contract to
kill achild. So she'd had no reason to be around children and plenty of reasons to avoid them. If she'd
hed friends her own age when she was very young, she didn’t remember them—and by the time she was
Ginger’'s age, she' d been whaoring on the streets in order to survive and had aready killed her first man.

She turned away from the children and tipped her head toward the back window, a Sgnd for
Rainier to meet her there.

“l didn't fed anything when | passed that door,” Rainier said quietly.

“lI know that,” Surred replied. “You would have said something if you had.” She caught a
movement out of the corner of her eye and turned her head.

Trig was drifting toward the closed door. He stopped when he redlized she was weatching him.
She waited until he retreated a couple of steps and began another whispered conversation with Kester
before she turned her atention back to Rainier.



“Maybe the digaff gender is more senstive to this Spdl than the spear gender. Or maybe | do
have a bit more fed for what's here because my mother was a Black Widow. Either way...”

She glanced at the childrenintime to see Trigt grab the knob of the closed door. He gave her a
defiant amirk, then turned the knob and pulled the door open.

Didodief froze her for a moment. Then she and Rainier legped forward.

The girls screamed. Trigt stared & whatever had been waiting in the cupboard. Then hands
covered with burned, blackened skin grabbed the boy and yanked him inside.

The door dammed shut.

Trig screamed. And screamed. And screamed.

Rainier reached the door a step ahead of her. He grabbed the knob and tried to open the door,
but it was locked, sedled from insde.

“Doit!” sheydled.

Usang Craft, Rainier ripped the door off the hinges and threw it aside at the same moment Surred
dropped the poker and legped into the cupboard, caling in her Siletto since that was a better weapon for
closefighting.

No one dseindgde the amdl space. Jugt shelves of old dishes.

But she could il hear the boy screaming and then she heard...

She knew those sounds. She’ d made enough kills to know what those sounds—and the sudden
lack of screams—meant.

Ranier lobbed the bl of witchlight through the doorway.

She saw the wet spot growing on the wall between a tureen and another serving dish. Pushing
them aside, she touched two fingers againgt the spot, then withdrew her hand and held it so Rainier could
see the fresh blood.

A plopping sound. Movement on the shef had her jolting back a step.

Then something smdl rolled off the shef and landed on the floor between her and the door.

She dared at it—and fdt that dillnessingde her grow sharper and more deadly.

As she stepped over the freshly plucked eye, something insde her snapped. Ranier saw it,
recognized it—and moved aside.

Kester, on the other hand, moved toward her when she walked out of the storage cupboard. His
figs were clenched, and his expression was a blend of fear and fury.

“You bitch!” he ydled. “You're supposed to protect ud”

There was something about thet blend of fear and fury....

Knowing she was too close to usng it on the boy, she dropped the diletto. Then she grabbed
Kester by the shirt, svung him around, and dammed his back againgt the narrow piece of wall between
the cupboard and the passageway .

“Ligen to me, you little piece of shit,” she snarled. “You were told there is danger, you were told
someoneistrying to hurt dl of us, and you were told to stay away from that door. But you hed to play
“Who's got the biggest bals? and you dared your friend to open the door. And now he's dead. So ligen
up, sugar. That little fool shouldn’t have disobeyed me. Have you got that? If he had done what I'd told
hmto do, he would not have died. Not here. Not like that.”

She let go of Kester and stepped back. “I hope he's dead. | redly do. But if the rules of this
house hold true, you'll see im again because now he'll be one of the things that will be trying to kill you.”

She spun around, grabbed the lamp off the table, then strode down the passageway .

His hand shook so much with excitement, he had to force himsdf to dow down. No point taking
notesif he couldn’t decipher them, and this particular didogue was too good to waste.

Oh, yes. This exchange was excellent.

But one thing did worry him.

Seaing how eesly she handled a knife, he began to wonder if maybe, just maybe, the Surred
bitch hadn’t been lying when she' d told the children she used to be an assassin.



Surredl passed the back dairs and ended up in the kitchen. She set the lamp down on the
worktable and looked around—and wondered if whoever had prepared this house had been foolish
enough to leave any knives she could use.

On the other hand, she'd walked into a strange room, aone, with only a lamp. She'd dropped
the poker when she'd legped into the cupboard. And she'd dropped the Hiletto too. So who was the
red fool ?

Stupid boy. Stupid, stupid boy to die that way.

Her eyesfilled. Her throat closed.

No. No. No tears. No grief. Not here. Not yet. But...

The boy had disobeyed. He'd defied a sraight order. What in the name of Hdl had he been
thinking? That this was a game? Wdll, it was that. A bloody, vicious game. The rest of them knew that
now, didn’t they?

That won’'t save them from getting killed, she thought. Won’'t save Rainier and me either.

She looked around the kitchen and said too softly, “I'll find you, you son of a whoring bitch. |
may not dill be among the living when it happens, but | will find you. And when | do, | will rip you into
gmdl pieces and feed you to whatever you' ve put into this house.”

She laughed, bardly making a sound. “You don’t think | can do it? Sugar, | skinned my own
father and fed him to the Hdl Hounds. If | can do it to him, | can do it to you.”

THIRTEEN

Ludvar stared at the messenger and didn’t laugh. Didn't even grin. The effort hurt his muscles,
but he kept a sraight face as he accepted the shidded message from the heavily shielded young Warlord.

“Thank you, Warlord,” he said.

“It was my pleasure, Prince.”

| doubt it, Lucivar thought as he watched the messenger walk across the courtyard—and then
scamper down the gairs to the landing web. Maybe he' d sounded a little too threatening the last time the
pup was a the door.

He frowned as he closed the door and locked it for the evening. There had been a message.

The one he hdd now was in Daemon’'s handwriting, but not the careful script he was used to
sedng.

He looked at the back side of the message. Officid SaDiablo crest pressed into the red wax.

He broke the sed and opened the paper.

Lucivar,

If you're home, stay there until you hear from me.

Daemon

“Stay there’ had been underlined three times.

“Waan't planning to go anywhere,” Lucivar muttered, walking toward the kitchen, where Marian
was putting away the remains of their medl.

Something niggled his memory. Something about Marian and a message.

Then his darling hearth witch turned away from the sink and looked a him.

“Who was that?’ she asked.

“A message from Daemon. He told me to stay home this evening.”

“Why?

“No idea” Although...He almost knew. The message almost made sense.

Then Marian took a step toward him. Something about the look in her eyes. Something about the
way her wings flexed open dightly and then closed. Something about her psychic scent—and her physicd



scent. Something that had changed in the time sSince she’ d come home,

He vanished the paper as his hands caressed the Sdes of her hips and urged her closer until their
bodies were just brushing. He gave her alazy amile “Want to shuggle?”

Sherolled her hips, pushing into him as her arms wrapped around his neck.

His blood went from warm to Szzlein a heartbest.

“l was hoping you'd want to do more than that.” She did one leg dong the outsde of his, then
hooked that leg behind his thigh, pushing hersdf up againg him even more. Opening hersdf for him.

As her tongue caressed his mouth, demanding entry, he counted days and put the pieces
together. She became a bold, aggressve lover during her fertile days. He was pretty sure she didn't
redize there was a pattern to the times when she sought him out for sex ingead of him issuing the
invitation, but it was a pattern he recognized—and thoroughly enjoyed. Since they weren't ready to have
another baby, he needed to steep his contraceptive brew a little longer for the next few days. Just to be
safe.

Then he opened his mouth for her—and lost his ability to think.

“Marian?’ he gasped when she broke the kiss and clamped her mouth on his neck. “Come with
me, sweetheart. I'll give you whatever kind of ride you want.”

She nipped him. “I thought we could start here and work our way to the bed.”

Hdl'sfire, Mother Night, and may the Darkness be merciful.

“We could do that,” he said as she lowered her leg and backed him toward a chair. “Oh, yesah.
We could do that.”

The bl of witchlight floated into the kitchen, followed by Ranier. He lad the two pokers and
her diletto on the kitchen table.

“The witchlight isdimming,” he said. “Did you check in here to seeif there was anything useful?”

Surred stared at the passageway, then looked at Rainier.

“| Ieft them the other lamp,” he said.

“Left them the...Y ou left them alone in there?’

His face hardened with the kind of anger that made her want to take a step back, but she hed
her ground. She had to. She outranked him, at least in terms of the Jewels each of them wore, and she
hed to show her faith in his self-control—even when it didn't look like he had any.

“I'm your escort, not theirs. They disobeyed you. If they want to stay with us, well give them
whet protection we can. If not...” He shrugged. “Their choice”

She hadn’t expected Rainier to draw such an unyidding line. Of course, he wouldn't have been
that unyidding if the children had disobeyed him rather than her. But the Blood mdes in
Kadeer—especidly the Warlord Princes—drew a hard line when it came to disobeying a witch unless
she was asking for something they considered unreasonable.

“They're children,” she argued, knowing it was pointless to argue. “We invited them to join us”

“We made it easy for someone, but | think those children would have been part of this Sck game
regardless. How did they know this would be the night the Blood would be coming here?’

“No sgn of workmen?’ Surreal paused. Would there have been workmen? Or jugt the Black
Widows? Would children just wait around an old house after dark unless someone had given them a hint
that they would see something of interest? She wouldn't have—unless she was megting someone in order
to kill him.

“All right,” she said. “Let’s see if we can find anything usgful in here. A market basket, carry
sack. Anything we can use to haul around what we find.”

Shewaked over to the Snk. Water would be good. She had a jug of fresh water stored in her
“persond cupboard,” a place created by Craft and power that dlowed the Blood to carry things without
being physcdly burdened with them. At least Lucivar couldn’'t chew on her about not having supplies,
and Rainier probably had ajug of water as well. Maybe even some food. But they’ d have to use Craft to
cdl in things from those persona cupboards, and she'd rather wait until there wasn't a choice before
doing something that would close another exit.



She turned both taps and waited. The water pipes clanked and gurgled—and findly produced a
gush-and-trickle rhythm of rusty water that stank. Letting it run in the hope that she'd eventudly get clear
water, she started to turn away to hep Rainier check drawers and cupboards. Then...

Plink-plink. Plink-plink-plink.

Tiny white nuggets fdl from the tap dong with the water, plinking into the snk. Minerds in the
pipes, knocked loose when she turned on the water?

Instead of being washed down the drain, the nuggets shifted and began to form a pattern. Began
to form atiny hand.

“Wel, there was a carry basket here” Ranier sad as he closed a lower cupboard door and
stood up. “But it looks like mice have been negting in here for sometime.”

Not minerd nuggets coming out of the faucet. She was looking at tiny bones. But how could mice
et into water pipes?

Same way anything ese could. They had help.

Maybe the main water supply wasn't contaminated. Maybe it was just the kitchen pipes. Rainier
hed said mice had been negting in one of the cupboards. If there was a bathroom in another part of the
house, they might be able to get fresh water from there.

“No water we can use here,” Surred said, moving away from the sink.

“All right,” Rainier replied as he opened a drawer. “We can—"

She yelped and legped back, banging into the snk as large, hairy-legged spiders poured out of
the drawer Rainier had just opened. He danced back, swearing, as spiders fdl to the floor and ran in dl
directions. And as the spiders ran, they...giggled.

Surredl ssomped on the one closest to her—and felt nothing under her boot. Saw nathing on the
floor when she raised her foot.

lllusons that disappeared within moments of leaving the drawer. Just enough time to scare the
shit out of anyone in the room.

She fdt as if shed been danmed agang a wdl. In a way, she had been. Under other
circumstances, she would have created a protective shield around hersdf and known she was safe from
the spiders. The tight muscles came from denying indincts and training by not cregting a shied.

“You dl right?” Rainier asked, his voice sounding sharp.

“Yegh.” No. The damn things giggled. “Isthat dl of them?’

Ranier approached the drawer and bent just enough to look insde. Then he took one of the
pokers from the kitchen table and used it to push the drawer closed. “There's one |eft in the back. Since
it'sdining on amousg, | think it's the red one.” He looked around the kitchen and blew out a bregth that
might have been a softly muttered curse. “Whét in the name of Hell...?’

«t's Tersa» Surred said. They were done, so she was't sure why she didn’'t want to say the
words out loud. Except that she redly didn’t want to say the words out loud.

«What?» Rainier asked, fallowing her lead.

«The spiders. The mouse in the glass. I'm pretty sure those spells were made by Tersa»

«Are you saying Daemon Sadi’s mother is part of this twisted place? That she's one of the
people trying to kill us?>»

«No! Tersawouldn't...» How much did Rainier know about Tersa? He must have met her, but
how much did he know? «Someone mugt have tricked her into credting illusons for this place. She
wouldn't harm children, Rainier. And as sure as the sun doesn't shine in Hdl, she wouldn't hurt
Daemon.»

«S0 we're gaing to run across things that are weird and creepy but modly benevolent, while
other things are redlly trying to hurt us?»>

She hesitated.

«No» Rainier sad softly. «It won't be that smple. By sarving in the Dark Court, I've had the
privilege of spending time with three of the most brilliant and creative Black Widows in the Reelm. So |
know, from ligening to Jaendlle, Karla, and Gabridlle, that illuson spdls and tangled webs can be layered
and blended. It does't matter what Tersaintended. A death pel hidden in one of her harmless illusons



isdill going to kill us»

« know.» Glad that Rainier had retrieved dl the weapons, she dipped her diletto into the sheath
in her boot, then picked up the other poker and used it to pry open a cupboard. “Let’'s see what dseisin
here”

Spider, spider. Who found the spider?

Not so brave when someone crippled therr power, were they? Not so brave, not so fierce, not
S0 damnably arrogant.

Maybe he should base a character on the Surred bitch. After dl, even with danger dl around
them, the Blood would ill be hot for some sex.

Landry Langston could have her for a lover while they were trapped in the haunted house. Hot,
fadt sex. She'd have to have a dimax. Femde readers expected that. Landry would get out dive, of
course, but not be able to save her from the lagt trap. Would he regret her 10ss?

Or maybe he should show how cruel witches were when they used maes. The witch in the story
could use Landry, adding another levd to his own torment as he tried to find a way out of the house and
keep the people trapped indde with him safe. Then, when he had to choose between sacrificing himsdlf in
order to save her and getting out of the house dive, he'd be judified in leaving her to the fate she
deserved.

Yes. Leave her behind, asif she were worthless, less than nothing.

After dl, wasn't that what the Blood had done to him?

“Sx candles” Ranier said, laying them on the kitchen table. “Too bad | didn't find any
candleholders”

“l did.” Surred set two chipped cups on the table.

He looked at them, then at her.

She bit her tongue to keep from cdling im an innocent. “I told you—I’ve stayed in places like
thisa times. Y ou' ve got the matches?’

He took the matchbox out of his pocket. She held up a candle and waited for him to light the
wick. Then she tilted the candle just enough for the wax to drip into one cup. As she started the same
process with the other cup, she took another candle, set it in the cooling wax, and it it.

When she et the firg candle into its “holder,” Rainier lowered the flamein the ail lamp.

“Hopefully we'll find more suppliesin other rooms, but thiswill do for now,” Surred said.

A sound in the passageway.

Ranier grabbed one of the pokers and moved toward the sound. She dipped her diletto out of
the boot sheath and waited.

The children scuffled into the kitchen, looking scared and defiant. She understood both fedings,
but right now defiant wasn't going to make Rainier warm up to them.

When no one said anything, she walked over to the farthest door and opened it cautioudy.

Nothing fdl out or sprang & her. In fact, she had no idea what the little room was used for. She
closed that door and tried the next one. Pantry. That was promisng—especialy when she saw a few
canning jars on the shelves. She closed that door too, then tried the last one, on the other side of the
kitchen.

The moment she touched the doorknob, she fdt uneasy. “Ranier.”

He came over and sdttled into a fighting stance. She opened the door dowly, prepared to resst
anything that tried to push it open fast.

Nothing.

As she pulled the door dl the way open, Rainier took a cautious step forward. Then another.

“Looks like we found the way down to the cdlar,” he said.

A vibration in the doorknob, in the door’s wood, as he took another step closer to the top of the
dairs.

“If we werein abook,” he began.



“One of us would be dumb enough to take a candle and go down into the dark, scary cdlar,
where something would be waiting to gut the dumb one.” The doorknob rattled, pulling againg her hand.
“Rainier, get away from therel”

He spun and leaped clear just as the doorknob yanked out of her grasp and the door dammed
shut.

“And the dumb person, having reached the bottom of the stairs when the door mysterioudy dams
shut...,” Ranier said.

“Isnot only locked in with one of the Bad Things he's aso in the dark because the whoosh of
ar blows out the candle”

Ranier raised his eyebrows. “He?’

She amiled a him. “Of course the dumb oneisamae”

“Of course,” he replied sourly. But he amiled.

She took one of the chairs that were around the kitchen table and wedged it under the doorknob.
When she looked at Rainier, he was no longer amiling. “There s apdl on that door,” she said.

She saw his hegitation, his frustration. He wanted to Craft-lock that door and keep the nastiness
that was hiding in the cellar locked in the cdllar.

She glanced a the children. They’d come closer to the table—and the available light—but ill
hadn't said anything.

Back to the pantry. Neither of them sensed any power or Craft around that door, but Ranier ill
braced himsdf againg the door to hold it open, and she didn’t argue with him.

She dipped the diletto under her belt, took two jars off the shelves, and returned to the table.
Usng her jacket deeve, she wiped off the jars, then hed one closer to the candles to get a good look at
wha was indde. “Peaches.”

How long had the jars been there? How long did canned fruit last? Not much dust on them. The
witches who had created this place would have wanted food handy in case they got hungry. Most likely,
these were |eftover supplies.

Usng the tip of her tiletto, she pried the lid open on one jar. The pop of the sed bresking was a
good sgn, so she picked up the jar and sniffed. Smelled like peaches, but...Was she getting a whiff of
something se?

After wiping her stiletto on her trousers, she poked at the peach dices on top.

“Why are you poking those with thet dirty old knife?” Ginger said.

“Mind your tone, girl,” Ranier growled. Then he added on a psychic thread, «Why are you
poking around? The sed was good, wasn't it?»

«It was good,» Surred replied. «But do you redly want to trust a good sed when there were
three Black Widows in this house?»

“I'll find abowl,” Rainier said.

He did, and used his shirttail to wipe the dust out of it.

Wasn't much food to share between them, Surred thought as she dumped the contents of the jar
into the bowl. But alittle food and liquid would help postpone the time when they’d have to use Craft to
et to the supplies they were carrying and—

“Wha'sthat?’ Sage asked, leaning closer to the bowl. “Are those grapesin there?’

“Mother Night,” Rainier said, tumning away.

Shefdt her gorge rise, but she stared a the mouse heads mixed in with the peach dices.

“S0,” she sad too softly, “no water, no food. And nothing we can trust.” She set the jar down,
then dipped her diletto into the boot shesth and picked up one of the candles. “Time to see what's
updtairs”

“What's down there?’ Ginger said, pointing to the cdllar door.

“You didn’'t go down there”

“And we're not going to,” Rainier said. He picked up the ail lamp, then used the poker to point
a the table. “One of you take the other candle.”

“There might be food down there)” Ginger said. She waked over to the door and pointed



dramaticdly. “I’'ll go down thereif you're too afraid.”

“You do that, sugar,” Surred said. “But I'll only tdl you this once. From here on, well do our
best to protect you from whatever isin this house, but we won't protect you from your own supidity.
You want to open that door after we've told you not to, you go right ahead. If something comes after
you, you ded with it or die”

“You have to—"

Something on the cellar sairs suddenly hit the door hard enough to rettle the hinges.

Ginger ran back to the other girls

“Guess that answers the question, doesn't it?” Surred said.

“Guessit does,” Ranier replied. “I'll take point. Y ou watch our backs.”

“Done”

They didn't get to see the firg big surprise. No matter. There would be plenty of opportunities
for them to meet that one. And now that they were dimbing the dairs to the second floor, they were
findly garting the interesting part of the adventure.

FOURTEEN

Usang Craft, Daemon flung open the Hall’ s front door, dmogt hitting the footman, who scrambled
out of his way. Bede, wary but determined, stood in the center of the great hdl. A prudent postion,
Daemon thought as he strode toward the man. He couldn’t avoid noticing the butler’s presence and yet
the men wasn't in his direct path.

“Lord Khardeen has been waiting to see you,” Bede sad.

“Not now,” Daemon growled as he headed toward his study. He needed a few minutes to settle
himsdf before he went to Halaway—and aso take care of the other worry that had occurred to him on
hisway back to the Hall.

Hdl'sfird He hoped that message reached Lucivar intime. He could have contacted Yadana on
a psychic thread before leaving the landen village—he was strong enough to reach the Ebon-gray from
any part of Dhemlan when his brother was a home—but they didn't use that kind of communication for
casud matters at that distance. Senang that something was wrong, Lucivar would have ignored the
words and responded in typica Eyrien fashion: he would have headed for the location from which the
message had been sent—and he would have ended up at that damn house. Sending a written message
hed been a gamble, one Daemon hoped he wouldn't regret.

Before he reached the study, Khardeen stepped out of the informa reception room.

“We need to tdk,” Khary said.

“l don't have time, Warlord,” Daemon said as he opened the study door. “Bedle, | need to get a
message to the Keep. Find the fastest messenger within easy reach.”

“Maketime” Khary said.

He choked on the indinctive desire to lash out a any Warlord insolent enough to use that tone of
voice when addressing a Warlord Prince. But because this was Khardeen, Warlord of Maghre and
husband to the Queen of Scelt, he hed on to his temper with dl the dippery sdf-control he could
commeand at that moment.

Last year when Jeenelle was secretly building the webs of power that would cleanse Hekatah's
and Dorothed s taint from the Blood, he had stood as a wal between her and her First Circle—and had
broken the trust of every other mae who served her. It had been Khary’ s willingnessto accept him again
that had persuaded the other men in Jeenell€' s Firgt Circle to give hm another chance. The friendships
were dill tentative, but they wouldn't exigt at dl if Khary hadn't made that firs gesture. So he looked
back at the man who dill had a powerful influence with the rest of the dominant Warlords and Warlord



Princesin Kagleer.

“Give me five minutes, and I'll ddliver your message mysdf,” Khary said.

Khary wore the Sgpphire Jewel. Except for Bede, who wore Red, there was no one a the Hall
who could get a message to the Keep faster. And there was one advantage to sending this particular
Sapphire-Jeweled Warlord instead of a Red-Jeweled butle—Bede would have to tak to the High
Lord, but Khary could talk to “Uncle Saetan.”

“Hve minutes,” Daemon said as he waked into the study.

He hurried to his desk and pulled out a sheet of paper. By the time Khary waked into the study,
he' d scribbled his message and was sedling the folded paper with wax.

“If this is about the spooky house...,” Daemon began as he pressed the SaDiablo sed into the
wax.

“In away, but modly it's about Jarvis Jenkell and the other spooky house. The one | don't think
iSmeant as an entertainment for children.”

Daemon froze for a moment. Then he wrote a name on the front sde of the message before
sying, “What do you know about the other spooky house? And why would a landen mystery writer be
involved?’

“Maybe because the writer was raised as a landen but is actudly Blood.”

Daemon draightened up and watched Khary pour two glasses of brandy from the decanter on
the corner of the desk.

Khary handed a glass to him, then took a sip from the other and shrugged. “It happens. Not dl
the Blood live the way you do. Or theway | do, for that metter.”

“And how do | live, Lord Khardeen?' Daemon asked a little too quietly.

“Thisisa dark house. The people who live here use Craft for dl kinds of mundane things without
thinking about it—lighting fires; usng candle-lights, which require power, instead of candles or ail lamps
waming pdlls to supplement heet from fireplacesin the winter; cooling spells to make things comfortable
in the summer. Anything a landen needs fire or ice to accomplish we can do with a spel and power. This
place was designed as a home for dark-Jeweled Blood, and the reason so many things here require Craft
is because you dl need safe ways to sphon off some of the power. The Jewels provide a reservoir, but
even they only hold so much.”

Khary paused and took a long swalow of brandy. “But as deep as your power is, there are
others on the opposite end of that scale. They're Blood, but therr wel of power is very shdlow and is
used up quickly. They would be dmogt as helpless as a landen in a house like this that requires usng
Craft for even ample things. Those Blood often form their own community within a Blood village in order
to harness thair limited power to better advantage.”

Khary sat down, stretched out hislegs, and crossed them &t the ankles.

Since it looked like Khary was settling in until they discussed dl he came to discuss, Daemon
gavein and sat in the chair behind the desk.

“Hne” Daemon said. “Not dl the Blood have a ssemingly inexhaudible well of power. Not dl
the Blood live in mangons the sze of a smdl village Not dl the Blood are wedthy or come from aristo
families | am aware of dl that, Khardeen. What does any of this have to do with Jenkd |7’

“There'sawide, deep chaam between a dark-Jeweled Blood and alanden,” Khary said.

“That psychic chaam isjud as deegp and wide between a hdf-Blood and Blood,” Daemon said.

Khary shook his head. “That's what the Blood in Terrelle may have been taught, but it's not the
redity. At least, not here in the Shadow Redm. In truth, when you're looking at the difference between
someone who isful Blood with very little power and a haf-Blood, that psychic chasm is more like arift
that can be spanned, and it's more like a crack between a hdf-Blood and a landen. There's a difference
between Blood and landen, to be sure, but that difference ian't dways as noticeable as you might think.
So sometimes, for whatever reason, Blood will livein a landen village. They can pass for landen in ways
that you or | never could. And since they do have jus that little bit of something extra, they usudly live
quite comfortably.”

“They take control of alanden village?”



Khary made a dismissve sound. “They’re no doubt successful enough in their chosen work, but
mogt prefer to live quietly and not cdl too much atention to themsdves snce cdling atention to
themselves by trying to dominate a landen village would aso bring them to the atention of the more
powerful Blood living in the same part of the Territory. You'd have to check with the Dhemlan Queens,
but in Scelt the Queens are aware of any Blood who have chosen to livein landen villages”

“So they livein alanden village they marry—and have children,” Daemon said, beginning to see
where Khary was heading.

“They do. And if the ful Blood was a generation or two back and the secret was kept a
secret...”

Daemon considered that. Two haf-Bloods marry—and neither has power, so nather is aware of
the potentid for power. No reason for them to think their children would be Blood. No reason to
recognize a spark of power and train that child as even the weakest Blood child would be trained.

“How would Jenkdll have found out he was Blood?’ Daemon asked.

“Maybe it started as professond jedousy when Lady Fiona's sories about Tracker and
Shadow became popular. It was after her books began receiving as much notice as his that he began
writing his books with a Blood character.” Khary’s eyes took on that distinctive twinkle that was usudly
aprelude for his causing a little mischief—or just enjoying someone ese's efforts. “Fiona tends to avoid
Jenkd| at literary gatherings. It seems he resents the fact that she was able to ‘acquire’ one of the kindred
and he could not, despite his considerable success as a novdig.”

Daemon fdt a flicker of dry amusement in response to that twinkle. “Hasn't anyone told Jenkell
that the acquigtion isT't done by the human?’

“Even if he knows, I'm not sure he cares” Khary replied. “This is guesswork and most of it
comes from Fiona, based on things she's observed or overheard a gatherings where Jenkel has dso
been present. Fiona says he changed while he was writing his fird Landry Langston story. That he
seemed more demanding and yet less confident.”

“Thefirg story was the one where the Langston character discovers he's Blood.”

Khary nodded. “Wouldn't be that hard to find someone who would tdl Jenkell how to make the
Offering to the Darkness—at least in generd terms. Some might have been willing to tdl him because
they like hiswork and enjoyed the thought of providing research for a story. And there are dways some
who will do a great many thingsin exchange for a generous stack of gold marks.”

“So Jenkdl made the Offering, thinking he was just going through the motions—and discovered
he was Blood.” Daemon shook his head. “Damn fool was lucky to come out of it in one piece.”

“If he did come out of it in one piece” Khary drank some brandy, his blue eyes fixed on
Daemon. “He didn’t expect anything to happen. He wasn't prepared for anything to happen. And he did
grow up in Little Terrelle, so he may not redize—or beieve it even if he was told—that after he
discovered what he was, the Blood would hep him understand the power that flowed in his veins, even
teach him some basic Craft so he could use that power safely.”

Daemon drained hisglass, then st it asde. “Thisis dl very interesting, but what does it have to
do with the other spooky house?’

There was no twinkle in Khary's eyes now. “We think Jarvis Jenkdl is cregting a place as
vengeance againg the Blood.”

A short flight of stairs to alanding. Turn and go up the other flight of stairs and reach the second
floor. How in the name of Hdl could it take so long, and why did the stairs seem to be going off a an
angle? And where did the damn draft come from that blew out the candle, leaving her in the pitch-dark
snce she was not going to use Craft to rdight it? And why couldn’t she see the lamps or the other
candle?

Andif he was at the top of the stairswaiting for her, why didn't Rainier answer her?

Daemon poured another brandy for himsdf, refilled Khary’s glass, then settled back in his chair.
“Explan.”



Khary scrubbed his curly brown hair with the fingers of one hand, then cupped his glass with
both hands. “This is guesses based on rumors and hints. Fiona kept ingding that she didn't know
anything.”

“But...7

“Since Jenkdl’s other books were read and wel received by both Blood and landens, he was
sunned by the Blood' s reaction to the Landry Langston stories.”

“Because we found his portraya of the Blood so excrucidingly bad it was amusng? Daemon
paused and considered. “If he'd just found out he was Blood while he was writing the firgt sory...”

“Then the story was a bardy disguised announcement to the entire Redm that he was
Blood—and no one redized it. Epecidly the Blood.” Khary drank some brandy. “ So a few months ago,
Jenkdl began hinting about the story for his next Landry Langston book.”

“His character gets trapped in a spooky house?” Daemon guessed.

“I believe he cdled it a haunted house, but the same idea. Except that his character would be
fighting for hislife againgt traps and dangers instead of being entertained by a few illuson spells. Anyway,
afew days after that, the story started spreading that Jaendlle was creating a spooky house—and before
someone warned Jenkel to hold his tongue, he was spewing that Jeenelle had stolen his idea. Fiona was
a that writers gathering, so she approached Jenkd| to assure him that hisidea of a haunted house would
be vadly different from anything Jeenelle would consder, snce he was writing a mydery story and
Jeendlle was cregting an entertainment for children. But he seemed offended that a *White-Jeweled bitch’
would dare tak to him. Then he said something about how unjust it was that a mediocre writer like her
could be acquainted with the Queen of Ebon Askavi and he wasn't even given the courtesy of an
audience with the Lady. He l€ft the party right after that and hasn’t been seen since”

Daemon opened the bottom drawer of his desk and removed the book he'd stashed there. A
copy of the second Landry Langston nove, sent to him by Jenkell. The inscription read, “From one
Brother of the Blood to another.”

When he'd recaeived the book, he'd thought Jenkdl was being pretentious—or a complete
fool—to send a message like that to a Black-Jeweled Warlord Prince. Had the man redly believed they
were equas just because Jenkell was Blood? Since he hadn’'t found the first book about the Langston
character as anudng as other people did, he'd dropped the copy into the bottom desk drawer. Even
after Jeenelle had wondered about the sanity of the character—or writer—he hadn’'t done more than
kim a few chapters because the story was even less to his taste than the firgt Landry Langston nove.

Now he opened the book and stared at the inscription as Khary huffed out a breath and said,
“Putting the pieces together, Fiona thinks—and | agree—that Jenkel is building a red haunted house
somewhere and intends to pit some of the Blood againg his creation.”

“Isthat what thisis?” Daemon said as he put the book back in the drawer. “A pissng contest?’

Khary frowned. “What do you mean?’

He cdled in the invitation he' d been sent and the paper that had been wrapped around the mouse
grotesquerie. Then he used Craft to float them over to Khary. While he waited for Khary to read them,
he considered dl the information he had—and didn’t like the way any of it was adding up.

“Mother Night,” Khary said. He leaned forward and tossed the paper and invitation back on the
desk. “You're lucky you figured out it was a trap—athough considering who the invitation was supposed
to be coming from, the wording was sufficient warning that something was't right.”

“l didn’t figure it out,” Daemon admitted. “1 just didn't find the invitation in time.”

“You can destroy thet place.”

It wasn't a question.

Daemon nodded. “If | unleash the Black, I'll burn out dl the spdlls and destroy everything within
the boundary of those spells. However, unless Jaendle has discovered something she didn’t notice about
those spdlsinitidly—"

Khary made a soft snort of disbelief.

“—it'sagood bet thereign't a way of breaking those spdls from the outside without destroying
evarything in the building.”



“Why would you even consider trying to break them when you can take the whole thing down?’
Daemon took agulp of brandy. “Because Surred and Rainier are trapped in that house.”

FIFTEEN

Daemon knocked on the cottage door, thoughts and information swirling through his mind.

Jarvis Jenkdl was Blood. That explained how he'd gotten two of the Black Widows to create
the dangerous spells and the trap spdl that would ensnare a person more and more with each use of
Craft. A landen asking Siters of the Hourglass to create those kinds of spells? The fool would be lucky if
he left that meeting with his mind and body intact. But another member of the Blood, no matter how
weak his own power, offering a subgtantid payment as the lure...Oh, yes, he' d find someone to help him
play his game.

Jeendlle had cleansed the Redms of the Blood who had been tainted by Dorothea and Hekatah,
but there would aways be that kind of witch. Apparently Jenkell had found two of them.

By itdf, the idea of amydery story in a “haunted house’ fuded by the illuson spells of a Black
Widow was intriguing. If the witch had the Kill, there would be no sure way outside of touch to know if
something was illuson or red. And, of course, touching anything could be costly if not deadly.

Clues. Waan't that what the mystery stories were about? Finding clues? If Jarvis Jenkell was
behind this game and was playing it out like a story, there were some dements that should be part of the
game. The gtories began with a death—and usudly ended with a death. The main character survived, but
there were dways more deaths before the enemy was defeated.

But it didn’'t sound like Jenkell had intended for anyone to survive his little game. Which meant
Jenkdl had intended to kill Surreal, Lucivar, and him. It didn’'t matter if this was meant as revenge againgt
the Blood for not recognizing Jenkel as one of them, or a dap a Jaendlle for coming up with a smilar
idea a the same time and creating a Spooky house as a harvest entertainment, or that Jenkell had wanted
to indulge in a pissing contest with the SaDiablo family.

At the moment, only one thing mattered: Jenkell had used Tersain order to harm her own family.

He was about to knock again when Allisa opened the door. “Prince Sadi.”

“Good evening, Lady Alliga | need to speak with Tersa.”

Alliga hesitated. “We were just about to have dinner. It's easier for her if | serve it a the same
time each evening. Can thiswait?’

Daemon stepped indde the cottage, forcing Alligato yidd. “No, it can't. Ak her—"

“It' sthe boy.” Tersa hurried toward him, her voice and face full of her pleasure at seeing him.

He was about to kill that pleasure. But he kissed her cheek and said, “Darling, we have to talk.”

“It's time for dinner. No nutcakes until after dinner. Although...l think there is something
chocolate for the sweet tonight.” A distant look came into her eyes, asif she were about to follow a path
only she could find.

“Tersa” He put enough bite in hisvoice to pull her atention back to him. “We need to tak. It's
important.” He took her arm and tried to leed her into the parlor.

“But...” Tersapulled back, ressting. “Dinner is ready. We should eat dinner now.”

“Prince” Alliga protested. “Can't this—’

“Tersal” Daemon snapped. “ Surred isin trouble. | need your help.”

She cringed in response to his anger. Then she changed, and he saw achilling luadity in her eyes.
He' d seen that look before. It never lasted more than a few minutes, and the effort to touch that place
ingde hersdf usudly left her even more confused afterward, but in those minutes she was formidable.
Whenever he'd seen that ook, he’'d wondered who she had been before she was broken—and before
her mind had shattered into such confusion.

He released her arm and followed her into the parlor.



Alliga hesitated, then shut the door, giving them privacy.

Tersa sat on the sofa Daemon knelt in front of her.

Her mouth thinned in disapprovd. “You're a Black-Jewded Warlord Prince. You kned to no
one but your Queen.”

He took her handsin his, a physicd connection that would keep her grounded as long as she was
able to hold on. “I kned before my mother as a son pleading for her hdp.”

She frowned, and a little of that lucidity faded. Too little time to find out what he needed to
know.

“You helped aman build a spooky house” he said.

She nodded. “The Langston man. He was building a house like Jeendle€'s and said | could help.
It's going to be a surprise for the boy. And other children, too, but a surprise for the boy.”

He was losng her too fast. “Who ese was hdping the Langston man? Do you remember?’

Confusion. “I made surprises. One of them...” That luddity was gone. She looked at him through
the darity of madness. “No. If | tdl you, it won't be a surprise.”

“Can you remember what the surprises are? Can't you give me ahint?’

“No. You'll spoil the surprise for the boy.” Now there was hurt in her voice.

He pressed his forehead againg her knees, fighting to chain the frudration. “Tersa” She'd
worked to create those illuson pdls and that bastard Jenkel had used her.

He raised his head and looked at her. “Tersa, the Langston man is a bad man. He lied to you. He
used your spdlls for his spooky house, but he dso had two other Black Widows meking spdlls for him,
and their spdls are meant to hurt whoever goes into his house. He wasn't meking an entertainment for us
like Jeendlle is making. He wants to kill us” He rubbed his thumbs over her knuckles, trying to hold her
to this room and hiswords. “Tersa, Surred is caught in that house. | need your help to get her out before
she gets hurt.”

Helogt her. He'd told her too much—or not enough. No way to know with Tersa.

“Darling, is there anything you can tdl me? Please.”

“They giggle” she said, her voice barely audible. “They're big and hairy and they giggle”

What giggles? Daemon wondered, but he didn't dare ask. She was pulling out whatever
information she could. 1t would be up to him to figure out what it meant.

“Tippy-tap,” Tersa said. She pressed her lips together and made a popping sound. Then she
sad, “The Mikd boy knows. HEll tdl the boy about the surprises.”

She looked crushed, defeated. Even if Jenkell did no other harm, he was going after that son of a
whoring bitch for the pain he'd just caused Tersa.

“Thank you, darling.” Daemon kissed her hands and rose.

“Thank you.”

As he I€ft the cottage and headed for the Queen of Hdaway’'s home, he wondered just how
much damage he' d caused.

“Here, Tersa,” Allida said as she guided her Sigter into a chair at the kitchen table. “St down
and we'll have our dinner. Manny made a lovely soup for us this evening and a chicken casserole. Sit
down, and I'll fetch the soup.”

No response. Jug Slent tears. Tersa hadn’t said anything since Prince Sadi Ieft.

He was usudly so careful with Tersa, so understanding about the fragile nature of sanity once a
mind was shattered. So it was doubly crud of imto rip Tersa up like this.

She would mention thisin her weekly report to the Hourglass Coven, since caring for Tersa was
part of her training, but what could they do? Daemon Sadi was the Warlord Prince of Dhemlan and a
Black Widow. Who could reprimand someone like Sadi? Wdll, his father could. But she wasn't feding
quite brave enough to send a complaint to the High Priest of the Hourglass about his own son. Maybe. ..

“He spoiled the surprise,” Tersa whispered sadly. “ There won't be any surprises for the boy.”

The surprises. Tersa had been working on these “surprises’ for weeks.

“It does’t matter now,” Alligta said. She put a bowl in front of Tersa. “Here, darling. Eat your



soup.”

Tersadidn’t reply—and Allisa watched a chilling ludidity fill the other woman's eyes.

“He wanted to hurt the boy,” Tersa said softly. “The Langston man. He tried to use me to hurt
the boy.”

The moment came and went. But as they ate the evening med, Alliga was sure there was a sorm
brewing behind Tersa's quiet tillness,

Puffing from the effort to go up a few dairs, Surred stood in the dark upgars hdlway and
swore. This back hdlway didn’t fed big enough to hold Sx other people, let done keep her from running
into them. And a 9ngle lamp or candle should blaze in this dark.

“Ranier?’

No answer. No sound of body or breath. No sense of his presence.

«Ranier? she cdled again, switching to a psychic thread.

«Surred! Where in the name of Hell are you»

«'m ganding in the upgtairs hdlway.»

«No, you are not.»

Shit. He redly sounded pissy about it.

On the other hand, he might be right. She couldn’t actudly see where she was, and the airs had
seemed to go on too long and in a peculiar direction. «The candle went out, and | don't have any
matches. I'm gaing to have to use Craft to light it» And close another exit when she did. She wanted his
agreement, since she wouldn't be dosng another exit just for hersdf.

«Put a tongue of witchfire on the candle» Rainier said. «Give it enough power when you make it
to burn for severd hours. You can light other candles with it when you find them, but & least you'll know
nothing can suff it out.»

«Nathing but getting doused with more power than | give it» Surred replied. But he had a vadid
point. Witchfire was created with power and didn’'t need fud or ar. A draft wouldn't put it out. Neither
would water. In fact, Marian sometimes shaped witchfire into a flower and floated it indde a glass vase
filled with water. 1t was beautiful—and a little eerie—to see fire floating in the middle of water.

<«All right,» she said. «I’[l—»

Something there. A soft scuffle and a new, faint scent competing with the halway’s mugty air.

She sidestepped to her right, away from the sound—and away from the possibility of someone
shoving her down the gtairs.

«Something's here» she said.

«What isit?»

«Don't know. Haven't made the witchfire yet.»

Sheraised the poker like a shidd in front of her, took another step to the side, and banged her
hip on a table. She pivoted to bring hersdf around the table, extending her left am to set the candle
down. In that moment she fdt the rush of ar as something lunged at her, fdt the swipe of knife or claws
aming for her exposed left Sde.

And she hesitated a moment too long before she created a protective shidd tight enough to be a
second skin.

A double dice through shirt and skin in that moment before the shidd formed around her. A
shiver dong nerves that were uncertain if they should send a message of pleasure or pain. Then...pan.

She siwung the poker, a backhanded blow that connected with someone hard enough to send the
person damming into the opposite wal.

A bdl of witchlight floated above the table before she conscioudy decided to make one. But she
saw her adversary—and slently swore when the light glinted off the hourglass that hung from a tarnished
gdlver chain around the witch's neck.

A Black Widow who was very much one of the demon-dead, judging by how badly misshapen
the head and face were from the blows that must have killed her. And not the same Black Widow who
hed attacked her downdtairs.



“Y ou want to tangle with me, you come ahead,” Surred said.

“I'min the mood to kill something.”

The Black Widow laughed. “Y ou think you can kill me? Look again.”

“All right, maybe I’'m too late to kill you, and maybe | won't even be &able to finish the kill. But if
you don't back off, | can arrange for you to become a permanent resident of a part of Hel that will make
this place look like a high-class indulgence”

“Even when you become demon-dead you won't have that much power.”

“Actudly, sugar, Snce my undeisthe High Lord, I'll be able to send you anywhere | damn well
please. HE Il make sure of it

The Black Widow hesitated, then amiled as much as her misshapen face alowed. “You won't be
going anywhere, not even to Hdl. | can wait to finish you, bitch.” She passed through the wdl and
vanished.

“Shit,” Surred muttered. * Guess there' s no pendty for usng Craft once you're dead.” Or part of
the spdlls woven into the house.

She huffed out a breath and winced. First she needed to take care of the wound, figure out how
bad it was—and whether she'd just been poisoned. Then she would dedl with whatever came next. Right
now she was certain of two things she wasin the upstairs back halway and Rainier was't.

«Ranier?

No answer. Nothing but a strange, gray blankness.

«Rainier!»

An aurd shidd mugt have been triggered, one that not only blocked out ordinary sounds but also
prevented communication along psychic threads.

Had the gong sounded? She' d been too preoccupied to notice. Had Rainier heard it, or was that
sound aso blocked by the aurd shield?

Leaving the unlit candle on the table, she took the poker and the bal of witchlight. The firgt door
on her right was a bathroom. A narrow space with no room to maneuver if she had to fight. But it might
have clean water, and that was something she needed right now.

“Wounded because | didn't shidd and got separated from my escort,” she said as she waily
entered the bathroom. “Lucdivar isgoing to be so pissed.”

Interesting. Why was the witch so concerned about the opinion of a mae who wasn't there? It
waan't like she was ever going to hear what he thought of her mistakes.

Y es. That was a thought. Those pointed ears would make a fine trophy. Something to remember
her by when she was absorbed into the spdls of this house.

And then she wouldn't have to worry about hearing anything.

Somewhere in the house, a gong sounded twice.

«Surred >

No answer. Nothing but a strange, gray blankness.

«Surreal!»

Ranier hdd his position. Waiting. Ligening. Then he wove between the children and stopped a
one of the hdlway’s openings and hdd out the lamp, trying to get a better look at the room.

Not aroom. It was the front hallway.

He looked at Kester, then tipped his head to indicate the other children. “Stay here. Keep them
together.”

No sass from the boy. No arguments. No comments. Maybe it was findly gnking in that the
children needed to do what they were told in order to survive.

He moved toward the front staircase. Could Surred ill be downgtairs?

“Surred 7’

He peered over the banister. No sgn of light down below.

The gong had sounded twice. One time would have been for the witchfire she needed to create in



order to light the candle. The other?

Shel d sensed something. Or someone. The second time the gong had sounded. Was that for a
wespon or ashidd?

Should have shidded when they fird redlized something was wrong. They had gambled on the
degree of danger they were facing—and had underestimated their enemy.

She'd been coming up last, watching their backs. Should have been the safer postion, since
they’d aready checked the kitchen.

Should have been.

What had changed in that moment between the last girl’s garting up the dtairs and Surred’s
falowing her?

Thelagt girl.

Ranier turned toward the opening leading to the back hdl. Seven children had come up the dtairs
with him. But there shouldn’t be seven anymore. The fourth girl. The last one to come up the gairs. She
wasn't one of the children who had come into the house with them.

“Mother Night,” he whispered.

He rushed to the back hdlway and stopped at the opening when he saw four children clustered
around a closed door that Kester was trying to force open by damming againgt it with his shoulder.

No sound. No warning of trouble. The girls had ther mouths open and were probably ydling or
screaming. The front hdlway wasn't that big. He should have heard Kester trying to break down the
door.

As soon as he crossed the threshold, he heard the screams.

Hdl'sfire

“Get back!” Rainier shouted. He kept moving, building momentum with every dride. Kester saw
hm &t the last moment and dove out of the way as Rainier turned the last Stride into alegp and kick.

The door crashed open, reveding aroom emptied of furnishings. ..but not empty.

For a moment, he froze a the gght of the burns and scars on the stranger’s young body. An
illuson spdl must have hidden those injuries, just as it had hidden her ripped, dirty clothes. He fdt
sckened by what he saw—and even more sickened by what the girl had done.

The granger wore openwork metd gauntlets, a kind of lethd jewery witches sometimes wore.
Thefingers ended in razor-sharp talons. The ones on the girl’s hands dripped with blood.

Her mouth was smeared with blood. It ran down her chin like juice at some kind of primd feast.

She was cildru dyathe now. A demon-dead child—and a deadly predator.

Ginger lay on her back on the dirty wood floor, her neck, chest, and arms ripped to shreds by
the taons.

No sound from her.

No hope for her.

The cildru dyathe sprang to her feet and ran toward the back of the room.

Ranier sprang after her.

She fumbled a the wal, the tadons on the metd gauntlets tearing the old wallpaper as she
searched for something.

In the moment before he reached her, he was nothing but a Warlord Prince on a batlefied and
she was nothing but an enemy. When he swung the poker a her back, it carried dl his strength and fury
inthe blow.

He heard bone break.

She fdl, no longer adle to use her legs. Sufficently Blood to become cildru dyathe, she didn’t
have the ill in Craft to use what power she had in order to get up.

He stood over her, looking a wounds that indicated torture. Looking at the madness and hatred
inthe girl’s eyes.

“I'm sorry,” he said.

“You'rejud like him,” she said, her voice harshened by her hatred. “You're just like him.”

“Who?’



She laughed. “I’ll tdll you once you're dead. I'll hook my pretty claws into your chest, and you'll
have to carry me. Be my legs since you took mine. Hook my pretty claws into your eyes too. Just for
fun”

Was that madness talking, or was that a reflection of who the girl had been?

He took a step back. Took another. Then he turned and walked back to Ginger.

So much blood, he thought as he kndlt beside the dying girl. Too much damage. There were not
enough moments I&ft in her to even try a hedling. There was not enough he could do for her with the basic
ills he had to make a difference.

Her eyes stared at him but didn’t see him.

Did landens have some place like Hdl? They didn't become demon-dead. When their bodies
died, they were gone. But did ther spirits have a place where they spent some time before they were
truly gone?

He didn’'t know, had never asked. And right now, he redly didn’'t want to know.

“Her name was Anax,” Kester said. “She lived a the orphans home. She ran away a couple
weeks ago.”

Had she run away or had the people in charge of the orphans home assumed that because Anax
hed disappeared? Someone had tortured the girl and killed her, leaving her in here to become one of the
predators who hunted the “guests’ trapped in this house.

“Did anyone ese run away from the orphans home recently?’ Rainier asked, looking up & the
other children.

“Three or four others,” Kester replied, shrugging asif the loss made no difference.

Ranier choked back the urge to roar a the boy for being so cold and unfeding. In order for
Anax to become cildru dyathe, she had to be Blood. Which meant one of the Blood had been cold and
unfeding toward the girl long before Kester and his friends were.

No lifein Ginger’s eyes. No breath when he hed a hand above her mouth and nose.

“Shelsdead,” he sad, getting to his feet.

“What...” Kester swalowed hard. “What do we do with her?’

Rainier waited a beat. “We have to leave her.”

They looked a him.

“We can't just leave her,” Sage said.

“You're welcome to carry her,” he replied, retrieving the ail lamp. “1 won't.”

“So what are you going to do?’ Kester asked.

Ranier tipped his head toward the wadl. “Anax was searching for something. I'm going to find it.”

There was water. Not as rusty as she'd expected, which maybe wasn't a good sgn, snce it
meant someone had been using this bathroom on a regular basis recently. Of course, the Black Widows
would have needed it before someone helped them into the fird stage of being dead.

Surred frowned a the toilet. Did the demon-dead need to pee? When they drank yarbarah, was
there anything wasted, or did they absorb it dl to sustain the dead flesh and their power?

Too bad she'd never thought to ask when she' d known some of them.

And what about Guardians like Unde Saetan? He used to eat meds with the family, at lesst
some of thetime. So did he...?

“No,” shetold hersdf firmly. If the High Lord of Hdll did something so mundane as park his ass
on atoilet, she did not want to know about it.

Besdes, she had more immediate things to think abouit.

She turned sdeways, her back to the bathtub, and studied the bathroom door. Should she close
it and turn the lock to avoid a surprise attack from the hdlway, or leave it open to give hersdf a fagt way
to escape?

“Don't close yoursdf in abox,” she muttered, sucking in a breath as she removed her jacket. The
dhirt came next. She dropped both on the closed toilet seat. Then she braced the front of her thighs
agang the Snk and stood on tiptoes to see her torso in the mirror.



Hdl’s fire. The blood was running between her skin and the shidd, so she couldn’t actualy see
the extent of the damage—and couldn’t tdl if the bleeding would stop on its own or if the wounds were
something she needed to tend.

«Ranier?> she cadled as she lowered her fedt.

No answer.

Dropping the shield would be one use of Craft. Restoring it, another. Cdling in her kit of heding
supplies, athird. Then another choice: vanish the kit and, therefore, close another exit, or leave it behind
and hope she wouldn't need it again.

She couldn’'t reach Rainier. Would he hear the gong that sgnded she'd used Craft? How many
exits had they closed? How many were left?

If there had been any to start with.

It was ingenious, redly. If this had been a story, she would have been intrigued, would have
appreciated the sruggle to avoid usng Craft. Would have argued with Rainier about how and when Craft
should have been used.

Since it wasn't a gory, she was going to find the bastard who created this place and skin him,
usng nothing but a dull paring knife. Then she would crush dl his bones into pebbles, leaving the spine
and skull for last to be sure he got the benefit of dl the pain. And that would be before Uncdle Saetan got
hold of him.

“Nice thought, sugar,” she told her reflection, “but you have afew things to do firs.”

She cdled in the kit of heding supplies, swearing slently when she heard the gong. Taking the
grdl par of scissors from the kit, she cut off both deeves of her shirt, then cut one deeve in hdf. The
jacket and shirt were hung on the bathroom doorknob. The hedling kit was placed on the toilet lid.

She turned on the water in the Sink and soaked one piece of cloth. No hot water, and she wasn't
going to use Craft for an indulgence, so she gritted her teeth againg the shock of cold water on her skin
as she dropped the protective shidd and washed off the blood.

Up on tiptoes again to see the wounds as she cleaned that area.

Not too bad, she decided after a moment. A double swipe dong her ribs from the bitch's nalls
Deep enough that the wounds did need to be cleaned and sedled, but...

Dropping down again, Surred frowned a her reflection. Why a double swipe? Why didn’'t the
Black Widow hit her with dl four nails, especially thering finger that had the snake tooth and the venom
sac under the normd nail?

“Not there,” Surred whispered, pressng the wet cloth againg the wounds.

Last year, when Hekatah had captured Saetan and held him hostage, she had cut off the little
finger of hisleft hand and sent it to Jeendlle.

Funny how the eyes stopped seeing the loss. Saetan no longer wore the Steward’ s ring on his left
hand, so there was nothing to cdl atention to the missng finger. If someone asked anyone in the family
about it, she’' d bet they’ d have to think for a minute to remember it was gone.

The Black Widow had been missng the little finger and ring finger on her right hand. That was
why there was only the double stripe and no venom.

A lucky break for her, but she wondered if the loss had come before or after the Widow had
worked on this house.

Surred opened the jar of deangng cream and dabbed the cream on the wounds. That would
take care of ordinary infections until a Healer could take a look at the wounds. Then she took out a thin
package the sze of her pdm and carefully pedled back one layer of paper. The spider-slk gauze was
used by Heders in Kagleer when they needed to close a smdl wound and didn’t have time for a full
hedling or there was a reason to let the wound hed &t its own pace. The slk was woven into asmdl web,
and the strands helped keep the wound closed.

She pressed the spider Slk againgt her Sde and didn't ped off the other piece of paper, usng it
as a bandage to absorb some of the blood.

Having done what she could, she closed up the heding kit, then reconsidered. She took out the
scissors and dipped them into her trouser pocket. Even a smal weapon was better than no weapon.



She was just about to create the protective shidd when she looked at the toilet—and swore.

“Do whatever you can before you shidd,” she muttered. Sure, Lucivar had shown her a “shidd
with access,” but it worked alot better for someone who peed out of a pipe.

Not that she'd mentioned that to Lucivar.

She used the poker to lift the lid and seat. No nasty surprises, thank the Darkness, other than the
kind that would give a hearth witch bad dreams.

But as she squatted over the toilet bowl, she thought she heard a sound coming from the bathtub
drain. A funny sound. Like fingernall dlippings being shaken ingde ametd pipe.

It didn’t take long to find the secret door. In fact, finding it seemed alittle too easy.

Ranier lengthened the wick on the ail lamp to give himsdf better light.

Maybe it wasn't meant to be a secret door, just one that was supposed to blend in with the
room. All he could see was a short hdlway that ended in another door, and shdving on the right-hand
Sde

Folded blankets. Decorated paperboard boxes that women used to store hats and gloves or
other amd| itemsthat were used occasondly. Linens. Probably a mutud storage area for the bedrooms
on ather side.

He didn't see anything sniger, didn't hear anything suspect. Of course, if the whole house was
riddled with aura shields that kept people from hearing one another, not hearing anything wasn't actudly
comforting.

Linens

He st the poker aside. Planting his right foot in the room they were in, he set his lft foot in the
storage room.

Something creaked. Might have been the floorboard under his foot. Might have been the door.
But something creaked.

Ranier stepped back and studied the door.

Traps and games and illusons. The last time a storage room door was opened, a boy died.

“Kedter,” Ranier said. “You and the other two boys brace yoursdf againgt this door and hold it
open.”

While he waited for them to follow orders, he created a tight shiedld around himsdf, bardy a
finger width above his skin. Three openings in the shiddd—one for taking in sustenance, the other two for
diminating waste. Ludivar had taught him and the other boyos that particular trick, and they’d dl gotten
bruised enough times from Lucivar’s surprise attacks to have learned that lesson very well.

Normdly atight shield was a subtle protection, snce no one could know for certain it was there
unless a person touched you. Bui...

Somewhere in the house, a gong sounded.

In this damn house, there was nothing subtle about using Craft.

He glanced a the boys and nodded, stisfied that he’ d have plenty of warning if the door tried to
shut. Then he stepped into the storage room, raising the lamp high.

Fillowcases.

“Girls” he cdled. “Come to the doorway.”

He handed Sage the pillowcases, then gave Dayle a box of tapered candles and a globed
candleholder. The candleholder would be easier to carry and shidd the flame.

Stepping back into the room where the children waited, he set the lamp down near the poker.
Teking the pillowcases from Sage, he shook them out to be sure there weren't any surprises hidden in
them. Then he stripped the metd gauntlets off Anax’s hands and took a good look at them before he
dropped them into one of the pillowcases. Too amdl for his hand, but they weren't made for a child, so
they would probably fit Surreal or Kester.

At this point, any weapon they could carry was a good weapon.

He fitted one candle into the holder and created a steady flame of witchfire to burn on the
wick—and tried not to wince when the gong sounded.



“Bring that other candle over here” he said.

“It sdmaost gone” Henn said, handing him the candle in the cup.

Ranier stared at the candle. Almogt gone. The bottom of the cup was filled with softened wax.

How long since they’ d Ieft the kitchen? Not long enough for a candle to burn down that much.

“Mother Night,” he muttered. “Line up.” He moved his hand to indicate alinein front of him.

When the children were lined up, he created a tight shidd around each of them, leaving the
openings for sustenance and waste.

“What did you do?’ Kester asked.

“Created a shidd around each of you,” Ranier replied, trying to ignore the sound of the gong
echoing in hismind. He lit a candle from the old one, then replaced the old one with the new.

“It won't stop something from taking you, but it will keep you from being wounded or killed.”

“Why didn’'t you do that before?” Kester demanded.

He put the box of candles and the second pillowcase in the one he was usng for a sack. After
dodng hisleft fig around the top of the case, he hooked his finger into the loop on the candlieholder.
“Sage, you carry that other candle. Kester and Henn, you take the lamps.”

He waked back to the storage room door and picked up the poker in hisright hand.

“Hey!” Kester shouted. “I'm asking you!”

“It takes Craft to create those shidds. One use of Craft for each shidd. And every time Craft is
used, away out of this placeis closed off.”

The boy didn’t understand—or didn’t want to understand.

“Why didn’t you make these shidds before Trigt and Ginger got killed?” Kester said.

Because | thought we had a chance of getting out.

Ranier didn't answer. He just waked into the storage room.

Daemon sat at around tablein Sylvid s family parlor and stared at the piece of paper in front of
him. He made hatch marks on the paper just to give hmsdf time to...Not think, exactly. Just time to
assure himsdf that he was maintaining the correct understanding-but-disapproving expresson. Then he
looked a Mika, who sat opposite him. He didn’t dare look at Sylvia, who was standing a ful step back
and to theright of her son’s chair. He. Did not. Dare.

“Are these dl the suggestions you can remember giving Tersa?’ Daemon asked. These were bad
enough. Skeleton mice that would scurry across a room, their little bones tippy-tapping on the floor. Big
gpiders that might drop from the calling or be hiding in a drawer. And the mousein the glass.

“There was the eyebd|sin the grapes,” Mika said hesitantly.

“The—" A quick glance a Sylvia Oh, he should have inasted on taking to the boy done. This
was probably alot more than a mother wanted to know about the workings of her mae offspring's mind.

“The spdl ign't triggered until someone dtarts eating the grapes.” Mikd’s voice held an excited
enthusasm. Apparently, since he couldn't see her, he'd forgotten about his mother being in the room.
“Then some of the grape skins split and the illuson spell makes it look like there are eyes, dl bloodshot
and 00zy.”

Boyo, you may have just ruined your chances of ever seeing another grape in this house,
Daemon thought.

“Did you see the mouse in the glass?’ Mikd asked. “That one was—"

A growl, the voice barely recognizable as femde.

Mika hunched his shoulders and wisdy offered no opinion about the mousiein the glass.

“I think | have everything | need,” Daemon said. “Thank you, Mikd.”

Mika did off his char. Then he hesitated, leaned across the table, and said in a loud whisper,
“Did Tersatdl you about the beetles?’

Surredl held her hands under the water running from the faucet, deaning them as wdl as she
could. Then she cupped her hands to fill them with water and took a cautious sip. No obvious foulness.
Of coursg, if the water supply had poison or drugs dumped into it, she may have dready done enough



damage to kill hersdf.

That being the case, she drank another mouthful of water before turning off the taps.

She rubbed her wet hands over her face, trying to shake off the fatigue.

Shouldn’t be this tired, she thought as she dried her face and hands on her shirt. Shouldn’t be
this tired.

She created atight shield-with-access around her body and tried not to think about another exit
dodgng because she had used Craft.

Then she heard it again. That funny little rattle coming from the bathtub drain.

With one hand regting on the sink, she turned toward the tub, wincang when the move tugged at
her wound.

A little black beetle crawled out of the drain. It hustled toward the other end of the tub, making
itslittle beetle noises.

It's just one, she thought as she tried to get her breathing under control. It's just one, and it
can't get out of the tub.

A movement caught her eye.

Another little black beetle dimbed out of the drain.

And another. And another.

Hdl'sfire, Mother Night, and may the Darkness be merciful.

She could put her hands on a body covered in maggots. She could cut up a man usng nothing
but a dull ax. She could skin aman and not shiver. She could scoop up a head that had been ripped off
by a pissed-off cat and dump the damn thing in a bucket while the warriors around her wouldn’'t even
touch it.

But she didn't like beetles. Didn't like the look of them, didn't like the dacking sound of their
bodies. And especidly didn't like the crunch they made when you stepped on them. That sound dways
made her somach drop and filled her knees with jely.

Her little secret. Everyone was entitled to one or two irrationd fears.

Rattle. Rattle rattle rattle.

She watched them swel as they filled the tub, more and more of them coming out of the drain.
Watched them swell, bigger and bigger, until they were the length of her pdm and dmogt as wide. Bigger
and bigger urtil...

POP! POP POP POP!

They burst. Their shdls plit down the middle and...

A sensation. On her hand. A light sensation, since it was againg the shidd and not her skin.

She looked at the hand resting on the Sink. It was covered by a bestle.

Jugt one beetle.

She flung her hand up, sending the beetle flying through the air. And she screamed.

Thet piercing scream.

What in the name of Hell could make Surreal scream like that?

Rainier flung open the door at the other end of the storage room and rushed into an empty room
gmiler to the one he'd judt Ieft.

“Surred!”

He ran across the room, yanked open the door, and charged into the hdlway just as Surred
rushed out of another room. He dropped the poker and grabbed for her, only redizing when he fdt a
shidd hitting a shidd that she wasn't wearing anything above her waist except a brassere and her Gray
Jewd.

“Surred!”

“Be—be—be—"

He shoved the candle and pillowcase into her shaking hands, grabbed the poker, and strode into
the room, ready to do battle with whatever had scared the shit out of her.

And found himsdf staring at a bathtub full of huge, split beetles.



“Be-be-bestles”

Rdig made hm giddy for a moment. Or maybe the giddiness was caused by his yanking himsdf
back from the killing edge.

He glanced over his shoulder and fought not to grin. Damn things redly must have Startled her.

“Do you think they’re edible?’ he asked. The beetles were the 9ze of agmd| |obgter tal, and the
meet 1ooked like cooked lobster that had been pulled out of a split shell.

“Wh-what? Tha's not meat; that’s exploded bug guts”

Rainier watched the besetles change back into little beetles that went scurrying down the drain.
Nothing but an illuson spell. And mogt likdly, even the little beetles were an illuson because they’d have
to come out of the drain at the proper time. Since there wasn't much about dedling with blood and guts
that usudly threw Surred off dtride, it was his duty as a friend to tease her about getting excited over a
bug.

“If you ignore the fact that they're insects instead of—"

“Say it, and | will rip your face off and shoveit up your ass”

The threst sounded sincere.

Her tone pricked his temper, especidly when he was dill just one short step away from the killing
edge, but he tried to cgole instead of squaring off with her, since that would lead to a least one of them
getting hurt.

He turned toward her. “Come on, Sur—"

He reached up and shifted the ball of witchlight in order to get a better look at her.

Her gold-green eyes were glassy. Not glazed with cold rage, but glassy with shock. And she was
breathing in these funny little hitches.

This had struck more than a nerve with her.

“Hey,” he said softly, moving with a deliberateness that wouldn't sartle her. “llluson spdl. That's
dl they were”

She was shaking. He could see the effort she was making to regain control, but she was shaking.

“Go back inthe hadlway,” he said gently. “I'll get your clothes”

“Check them,” she whispered as she stepped back.

He retrieved her shirt and jacket, pushed the witchlight out ahead of him, and Ieft the bathroom.

He st everything on the hdlway table next to the unlit candle, induding the globe candle and
pillowcase he'd handed her. Then he looked at her left Sde.

“How bad is it?” he asked, his fingers hovering over the blood-spotted paper covering the
wound.

“Not as bad asit could have been. The Black Widow who attacked me had lost the finger with
the snake tooth, so | don't have to worry about venom.”

The bitch could have coated her other nals with poison. He was about to remind her of
that—and then redlized there was no point in tdling her. She had been an assassin. She knew more about
usng poisons than he did.

“If there sany inme, I'll fed it soon,” she said quietly, looking past him as the hdlway got lighter.

“Whoever made this house trapped at least one cildru dyathe in here. Maybe more.”

“Along with two demon-dead Black Widows. Not good odds if they dl decide they want
someone for dinner.”

Ranier looked back at the children, then shifted closer to Surredl. «Any suggestions?»

She sghed. «I’m tired, Rainier. We ve only been in this house a couple of hours, but it fedds much
longer.»

« think it has been longer, but we'll tak about thet later.»

«My suggestion is to go back downgtairs. Well check that Stting room again for surprises. Then
well put a shidd around the room and a Gray lock on the door. That will keep out unwanted visitors»

«Thet will close two more exits»

« know.»

He nodded. «Main staircase should be that way.»



«You'll take point? Surred asked.

e |l take point.» He shook out her shirt and jacket, then heped her into both. «Don't argue
about it.»

She hesitated. «Wasn't going to.»

That told hm more than anything else that she needed time to regain her balance.

They gathered up their various kinds of illumination and their weapons.

Ranier looked at Kester, put afinger up to hislips, then pointed at the doorway that would lead
them back to the main Saircase.

He and Surred led. The children followed.

The front upstairs hdlway looked just as he remembered it. That wasn't right, but he couldn’t
figure out why—and didn’t care once they reached the bottom of the stairs.

Then Surred said, “It' s different.”

Daemon capped his pen and vanished it. He folded the paper and tucked it in the indde pocket
of his black jacket. Then he was up and moving toward the parlor door, dipping past the irate Queen of
Haaway as he said, “Thank you for your assistance, Lady Sylvia And Mikd’s aswdl. | appreciate it.”

As he opened the door, she baled up her fig and dugged himin the shoulder.

He turned on her, snarling.

“Don't you dare criticize Tersa,” Sylvia said. “Don’'t you dare make her fed bad about what
she' s done.”

His temper chilled, and he replied too softly, “You're out of line, Lady.”

“l saw your face, Prince. When Mika walked out of the room and you didn't have to pretend to
take a disgpproving stand, | saw your face. Tersamay not understand the mundane world she tries to live
in, but she understood her boy. If you were dill Mikd’s age, you would have been as fascinated by her
spooky surprises as he is. Epecidly those damn beetles.”

In that moment, he understood why his father had falen in love with the Queen of Haaway. He
could picture Sylvia squaring off with Saetan over whatever had lit her temper or nipped her sense of
judtice.

But he doubted Sylvia had ever dugged his father.

“No response?’ Sylvia asked tartly.

“My father told me | should never lieto a Lady,” Daemon replied.

“gy7

“So | have no response.” Because he was not going to admit she was right. “Good evening,
Sylvia I'll see mysdf out.”

She changed from irate woman to concerned Queen in afinger snap.

She touched hisarm. Just a gesture of concern. “Good luck.”

“Thank you.”

As he left Sylvia's house and caught the Black Wind to return to the landen village, he knew it
was going to take more than luck to get Surreal and Rainier out of that damned spooky house dive.

SIXTEEN

“There was a mirror on that wall, and a coat-tree near the door,” Surred said as she looked
around the front-entrance hallway.

“Thet * caretaker' —whoever he redly is—might have moved things to cause confuson,” Rainier
sad.

She frowned, then shook her head. “Wasn't redly paying attention to the wallpaper, but | think
that’ s different too.”



“Anilluson spdl could change the wallpaper. A person could move amirror and coat-tree.”

Wasiit as dmple as that?

“Does the front door work?" Kester asked.

The boy sounded upset, angry. She understood that. She' d had more than enough of deding with
this damn house and was feding the same way.

“WEIl check out the hdlway and that Stting room to make sure we have some safe ground,”
Ranier said. “Then we'll check the door.”

“Why wait?' Kester demanded.

“Because the odds are good that a door or doorway aso has a trap,” Ranier said with strained
patience.

“You waited to make these shidds to protect us, and Ginger and Trid died,” Kester said. “Why
wait for something else bad to happen?’

“Don’t gtart a pissng contest, boy,” Rainier warned. “Not here, not now. First we find some safe
ground, and then we can—Kester!”

Kester bolted for the front door.

Ranier raised his hand, and Surred fdt the menta sumble as he stopped himsdf from usng Craft
to...Do what? Put up a barrier in front of the boy? Sam an Opa lock on the door, preventing it from
being opened? Either action would have required a second use of Craft to undo what had been done.

But the moment passed when a choice might have mattered. Kester reached the door and pulled
it open.

Thething on the other side...

Surred’ s fird impresson was of an engorged, somewhat maformed Eyrien mae combined with
something made of smoke. Wisps of black smoke rose from its body, obscuring the separation between
the mae and the night. The eyes glowed red like stoked cods.

She saw those thingsin the moment before it grabbed Kester, before the Opa shied around the
boy was shattered by a bolt of darker power. Before Kester’ s blood sprayed over the hdlway.

Nether she nor Ranier had time to react, to drike back before the creature and boy
disappeared—and she stared at a door that opened onto nothing but a brick wall.

“Mother Night,” Rainier said.

“Wdl,” Surred said, wondering if anyone else could hear her heart pounding, “now we know
someone who wore a Jewe darker than Opa was killed and trapped in this house.”

Ranier looked a the remaining four children, who were just saring at the front door. Then he
looked at Surreal, and she saw bleak resgnation instead of hope. “Y eah. Now we know.”

Nothing Rainier could have done. If the Eyrien could break an Opd shidd, a blast of Opa
power wouldn't have stopped him from killing the boy. A blast of her Gray might have stopped him, but
like Rainier, she had hesitated, had choked back her naturd reaction—and the moment when it might
have made a difference was gone. Lost. Just like the boy.

«Did you recognize the Eyrien? Rainier asked.

Surredl shook her head. «He wasn't from Ebon Rih, but there were plenty of Eyriens who came
induring the service fars and accepted service in other parts of Askavi—or other Territories dtogether.»

«Whoever devised this place killed two Black Widows and an Eyrien warrior.»

«An Eyrien isn't any harder to kill than any other men if you can dip a knife between the ribs
when he's not expecting it.»

«l doubt we'll get that close» Rainier said. «If he comes at us, it will be a sraight fight.»

And without Craft, neither of them had the training or skill needed to face an Eyrien who'd had
centuries to hone hisfighting skills.

Right now, there was nothing they could do about the Eyrien—or the other dead.

“Let’s check out the gtting room,” she said.

Ranier rounded up the children, and they dl entered the Stting room in a tight little pack. Then
Ranier swore softly.

“Thisis different,” he said.



It should have been the same room, and it wasn't. Obvious differences, with no attempt to hide
them.

“We should be in the gtting room where we started,” Rainier said. “Since we're not, wherein the
name of Hell are we?’

She shook her head. “Don't know. But let’s see what we' ve got in here”

They poked at sofa and char cushions, swept the pokers under furniture to roust anything that
might be hidden. There was a bowl of grapes on the table behind the sofa. Nothing noticesbly wrong
with them, but she said, “Hands off” when the children looked at them—and wondered if they’d actudly
obey her thistime or if someone else would get killed.

The painting over the firgplace wasn't a portrait as such. It was a man and a woman. He stood
behind his lover, his arms around her, his mouth pressed to her bare neck. But as Surred watched, his
ams tightened to restrain. The woman's eyes opened, and they were filled with fear and resignation. The
man's kiss changed into a bite. No pretense of lover now, just a predator. Blood dribbled down the
woman's pae skin and stained her white dress.

Surreal moved closer, raised her candle, and read the brass plaque attached to the painting’'s
wood frame. Then she snorted.

“What?" Rainier asked, hurrying to join her.

“The panting is caled Rut.”

Ranier sudied the painting for a moment, then turned away.

“On behdf of my caste, I'm not sureif | should be insulted or relieved.”

“Why?

He gave her alook. Then he said, “Whoever painted that has never seen a Warlord Prince in
rut.”

Why? Why? He'd had that painting created based on solid information, and had paid extra for
that particular illuson spell. Why was this mde so dismissve of what he was seeing?

Warlord Princes were known to be extremdy violent when they were caught in the sexud
madness known as the rut. The women they used were brutdized for days. While the Blood didn’t talk
about it much, it wasn't one of their damn secrets.

Why had the whore dismissed the violent message of the woman's fate? She had to know the
fate of such women. They were pampered and imprisoned—and used for the rut until their minds and
bodies were too broken for even a sex-maddened beast to ride. That's what he' d been told.

On the other hand, he hadn’t redized her companion was a Warlord Prince. Too bad there were
dill some children with them. Otherwise, he might have gotten some 9zzing, firghand information about
Blood lust.

Then again, seaing as they were a Warlord Prince and a whore, maybe they wouldn't be
inhibited by an audience—even the audience they could see.

They checked the room, then checked it again. Either there was nothing dangerous in the stting
room or they hadn’t done the combination of things that would trigger it. There was wood for a fire, but
they both fdt uneasy about opening the flue. She didn’t know if she and Rainier were sensing a red
potentid danger or if they’d just reached the point where they were spooked by everything in the house.
But the uneasy feding was strong enough that they decided to make do with the dusty, mugty throws
they’d found in a chest in one corner of the room.

«Do we shidd the room?» Rainier asked.

She nodded. «A Gray shidd around the room.»

They'd dready seen that Rainier's power wouldn't be strong enough to protect them, so that
would be her task. She would be the one closing off another potentid way out of this damn place. But it
needed to be done, and it was the smart thing to do.

She dill flinched when the gong sounded after she shielded the room.

Ranier rested a hand on her shoulder, unspoken agreement and comfort.



They'd left the gtting room door open while they’d checked the room. Now they moved
together to close the door and lock it.

As ghe started to push the door closed, Rainier sucked in a bregth and swore softly.

Trig stood in the hdlway. She could see the torn chest and bdly through his ripped clothes. She
looked draight at the face that was coated in blood on the Sde that had the empty eye socket.

But thiswasn't Tris. Wasn't even cildru dyathe. This was an illuson spdl caled a shadow, an
image created from alittle blood and alot of Craft.

Jeendlle could create a shadow that looked and acted and fdt so red, even touching it didn't
reved the truth of its nature. But this... The boy stood with the woodenness of a puppet. Effective enough
during that fird jolt of seeing him, but clearly atrick just the same.

The shadow Trigt smiled at them and said, “The worst isdill to come.”

Then it vanished.

Surred closed the door—and swore when the door vanished too.

Ranier sudied the wadl, then shook his head and took a step back. “If that's anilluson, | can’t
tdl without touching the wall.”

“Which would put your hand on the wrong sSde of the shidd.” Surredl looked around, swore,
and pointed to the back wall. “That wasn't there before.”

A door. She had created her shidd a hand span away from the walls to avoid triggering any
spdlsthat might be in the wals. Looked like she’d made the right choice. Still, in the morning, the only
way out of the room was through a door that held who knew what on the other side.

She took a deep breath and let it out in asgh. “Next?’

“Food and water,” Rainier said. “Well use my stash.”

He didn't expect to get out of the house, Surred redized. If he died and made the trangtion to
demon-dead, he might get pulled into the spells and become an enemy ingtead of ill fighting with her. If
that happened, she wouldn't have access to the supplies he carried. That's why he wanted to use his
suppliesfirst. But neither of them actudly put that into words.

The other thing neither of them said was that she would be able to destroy him, to finish the kill,
but if she was the one who died and turned on him, he wouldn't be able to survive her attack. So
keeping her dive was the only chance that one of them would get out of this house.

He cdled in ajug of water and a chill box that was insde alarge wicker picnic hamper—the kind
that had a separate compartment to carry dishes, glasses, and slverware,

Surred blinked. She'd brought water, yes. Always carried some with her. But her stash of food
was four gpples she grabbed from a bowl in the town house' s kitchen as she and Rainier were leaving.

“You cary achill box?’

He looked puzzled. “Why not?’

She didn't answer that, too busy wondering if a chill box was something dl escorts kept with
them or if thiswas just Rainier.

He opened the chill box’s lid and pulled out a whole roasted chicken, a smal whed of cheese,
and three apples.

“What, no sweet?’ she teased.

“The chicken had aready been cooked when we changed our plans for the evening. We didn’t
get much dinner, snce we rushed to get here—’

She snorted.

“—sa0 | figured a harvest picnic after viewing the house would be appropriate.” «And | did bring
aswest,» he added, «but it's not in the chill box, so you'll have to do without.»

She grinned a him and opened the compartment that held the slverware and dishes.

They were joking, smiling, egting! How could they find anything amusng? Why weren't they
afraid?

Theworst was dill to come, but they had managed to shut out dl his pets. Nothing in that room
but a couple of the little, creepy spells, and the bitch had aready spoiled one of them by not letting the



children eat the grapes. Unless the Warlord Prince indsted on sex, nothing interesting would happen
while they stayed in that room.

But no. The Surred bitch outranked the Warlord Prince, so he couldn’t ingst on being pleasured,
even though she had been a whore.

No matter. When he wrote the Landry Langston version of thislittle adventure, he'd make things
interesting. Besides, stories dways needed an interlude before the find storm.

“S0.” Surred bit off a piece of apple and chewed dowly. The whed of cheese was gone, and the
chicken was nathing more than a jumble of bones. With their tummies suffidently full, the children had
fdlen adeep before they’d gotten to the gpples. Just as wdl. She and Ranier needed the extra food,
gnce ther bodies, as the vessdls of the power they wielded, burned up food faster. “If this was one of
those mystery stories we ve read, where do you think we' d be now?’

Ranier looked around the stting room. “Wdl, we ve had degth and danger, we ve been warned
that there is worse coming, and we're barricaded in a room in order to get some rest. In terms of story,
thisis the place where the two main characters have fast, hot sex.”

They looked at each other.

“So what do you want to do in the five minutes that would have taken?” Surreal asked.

Ranier huffed out alaugh. “Surreal.”

“Wha? Remember that one we read where the man's penis wept in gratitude? Persondly, |
thought he was just leeking, and that the woman, who swore it was the best sex she'd ever had, was
being very palite. | know this because when | was a whore and had to be very palite in that way, |
aways charged alot more”

“Hush.” Rainier’s face was turning red with the effort not to laugh loud enough to wake the
children,

She looked &t the painting above the fireplace mantel. Blood ill cozed down the woman's chest
from the wounds inflicted by her lover. Then Surred looked at the children. They were dl so exhausted,
she doubted they were capable of overhearing anything, but she switched to a psychic thread anyway.

«Hasthisdl seemed odd to you> she asked.

«nany paticular way?> Ranier replied dryly.

She hooked her har behind one ear. « don't know. It just seems...Not tame, exactly.»

Rainier looked away. «Three children have died. That isn't tame»

«And more died before we waked into this place. | know. But it's...clumsy. Deadly, yes,
but...» She wasn't sure what she was trying to tdl him, wasn't even sure what she was sensing.

Ranier hedtated. «Y our family has a vicious eegance that is unmatched anywhere in the Realm.
The only maes and witches who come close are the ones who served in the Firgt Circle a Ebon Askawi,
and they rule the Shadow Redm now. These are your friends, your family. And frankly, Lady, thet is the
levd of Craft that you yoursdf wield. This place may not be eegant, but it's a well-constructed trgp.»

«Yes» she agreed. «Wdl constructed but not eegant.»

«f any Black Widow in your family had built this place with the intention of destroying whoever
waked in here...»

Surred shivered. Seductive. Alluring. Lethd. Bresking a person down layer by layer. Weaving
pain and pleasure together until both were a torment you would beg to fed.

Clickety-clack. Tippity-tap.

The sound—and Rainier’s gentle nudge—brought her wandering thoughts back to the room and
the potentia danger.

Clickety-clack. Tippity-tap.

Something white, scurrying dong the baseboard just ingde her shield, tapping on the wood floor.

They watched the skeleton mouse scurry-scurry until it reached the corner of the hearth. Then it
sat back on its haunches and turned its skull until it ssemed to be looking right at them.

She wished she dill had a crumb of cheese Iéft to toss to it—just to see what would happen.

The mouse hdld its position for a moment longer, then scurried away.



Clickety-clack. Tippity-tap.

«Was that one of Tersa's pells?» Rainier asked.

«Had to be.» A good example of the degance Ranier had pointed out. Bizarre? Sure. Even for
Tersa. But the kill it took to create that bit of Craft was severd leves above the nasty surprises.

And thinking about the differencein that levd of skill made her very glad Tersa wasn't one of the
Black Widows trying to kill them.

Daemon's frown deepened as he walked up to the Coach. Where in the name of Hell were the
shidds? Jeendle wouldn’'t have been that careless. There was no reason to think the landens would
chdlenge her presence in ther village or even venture close enough to be a threat to the Coach and its
inhabitants, but there was no reason to bdieve the person who had created that “ entertainment” had kept
the danger insde the fence.

Then he reached for the Coach’s door—and fdt power spird up around his ankles, his caves,
his knees.

No warning. He stood pefectly ill while Jeenell€'s death spdls rubbed againg him like a
contented cat, sang over hisskin like Slk.

Recognition of his psychic scent, the Jewels he wore, him as a man.

The death spdlls released him, fading away with one find, playful, fingertip caress down his cock.

She was gmiling when he stepped into the Coach, but he asked anyway. “Was that last bit
epecidly for me?’

“Of course”

She was stting at the smdl tablein the Coach's stting area. She'd opened a bottle of wine, and
there was a glass, dmost empty, near her hand. The table was covered with papers. He couldn’t tdl if
they were notes to friends that she was writing to occupy the time or something dse that fit the chill he
detected in her psychic scent.

He braced one hand on the table, leaned over, and gave her a long, soft kiss. Then he looked
over a the boy, Yuli, who was sound adeep on the short bench opposite the table.

“He has scars on his back—and a different kind of scar on his heart,” Jeendlle said too softly.

“Wha do you want meto do about it?’ he asked just as softly. A sincere question. If she wanted
to unleash him as a wesgpon againgt whoever had harmed the boy, he would be her weapon.

“| think the Digtrict Queens should be encouraged to look more closdy a the orphans homesin
landen villages. Especidly the places that raise haf-Blood children as an accommodetion.”

“Was anyone aware of this accommodation?” Meaning, had Saetan been aware of it when he
ruled Dhemlan?

“Yes. The Blood parent is held responsible for the child, and there is a minmum dlowance that
mugt be paid for the child's support. If the parent can't pay the full amount, the Queen mugt make up the
difference from the tithes that support her and her court. The pendty for not meeting that minimum
dlowance for each child is...severe”

He'd been ruling this Territory only a few months, and it looked like he was going to shake
up—and scare the shit out of—the Dhemlan Queens once again.

Jeendlle rested a hand over his “I don't think this is common. | know for a fact that Sylvia
regularly ingpects the orphans home in the landen village under her rule, and she doesn’'t announce her
presence until she's walking in the door.”

“l see” He understood the message. He ruled the Territory, but the Didrict Queens—and the
Province Queens above them—had to be dlowed to rule ther pieces of Dhemlan according to their own
nature. He drew the lines of what he would and wouldn't tolerate in his Territory—and he would dedl
with anyone foolish enough to cross one of those lines, epecidly if it was someone who held power over
others. But every Queen's court had a different tone, a different flavor. The Blood needed the flexibility
of those differences just as they needed the implacable line.

And he'd needed the reminder that, while this particular Digtrict Queen might not be as diligent as
she would need to be hereafter, most of the other Queens had not been so cardess.



“Sylvia brought Saetan with her once,” Jaendle said, a mischievous sparkle in her sgpphire eyes.

Ficturing that amused him, as she'd known it would. “Tha must have been an exciting day for the
adminigrators of the orphans home.”

“So | gathered.”

He moved the other char so he could St close to her. “Did our young friend say anything ese of
interest?”’

Shefilled the wineglass and offered it to him. He took a sip, then handed it back.

“Jarvis Jenkell, who is a famous landen writer—so famous even the Blood might have heard of
him—used to be a frequent vigitor at the school. Reading between the lines of what Yuli said, Jenkell was
supporting one or more of the children who lived a the house, dthough it wasn't clear who he was
supporting. | gathered he never dlaimed to be the father of any particular child, just damed a felowship
with children who grew up in such places.”

“| found out this evening that Jarvis Jenkell is Blood.”

Ice and shadows came and went in the depths of her eyes. Despite no change in her appearance,
he knew the difference—and knew who now spoke to him.

“l see” Witch said.

As a landen, Jenkedl, if he was in fact the person behind this spooky house, would have been
judged in keeping with the laws that governed landens, and the man would have been punished
accordingly. As Blood...Well, the rules were different for the Blood.

“A gifl named Anax clamed Jenkell was her father,” Witch said. “But she has daimed a variety
of men as her father, s0 it was difficult to judge her sncerity. However, based on the description | was
given, sheislike Yui in that most of her heritage does not have its roots in the Dhemlan race.”

“Jenkdl was origindly from Little Terrelle”

“Anax and severd other children from the house have ‘run away’ over the past few weeks.”

He turned his head in the direction of the house, even though he couldn’t see it through the walls
of the Coach. “Maybe they didn’t run far.” He turned over the pieces of information and found more and
more reasons to hone his temper. “Did you find out anything about the spells wrapped around the
house?’

“The Black Widows were strong and quite talented. And they anticipated someone trying to pick
their webs apart.”

“So we can't work from the outside.”

“Not if we want Surred and Rainier to remain among the living. I'm dill looking for a way to get
around the trap spdl without triggering the death spdlls”

He took Jeendll€' s hand and kissed her pam.

Among the Blood, there was no law againgd murder. But that didn't mean payment wasn't
extracted when required. While riding the Black Wind back to this village, he'd tdlied up dl the things
he'd learned about this haunted house and what must have been done to create such a place. So he
knew what would be required to pay the blood debt owed to him as the Warlord Prince of Dhemlan and
to the people whose lives had been taken without good reason.

Since Jaendle had told him they needed a Coach that would accommodate severd people, they
hed used the one that was big enough to be aflying two-story flat.

“I have some work to do.” He gave her hand one last kiss and stood up. “I'll work in one of the
updtairs bedrooms so | don't disturb you or the boy.” That wasn't the reason, but it was one of those lies
that was understood for what it was—a public excuse for a private matter.

He didn’'t want to tdl her what he intended to do. Didn't want to argue with her about it. The first
stage of the punishment he was about to design would be brutd, but it was dso just. And it was a Sde of
him he was never comfortable letting her see.

Hisfoot touched the firs sair to the upper story when her voice stopped him.

“You should use the thicker-weight spider slk,” Witch said.

“It will hold up better for those kinds of spdls.”



SEVENTEEN

M arian drifted around the kitchen, feding soft and ddicious and powerful and femde She'd
been so hungry for the man, and Lucivar had been so wonderfully male last night. And this morning.

It had been so satidfying to dide on top of him, and so flattering that his only response at firs had
been to wrap his ams around her. For a man with Lucivar’s padt, trugting a woman so much that he
wasn't pulled from deep when her body covered his told her how deeply he loved her. When she
sheathed his morning-hard cock, she kept her movements quiet and controlled, enjoying the easy ride.
And then she fdt the excitement building as she watched his dow rise from deep until he was fully awake
and aware just moments before she was milking him with her dimax.

She looked at the chair pushed back from the table and fdt her body ready itsdf for a man.

Then she heard Daemonar’ s laughing squedls, followed by playful “papa growls’ from Lucivar.

Time to be amother instead of alover.

Trying to focus on something besides the chair and what she had done with Lucivar in the kitchen
last night, she fixed her eyes on the corner cabinet. Years before, when she'd 4ill been Lucivar's
housekeeper, Jaendle had decided Marian needed that corner cabingt—mostly because Jaendle, who
was incapable of doing something as Smple as bailing an egg, had no idea what was needed in a kitchen.
She hadn’'t been sure she'd ever use the thing, but now the shelves hdld little trinkets that warmed her
heart—a pretty stone Daemonar had found for her; a seashdl Lucvar had kept for her during a rare
overnight stay he'd arranged with the dragons who lived on the Fyreborn Idands; and other things that
reminded her each day that she was more than she' d thought she could be.

Because she was focused on the cabinet, she noticed the triangle of white sicking out from
underneath it. When she pulled it out, she flushed with embarrassment that an invitation had gotten
shoved under the cabinet. Lucivar never paid atention to such things, leaving it to her to decide what
she'd like to attend or what he had to attend.

She read the invitation. Then she read it again.

She looked up when she fdt his presence in the archway.

“Lucivar, what...?’

He flinched. Her strong, powerful, arrogant, Eyrien Warlord Prince husband flinched.

“Marian...l can explan.”

His distress was unnerving, especialy when she didn’'t know why he was reacting so srongly to
something that was, in the end, a Ssmple miscaculation.

“It was sweet of you to prepare the invitations” she said, and then added slently, Even if the
wording needs to be softened. “But, Lucivar, the spooky house isn't ready yet. We're dill working on
the last room and—"

“That son of awhoring bitch.”

It was like watching a sorm heading toward you. She could dmog taste the violence that
scented the air as he took the invitation from her.

“Itsatrap,” Ludvar sad softly. “And he knows it's a trap. That's why he sent the message last
night, tdling me to stay home.”

Marian sad nothing. Just watched his eyes glaze as he rose to the killing edge and made the
trangtion from fumbling husband to lethd predator.

“Pack abag,” Ludvar said. “Enough clothes for you and Daemonar for a couple of days. Do it
now. I'll escort you to the Keep.”

“And then?’ she asked when it seemed like he wouldn't say anything more.

“And then I’'m going to Dhemlan to have a chat with my brother.”

“If you need to go, | can take Daemonar to the Keep as soon as we' re—"

“No.”



She looked into his eyes and saw the agony that gill haunted him from the memories of what
happened in Terelle last year. She was supposed to go to the Keep then too. Ingead she and
Daemonar had been abducted and taken to Terrellle as hostages. Daemon had managed to keep them
safe by playing out some savage games, but the emotiond price for both Daemon and Lucivar had been
brutdly high.

Shewouldn't risk her son again by thinking she was far enough removed from danger. And she
couldn’t risk the heart of either man.

“Give me ten minutes” she said.

Heturned asdeto let her pass. He didn't touch her. She didn’'t dare touch him. He understood
something about that invitation that she didn’t. Whatever he was facing, whatever he had to do, she
wasn't going to be used as a knife held to Lucivar’s throat.

Not agan.

Surred dtirred, winced, swore softly. She didn't snarl at him when Rainier braced a hand on her
shoulder and pushed until she sat up Sraight.

“How does your Sdefed?’ he asked.

“Like | got ripped by some hitch with razor-sharp nails” she replied.

He dipped a hand under her shirt. She did snarl a him for that.

He ignored her, which was balsy of him, snce even without usng Craft, she could do a
considerable amount of damage to him before he could get out of reach.

Then she sucked in a breath as his fingers ddlicatdly brushed over the shidd above the wound.

“Fedshot,” he said, his green eyesfilling with worry. “Might be infected.”

“l cleaned it out,” she replied, feding defensive.

“You'll need to see a Hedler when you get out of here”

A datement. One of those smple sentences that summed up the Blood in Kaegleer. Witches
ruled. Maes served. And somehow those two facts could add up to an escort hauling awitch to a Heder
just because he decided she needed one.

And you couldn’t even argue with him about it without having dl the other maes gang up on you.

She couldn’'t even argue with the other hdf of that statement—the assumption that he was going
to die getting her out of the house.

“Fne” she grumbled. “I'll see a Heder.”

Ranier looked around. They had snhuffed out dl the candles except the one with the witchfire and
hed turned down the lamps to conserve the ail. The light didn’t seem to illuminae as much now thet it
was competing with a room made up of shades of gray ingtead of true darkness.

“If we can trugt the light coming from the windows, it's dmost dawn,” Rainier said.

“l wonder if we were supposed to survive thislong.”

“Probably not, but we had incentive”

“Yeah.” When your uncdle was the High Lord of Hell, becoming demon-dead for a stupid reason
was not something you wanted to do. The lectures about it would go on for decades.

“There's water left inthe jug,” he said. “We should hold on to what’ s left of the food.”

“And we need to make a decison.” Surreal got to her feet and swore slently. She fdt differ than
she should, and her sde hurt more than it should. At least her lungs seemed to be dl right now.

“We ether need to go updairs to use the bathroom or we need to pick a corner and pee on a

The children were waking up, so they would have to make that decison soon. Hel’s fire, she
needed to make that decison soon.

“Could the window be an exit?” Ranier asked. Taking one of the pokers, he approached the
window. Then he gave her a congdering look. “Your Gray shield will let things out but not in?’

She nodded. “Whatever goes out stays out.”

He retreated, set the poker down, then sdlected a fork from the hamper.

“Doexn't give you much distance,” Surred said.



“No, but I'll dill be behind the shidld,” Rainier replied. “Besdes, we can't take the hamper or
chill box with us, so loang the fork doesn’t matter.”

No, they wouldn't use Craft to vanish the hamper or chill box, and they couldn’t carry it with
them. While Rainier approached the window again, she sdected the sharp knife and two forks. Any
weapon was better than none.

Ranier hooked ahit of materid in the fork’s tines and pulled aside the curtain. “Surred, look a
this”

The window should have been fadng the front of the house. She should have seen the
wrought-iron fence and the street beyond. Instead, there were stone markers and, in three spots, freshly
mounded earth.

“Graveyard,” she said.

“Do those markers indicate how many people have died in this house and become fodder of one
kind or another? Or are 9x of those markers reserved for us?’

She didn't know and didn't care. “If it's an illuson spdl, we could try getting out through the
window. If it snot...”

“We may not be in the same house anymore. Or even the same village”

She blinked. “Y ou think someone shifted this whole house without us noticing? Without so much
as one of those awful little statues fdling off a table and bresking?’

He shrugged. “ Jeendle could have done it. She could pick up a house this Sze and turn it around
without causing so much as a rattle. She could vanish something this Sze and st it down in a different
village. Or in a finger-sngp moment of the lights going out, she could swap a room right out from under
your feet.”

“You've never seen her do that.”

Ranier released the fork, letting the curtain fal back into place. “Actudly, | have. Thereé's an odd
sensation of the floor dropping out from under your feet in that moment when the lights go out. Then the
lights come back on and you're standing in a different room—or gtting on a different sofa, which is
actudly more unnerving. We never could figure out if she shifted the people or shifted the room.”

Surred fdt her jaw drop. Then she shook her head. Why was she surprised? Before she had
shattered hersdlf and her Jewd s to save Kaeleer, there had been amost nothing Jeendlle couldn’t do.

Except basic Craft.

“Which do we try?’ Rainier asked. “Door or window?’

Sage' s voice piped up behind them. “Lady Surreal? | need to pee.”

“Wdl,” Surred said to Rainier, “unless you want to try holding her out the window, | guess we
find out what' s behind the door.”

“He flinched.” Marian glanced at Daemonar to reassure hersdf that he was gill more interested in
the plate of food Draca had brought in for him than the adultsin the room. Then she focused on the High
Lord. “Luciver flinched.”

Saetan looked solemn and serious—if she could ignore the laughter lighting his gold eyes.
“Daling, | heard you the firg time. It’'s the Sgnificance of the words that puzzles me”

“He flinched.” Why couldn’t she get through to him?

“And this upsets you. Why?’

“Because...” FHudered, she pushed her har back. How could she explain if he didn't—or
wouldn’ t—understand?

A twitch of hislips. A hint of asmile

“It'sahit unnerving to redize you have power over such a powerful man, in't it?” Saetan asked.

Thank the Darkness, he did understand. “Yes. | wear the Purple Dusk. | shouldn’t have that kind
of power over him.”

“Marian, you're the woman he loves. There are very few things that can mach tha kind of
power. Not even these”” He tapped the Black Jewd he wore over the tunic jacket.

“Would you have reacted like that? Marian asked. “If you had missed an engagement your wife



hed wanted you to attend, would you have flinched?’

She bit her lip when she saw the look in his eyes and wished she could take back the words.
Consdering who hiswife had been, it was a bad question.

“No,” he sad. “I wouldn't have. Not for her.” He took her face in his hands and kissed her
forehead, afatherly kiss washed in the sensudity that was inherent to the man. Then he added, “But if |
hed disappointed Sylvia by not remembering an engagement that | believed was important to her, then,
yes, Marian, | would have flinched.”

Draca,

The High Lord must not leave the Keep. Do whatever is necessary to keep him there.

Sadi

Saetan handed the message back to Draca, then looked out the window and watched Marian
playing with Daemonar in one of the Keep's courtyards.

After awhile he raised his left hand. Most days he didn't think about that logt finger, but there
were other days when he could 4ill fed the moment when Hekatah put the blade againgt his skin.

“It's one thing for a man to say he's gotten old and has reached an age when it's time to step
adde for those who are younger and better able to stand on a bettlefield. But it humbles a man to redize
his sons think he’s too old.”

“You were harmed the lasst time, Ssaetan,” Draca said.

“Yes” And it wasn't just a finger that had been logt to Hekatah's torture. Oh, he hadn't lost
anything dse physcaly, but the damage to his body had been irreparable—and had weighed in his
decison to step back from the living Redms.

Jugt because he couldn’'t use his bals didn't mean he didn't dill have them when it came to
temper and Craft.

“l am not without skills” he growled.

“They know that.”

He snorted. “Do they? One son sends a message to you, asking you to lock me in the
Keep—and sends the message with Khardeen, who latched on to me lagt night like a Scdtie who had
found a meaty, unguarded soup bone. The other son shows up this morning and tells me to my face that
hell break my legsif | don't promise to stay here”

Draca made a soft sound that might have been laughter. “Lucvar hass dwayss been more
direct.”

You're amused. How delightful.

Draca reached out and touched his arm, a rare gesture for her. “Lucivar brought hiss wife and
s0n here becausse you are here. He dependss on you to protect what he holdss dear.”

“And Daemon?’ Saetan asked. “What is he protecting?’

“More than Lucivar, Daemon needss a father who undersstandss him. By keeping you here, he
iss protecting hiss own heart.”

Daemon put away the spider slk and the rest of his supplies, then vanished the debris, leaving no
trace of hisnight's work.

Three tangled webs sat on atable, carefully protected by shields. These webs offered no visons.
Nor were they smple dreams.

They were nightmare illusons combined with shadows. They were dluring and lethd—and
exquistdy bruta. They would extract the debt owed to the SaDiablo family down to the last drop of
blood and the last heartbest of fear.

Now dl he needed to do was find Jarvis Jenkell.

He vanished the tangled webs and went downgtairs. They could dl use some breskfast, and it
would be better for the boy if Jaenelle was working on her second cup of coffee before Yuli woke up.

Then he fdt the thunder ralling through the abyss.

He looked at Jeenelle.

She sad, “Luciver ishere”



EIGHTEEN

The only thing behind the door was a dining room that wasn't the same as the one they’d seen
last night. Nothing in the back passage, nothing on the stairs. No shadow illusons of dead boys. No
Black Widows trying to take another dice out of her.

No damn beetlesin the bathroom.

Surredl would have fdt better if a hairy, giggling spider had been dimbing up awadl or a skeleton
mouse had been scurrying in the hallway.

Thelack of smal surprises could mean they were getting close to something big—and a lot more
dangerous.

Daemon rushed out of the Coach and saw Lucivar waking dong the outsde of the wrought-iron
fence, looking at the house and the land around it.

Looking relaxed, unconcerned, even friendly.

And undernegth a surface that gave no warning, the man was so furious, he was capable of
ripping a person’s am off before anyone redized his amile was ferd and not friendly.

Thefact that that particular flavor of Lucivar's temper seemed to be amed right & him wasn't a
good way to gart the morning.

“Hdl's fire” Jeenelle muttered as she joined Daemon outside. “He's redly feding pissy this
morning.”

Ludvar stopped at the gate and waited for them.

Thelazy, arrogant amile. The glazed eyes. The explosve temper dancing one step away from the
killing edge.

“Lucivar,” Daemon said.

“Because you're my brother and | love you, I'm going to let you tel me why | shouldn't break
your face.”

“Ludvar,” Jeendle said.

He snapped hisfingers, pointed at her, and snarled, “ Stay out of this, Cat.”

She blinked and actudly took a step back in surprise. Then her eyes changed, the blue becoming
a deeper sapphire. And suddenly Daemon could see his breath as the ar around them turned cold.

“And put awarmer coat on,” Lucivar snapped, dill glaring a her. “It's cold out here.”

«The cold has nothing to do with the wesather, Prick,» Daemon said on a spear thread.

« don't give a damn. Cold is cold, and she's not dressed warmly enough to be standing out
here»

“Prince Yadana,” Jeendle growled.

“Don't get bitchy with me, or I’'ll knock you on your ass.”

«Have you forgotten that I’'m standing here?» Daemon asked.

«No, it just meansI'll have to knock you down first.»

Yes, he knew that flavor of Lucivar's temper, and he knew the man. Lucivar was primed for a
fight—and right now, the opponent didn’t much matter.

“Lady,” Daemon said, never taking his eyes off Lucivar. “Prince Yadana and | need a few
minutes done.”

She dudied both of them for a long moment, then waked away, muttering something about
snaly mdes that he couldn’'t quite hear. She stopped hdfway between them and the Coach—out of
earshot but close enough to quickly rgoin the discussion.

“Who'sin that house?” Lucivar asked.

“What makes you think anyone isin there?’



“You're here, and it' s dill ganding.”

Daemon tipped his head to acknowledge the accuracy of that assessment. “Surred and
Ranie—and saven landen children.”

Lucivar stared & him. “You knew it was a trgp. Last night when you sent the message, you
knew.”

“Yes, | knew,” Daemon replied, Ieting his own temper sharpen. “Jaendle figured it out before |
did, but | knew it was atrap when | told you to stay home. | was araid you'd just march in there if you
found out Surreal and Rainier were caught in the spdlls that had been spun around this place.”

“lamgoing in,” Lucivar said.

“You can’'t.” He cdled in the paper that had the spooky house rules and waved it a his brother.
“Damn you, Lucivar, according to the rules of this place—"

“Since when do we play by anyone elsg' s rules?’

The words fdt like a bucket of ice water thrown in his face.

Ludvar moved closer, until there was no distance between them. “Tdl me, Bastard. Since when
do we play by anyone 2 s rules?’

He floundered. Fdt like he'd logt his footing, but he couldn’t quite figure out why.

“This place was built as a trap to kill the three of us” he said, sure of at least that much. “You,
me, and Surred.”

“Understood. What ese?’

“We ve figured out—or are dmost certain, anyway—that Jarvis Jenkdl is behind the creetion of
this place. He's recently discovered that he's Blood, and it seems he wants to test his newfound skills
againg the SaDiablo family.”

“Which only proves he/s a clever idiot. What ds=?’

Daemon held out the paper. “Read this”

Ludivar glanced at the paper, then looked at the house. “You read it.”

“Luavar...”

“Read it.”

Daemon took a breath, ready to argue that Lucivar was perfectly capable of reading the rules by
himsdf. Then he paused. Considered. This wasn't about Lucivar's resstance to anything “bookish.” This
was about what he absorbed from words when he heard them.

THERE ARE THIRTY EXITS FROM THE SPOOKY HOUSE, BUT YOU WILL NEED TO
LOOK CAREFULLY TO FIND THEM, FOR THEY ARE WRAPPED IN DANGER. EVERY
TIME CRAFT IS USED, AN EXIT IS SEALED, AND THAT WAY OUT IS LOST. WHEN THE
LAST EXIT ISSEALED, YOU WILL BECOME PART OF THE HOUSE—AND STAY WITH US
FOREVER.

Luciver looked at the house, at the land, a the sky.

“Agan,” Ludvar said.

Daemon read it again—and watched his brother. That look. That stance. What was Lucivar
looking a when he considered that house as a battleground? More to the point, what was Lucivar seeing
2

Luciver took a couple of steps away from him. “Read it again.”

He read it athird time, then waited.

Ludvar took a deep breeth and let it out in a gusty, annoyed sgh. Frudtration filled his eyes, and
Daemon recognized the feding washing the air between them—their mutua desire to grab each other and
shake some understanding into the other one's head.

“He hamstrung you, Bastard,” Lucivar said. “He used words instead of a blade, but he hamstrung
you. He counted on you doing exactly what you did—play by his rules. Surred and Rainier, too, snce
they re dill in there”

Jeendlle joined them. “There are three Black Widows who spun the illusons around this place.
Every time Craft is used, the people in the house become more ensnared in the webs. And there are
degth spdlls tangled in with the rest. If you take a step over the boundary, you'll be caught in the spells”



“If you play by the rules” Ludvar sad. “The sun's going to shine in Hel before | play by
someone el s2's rules—especidly some landen prick who wants one of us to help him commit suicide”

“He's Blood, not landen,” Daemon said. “I don't think he expected anyone to know he was
behind this game, so | doubt he anticipated experiencing a dow execution firshand as fodder for one of
his stories”

Ludver stared a him asif hdf hisbrains had just fdlen out of his ears.

“Even someone as strong as you can get caught by webs like this” Jeenelle said. “Have you
forgotten when we got caught in the Jhinka attack a few years ago? Those weren't the same kind of
webs, but close enough.”

“No, | haven't forgotten,” Lucivar replied. “I’'ve learned a few things since then.” He looked at
Daemon. “That'swhy | know you can't go into that house—and | can.”

“What makes you think—?" Daemon began.

Ludvar svung hisarm out, shoulder high, his hand in a tight fist.

Daemon fdt the punch of Ebon-gray power asit hit the tangled webs that surrounded the house.

The house shook. It fdt like aviolent gust of wind—or a fis—had dammed into the house, trying
to knock it off its foundation.
“Hdl’'sfire” Ranier said. “What was that?’

Daemon had been able to fed the webs around the spooky house. Now he saw them. Lucivar's
power lit them up—and reveded some of the things they hid. Just for a moment. Just long enough.

“No wonder the house didn’'t look balanced on the land,” Jeendlle said. “Ther€' s actudly three
attached houses here, and two of them were Sght shielded.”

Luavar nodded. “Spells wrapped around places of trandtion—like a staircase or door—can be
used to move people without ther being aware of it. Theilluson spdl preys on their sense of where they
are and how long they’ve been doing something smple. They think they're going up a regular flight of
dairs or going through a door, but they’re redly being herded down a corridor that leads somewhere
else. Surred and Rainier are probably in the second or third house by now.”

“I've never heard of illuson spells that could do this” Daemon said, glandng a Jeendle. “Have
you?”

“No,” she replied, sounding as puzzled and intrigued as he fdt.

Ludvar looked at both of them and shrugged. “I guess it's not part of the Hourglass s standard
traning.”

“So where did you learn about this?” Daemon asked.

“From Tersa”

“l beg your pardon?’

“| learned about trap spdls and trangtion illusons from Tersa”

“Tersawaks in the Twisted Kingdom,” Jeendlle said. “Y ou know that.”

Lucivar shrugged again. “Mogt people think in sraight lines, Tersa thinks in squiggles. Just means
it takes a little longer to get an answer when you ask her a question.”

Daemon rubbed his forehead, trying to digpe the headache that was brewing. “You tak to
Tersa?

“I vigt her a couple times a month. I’ ve done that for afew years now. We st in the kitchen and
drink de and eat nutcakes.”

He saw Jeendle shudder at that combination of tastes. The combination didn't appea to him
@ther, but it brought up other questions. “Why don’t you have to drink milk in order to get nutcakes?’

Lucivar grinned. “| told her de was Eyrien milk.”

You prick, Daemon thought, feding resentful because he'd never thought of something like that.
“You vigt my mother.”

“Yes” Ludva replied.

“You never mentioned that.”



“It's none of your business”

He rocked back on his heds, not sure how to respond. It wasn't any of his business as long as
Tersawasn't harmed by it.

“l don’t know what you're fussng about,” Lucivar said. “I drop in, ask a question, and just ligen
whilel have aglassof de. A lot of what Tersa says has nothing to do with the question, and some of it
makes no senseto me a dl, but she picks up dl the scattered pieces of information as she wanders the
paths within her mind. It’s up to the listener to recognize what he needs and put the pieces together.”

He could picture them in the kitchen of Tersa's cottage, with Alliga hovering nearby. And it
occurred to him that it might be a rdief to Tersa to have the company of someone who could recognize
her gifts of knowledge and experience without asking her to think in Sraight lines.

That was something he needed to consider more carefully at another time.

“Y ou've been learning the Hourglass s Craft from Tersa?” Jaendlle asked.

“No, I've been learning about the Hourglass' s Craft and how to defend againg some kinds of
spdls,” Lucivar replied. “You can punch your way out of a trap spell, but you have to do it fast and you
have to do it before you use Craft enough times for the spdl to hook into you and start feeding off your
own drength. Of course, part of the point of a trap el is to drain the prey’s power, so there's a
backlash spdl atached to the trap. The firg time you try to punch out, you'll get hit with a blast of
power. It will hurt like a wicked bitch, even if you're shidlded. And you might have to take a second hit.
After that, it's drength againg strength. The trap spdl will keep trying to close up, SO you just keep
bresking through and moving forward until you're out.”

“Mother Night,” Daemon muttered as he stared &t the house.

“One of them would have tried to break through the spdlls” Jaendle said.

Lucivar nodded. “And took a hard enough hit to discourage them from trying again. So they're
playing the game—and moving deeper into the trap. And that means whoever goesin to find them has to
ded with whatever isin that house without usng Craft. Which iswhy | can go in and neither of you can.”

Ludvar unbuckled his everyday belt and vanished it. Then he cdled in the double-buckle fighting
bdt that Eyriens wore in battle. The hunting knife Eyrien maes wore as standard dress was replaced by a
hunting knife that was a little bigger, alittle heavier, and alot meaner. A pdm-sized knife was dipped into
asheath between the bdt buckles. Two more knives went into the sheathsin Lucivar's boots. Then...

“Wait wat wait,” Jeenelle said. “What is that?’

Daemon fdt the shidd that formed around Lucivar like a second skin. He knew what it was.
He'd just never expected to fed it again.

Lucivar frowned a her as he closed the leather gauntlets over his wrists and forearms. “It's an
Ebony shidd.” Usng Craft, he put chain mal over the light leather vest he was wearing in place of a shirt.
“You may not wear Ebony Jewds anymore, Cat, but the power you put into the Rings of Honor is ill
there and the shields you built into those Rings dill work.”

Jeendlle stared a him. So did Daemon.

In Kagleer, aRing of Honor was given to every male who served in a court’s First Circle. Worn
around the cock, it was a symbol of the Queen’s control over every aspect of a ma€'s life It dso
alowed her to monitor the emotions of her maes, and the Rings were usudly set to raise an dam if
anger, pan, or fear indicated the mae was in trouble and needed help.

Ludvar attached a amdl bag of heding supplies to the bet. “The Ebony shidd is the best
protective shiddd aman can have going into a fight. Nothing can get through it.”

“I didn't redize...” Jeendlle shifted from one foot to the other. “You Hill wear that Ring?’

Luavar snorted. “Wedl do.”

«You do? Daemon asked.

Luciver just looked at him.

“The Rings dill work?” Jeendle asked.

“In that the shidds you put in them work and the maes in the First Circle can sense if one of us
needs help, yes”

«But you can't read Jeenelle?> Daemon asked, guessing at the reason for his Lady’'s dismay at



learning the Rings hadn’t been tossed into the backs of dresser drawers. Through a quirk in the way she
had made the Rings for her court, the madesin her Firs Circle had been able to read her emotions as
eadly as she could read theirs.

«Not like we used to,» Lucdivar replied, sounding a little too evasive for a man who was usudly
blunt when answering a question.

Daemon decided not to ask anything ese about the Rings until he retrieved his own from the
vevet-lined box he'd had made for it and discovered for himsdf just how much connection the Rings of
Honor 4ill had to the former Queen of Ebon Askavi.

In quick succession, Lucivar layered an Ebon-gray shidd, a Red shidd, and another Ebon-gray
shidd over the Ebony. All of them followed his body rather than being a bubble around him.

He s preparing for a killing field, Daemon redized. “Lucivar.”

Then he blinked as power coated Lucivar’s hands. His brother could do enough damage just
with muscle and temper. Boosted by the Ebon-gray, Lucivar could probably drive hisfig through stone.

“You see, that's the thing,” Lucivar said as he cdled in his Eyrien war blade and began coating
the lethdly honed sted with layers of Ebon-gray power. “This game depends on the Blood usng Craft
once they’ re ingde the house, which works to the advantage of the spells woven in and around the place.
Those pdls can't do a damn thing to any Craft that’s done before entering the house. So Surred and
Ranier should be safe from physicd attack.” He paused. His eyes narrowed. “If they didn't shidd before
they walked through that gate, | am going to beet the shit out of both of them.”

“They thought they were going into the spooky house Marian and | made,” Jaendlle protested.

“l don’'t care what they thought,” Ludivar said. “They were entering an unknown building. If they
didn't shied, they will regret it.”

“What about you?’ Daemon asked. “What are you going to do?’

“Based on those rules, this place was made to hobble the Blood from usng Craft in order to fight
whatever isin the house, so everything will be designed to push the Blood into using Craft. But it doesn’t
take into account what happens to the game when you throw a trained warrior into the mix. This place
was desgned to hamdiring your way of fighting, not mine”

“Wait here,” Jeendlle said. She ran back to the Coach.

“Shes getting stronger,” Lucivar said quietly as they both watched her enter the Coach. “Moving
better. Y ou must be letting her ride you hdf the time. Gives her leg muscles a good workout.”

Daemon choked back alaugh. Then the humor faded. “What are you going to do?’

Luavar tipped his head, as if he was conversing with someone. Then he looked at the house.
“You sad this place was huilt to kill us—you and me—so no matter what Surred and Rainier have done
to protect themsdves and the people with them, not everyone has survived through the night. Anyone
who was Blood probably made the trandition to demon-dead and is now an enemy, and there must have
been predators in the house in the firg place. Surred and Rainier are going to be moving, trying to find
the way out. Whoever is dive is with them. So I'm going through the door, and I'm going to find
Surresl—and I’'m going to kill everything in between.”

Daemon looked at his brother, armed for the killing fidd. “Are you sure you can avoid those
ensnaing spdls?’

“Don’'t worry, Bastard. | won't leave you to raise the little beast,” Lucivar replied with a grin.

“l don't care about that,” Daemon snapped. “I care about loang my brother.”

The grin changed to awarm amile. “You won't lose me”

Jeendle hurried back to them. She handed Lucivar a pack. “Therés water, a couple of
sandwiches, some fruit and cheese. Just in case it takes you awhile to find them.”

Daemon fdt his gut clench when he saw the ball of clay she held out next. The last time he'd seen
one of those, Jaendle had prepared the bals of day for the game he had played in Hayll to buy her the
three days she needed to make a full descent into the abyss while kegping Marian, Daemonar, Luciver,
and Saetan from being killed by Dorothea and Hekatah. “What isthat?’

“| asked Jeenelle to make arough verson of an ar dide” Lucivar sad.

Daemon looked at Jeenelle and raised an eyebrow in question.



“The coven and | used to use Craft to shape air into adide,” she said. “We' d add color so the
formation would be easy to see, and we had spirds and loops and dl kinds of things This one is a
draight dide that's aready primed. Once it's triggered, people St at the top, push off, and dide to the

“And the end will be on the other Sde of the fence” Ludivar sad as he used Craft to set the pack
on ar before he dipped the bal of day into the pouch attached to his belt. “I’m not going to look for one
of the exits; I'm going to make one. Side wdl of the third house is closest to the fence. I'll blow out the
wal on the second floor and open the spdl for the dide. Y ou two will take care of whoever has survived
once they’'re over the fence. Is that clear?’

Jeendle stepped back. No embrace. No digtraction. Not when a Warlord Prince was about to
wak into afight. “Well be wating for you, Prince.”

Lucdivar waited until she walked back to the Coach. «If I'm not out by sundown, you destroy this
place completely. Take it down, Daemon. Don't leave one stone sanding on another. Is that clear?»

«f | have to make that choice, | will find whatever isleft of you and haul your sorry ass up to the
Keep because you' re going to have to explain thisto our father.»

A quick grin was Lucivar's only answe.

Daemon pushed the gate open. Lucivar grabbed the pack in hisleft hand. With his right hand, he
rased the war blade in a sdlute.

“Take care, Prick,” Daemon said softly.

“My kind of fight, Bastard. I'll get Surredl and Rainier out of that house. You find Jenkdl and
take care of the debt on behdf of the family. Y ou make sure the little son of a whoring bitch pays every
drop of blood thet is owed.”

As he watched Lucivar wak up the path and open the front door, he fdt Jeenelle come up
beside him and dip her arm through his.

“Do you know the most annoying thing about him at times like this?” Daemon asked.

“That he doesn’t gloat when he' s right?’

He sghed. “Yeah. That'sit exactly.”

NINETEEN

Thunder rolled through the house, a messenger of fury. It shook pictures and mirrors off the
wals, rattled windows, even knocked over curio tables filled with ingpid porcdain figurines.

Surredl looked a Rainier and knew that he, too, recognized the dark-Jeweled power that had
cometo play.

“Oh, shit,” she said. “It's Lucivar.”

Luciva? Had the uneducated Eyrien findly found someone to read the invitation to him?
Or—and this was an even better thought—had he come to try to rescue the Surred bitch and her
companion?

Oh, thiswas excdlent. Excdlent! They were so unnerved by Lucivar being in the house! Maybe
he would finally get some decent materid to use for his book. Surred and the limp Warlord Prince had
meade hardly any effort to find the exits. But the Eyrien was a warrio—and a real member of the
SaDiablo family.

He had to hurry. Yes, he did. He didn't want to miss a moment of Lucivar trying to pit himsdf
agang the surprisesin the house.

Ludvar st the pack down next to the wal. HE'd issued the chadlenge. Now he'd wait a few
minutes to see if anyone accepted the invitation.



Odd that he hadn’t risen to the killing edge when he entered the house. He danced a heartbest
away from it, but he didn’t have the cold purity he usudly had when he stepped onto akilling fidd.

Which meant this place didn't offer a true killing fidd. It was a battleground, certainly, but it
waan't the kind of fidd Warlord Princes were born to stand on.

He wasn't sengng enough danger here. There wasn't enough threet to sudan that state of mind.
At least, not for someone like him.

Which meant just being pissed off about someone sdtting a trap for his family would keep his
temper sharp enough. At least for now.

He took another step into the front halway.

Doorway on his left, with the door hdfway open. Closed door on hisright. A coat-tree next to
the stairs leeding to the second floor. A mirror on the wal opposite the Sairs.

He took another step.

Why have amirror there? To fix a collar or smooth alock of hair after removing a coat? Or was
there another reason for a mirror to reflect the Sde of the staircase?

The stedthy sound came from behind him, on hisleft. Then there was the rush of a body coming
toward him, dong with the putrid psychic scent of a maevolent mind.

He spoun around, his right am draightening as he became a pivot for the deeth he hdd in his
hand. He looked the Black Widow in the eyes as his Eyrien war blade sang through muscle and humbled
bone.

The top hdf of her body fdl in one direction, the lower hdf in another. Guts spilled out on the
hdlway floor, but not much blood. That meant the demon-dead witch hadn’'t been drinking blood or
yarbarah and had become too starved to be cautious.

She screamed a him as she pushed hersdf across the floor, too furious to remember she could
use Craft to float her body on air. Intent on reaching her prey, she followed him as he circled toward the
room where she had hidden.

His inner barriers were locked tight, and he should be safe enough from any games a
lighter-Jeweled Black Widow might try to play. But a man who got careless and underestimated an
enemy was a man who usudly died.

Switching hiswar blade to hisleft hand, he grabbed the Black Widow by the hair, flung her into
the room, and closed the door. Then he walked across the halway and kicked open the other door.

Nothing sprang out a him, so he grabbed one ankle and threw the lower hdf of the Black
Widow into the Stting room.

It went againg his training and his temper to leave an enemy a his back. Since she was dready
demon-dead, the Black Widow was dill a potentia enemy. But he would need power to burn out what
was |eft of her power in order to finish the kill. That would feed into the spells woven around the house.
So he would leave her, and ded with her againif he had to.

Then he stopped and stared at the hdlway as a thought curled around his heart.

Three Black Widows had made the spdlls for this spooky house. It stood to reason that the little
prick who had devised this game wouldn’t want to leave any loose ends that could connect him to this
place. Lucivar had no doubt &t dl that he'd just met one of the Black Widows—and he had no doubt he
would cross paths with the second. But the third...

Daemon wasn't afool. Thefed of Tersa's godls was easly recognized by anyone who had spent
enough time with her to know the woman. If she wasn't safely tucked in her cottage in Hdaway, if she
was trapped in the house, Daemon would have told him. And if...

Fury washed through him at the thought of anyone daring to harm Tersa.

He grabbed the coat-tree and swung.

The mirror exploded, showering that part of the hdlway with glass. One foot of the coat-tree
punched through the wall.

Ludiver pulled the coat-tree out of the wal, set it down, and said, “Why use Craft when a little
temper will do?’

Wasn't likdy he'd find Surred or Rainier this close to the starting point of the game, but he'd



check the back room and the kitchen before moving on.

One step. Two.

He caught a faint psychic scent, enhanced by a whiff of fear. It was gone before he could track
the direction it came from, but it had been enough to warn him that Blood was nearby.

Not the Black Widow. This was someone ese, someone who barely registered as Blood to his
senses because that person stood o far above him in the abyss. Someone he hadn’t detected at dl until
he punched a holein the wall.

He stared at the wal and considered the game. Then he bared his teeth in a ferd gamile and
walked back to the front door.

“Guess I'll play by your rules after dl,” he sad softly as he pressed his right hand againg the
door. The Ebon-gray Jewd in his ring blazed for a moment as he put an Ebon-gray shidd around the
whole structure,

Somewhere in the house, a gong sounded.

He fdt the bite of a gpell as it hooked into the Ebon-gray power, but he fed the shidd for a few
heartbeats longer—giving it enough power to assure that it wouldn't be drained by the house before
sundown. Of course, when he was ready to leave, he'd have to punch through spells that were bloated
with his own Ebon-gray strength, and the backlash from that would hurt like a wicked bitch. So be it.
He' d 4ill be the one waking out. As for the little writer-mouse he suspected was hiding in the wdls...

Luavar picked up his pack and headed for the back room. As he passed the hole in the wall, he
sadin Eyrien, “You don't leave urtil | |et you leave. So you keep watching—and prepare to die”

An illuson suddenly appeared in front of him. The boy had died a hard death, judging by the
ripped torso and the missng eye, but he was just an illuson and not cildru dyathe, so he posed no
threet.

“Thewordt isdill to come,” the boy said.

“No,” Lucivar replied, waking right through theilluson. “I'm here now.”

He secured the door, then pressed his back againg the wall—and trembled.

Why use Craft when a little temper will do?

Ludvar had cut the Black Widow in hdf. The fight was over before it began because he cut the
witch in half.

Without Craft.

Ludvar had sivung a heavy coat-tree like it was nothing more than a stick and punched a hole in
a Craft-protected wall.

Without Craft.

The hole had compromised that part of the secret passageway, meking it vulnerable to the spdls
that chained the rest of the house. This just proved how right he'd been to inddl doors to divide these
passageway's into separate sections that had their own set of protection spdls. The witch who had done
those particular spdlls had been a sweet woman until he had tortured her and killed her in a way that
made her a suitably vicious predator.

Of course, there was no law againg murder, so he/'d done nathing wrong. And the information
he' d collected in the process would make his next novels wildy successful, surpassing any of hisrivas.
Maybe even successful enough that he would be able to acquire one of the kindred as a companion.

There was just one little hitch in his plans.

He was beginning to understand why Surredl and her companion were afraid of Lucivar.

“He put an Ebon-gray shidd around the house” Surred said. “Hdl’s fire, Mother Night, and
may the Darkness be merciful.” How were they supposed to get past an Ebon-gray shidd?

“Maybe Lucivar was trying to keep anyone ese from coming in,” Rainier said.

“Or he' s trying to keep someone from getting out,” Surred replied. Like us? she wondered as
she glanced a the children. They had come close to pissng out their brains when that thunderous
chdlenge had rolled through the house. Now the four of them were saring a her and Rainier, looking



pathetically hopeful that they could be protected.

Asif any of them had a chance of surviving now.

“Ladt night, that boy said the worst was dill to come” she said quietly. “What if Lucivar has been
heredl dong?’

Ranier consdered the question, then shook his head. “If he/'d come in ahead of us, we would
have seen some 9gn of his presence before now. A fis-szed holein awal, if nothing ese”

That was true enough. Once he redlized he was trapped, Lucivar would go through the house like
a wild storm. They would have been dimbing over wreckage insead of moving through untouched
rooms. But...

“Someone managed to kill a dark-Jeweled Eyrien Warlord and trap him in the house's spdlls”
Surred said. “Could those spdls be strong enough to trap an Ebon-gray Warlord Prince?’

“Based on the rules we read, | think trgpping Lucivar and Daemon was a least part of the
intention,” Rainier replied. “But even if Lucivar isdill just Luciver...”

They looked at each other.

“Let’'s get moving,” Surred said. “We have got to find away out of here”

Moments after Lucivar’s Ebon-gray shied closed around the house, Daemon’s Black shidd
surrounded the property, forming a dome over the house and Snking deep into the land.

Cold rage whispered in his blood, Snging its seductive song of violence and death.

Then he fdt Witch’'s hand on hisarm, fdt a cold in her equa to his own but ill tempered by the
fire of surface anger.

“Ludvar found something he wants to contain,” Daemon sad too softly. “Something not
otherwise bound by the spdlls put on that house. He locked the house; I’ ve locked the land.”

She nodded. “Nathing will leave here without his consent—and yours”

And yours, Daemon thought. No matter what he and Lucivar thought, Witch would make the
find decison.

Her hand tightened on his arm, a dlent command to step back from the killing edge and the
swest, cold rage.

“Daemon, let’s take care around the boy,” Jeendle said quietly.

That reminder helped him leash the rage and obey. He took a deep breath, let it out dowly...and
regained control.

“Why don't we take a wak around the perimeter and look for something that doesn't fed
naturd?’ Jeenelle suggested.

“Sucheas...?

“A tunnd. A passageway.”

“An underground escape.” Daemon nodded. His Black shidd went deep enough to block such
an escape, but the search would give them both something to do while they waited.

He looked at the Coach. “ Should we bring the boy with us and let him stretch hislegs? He hasn't
left the Coach since you invited himin.”

“He s afrad, Prince”

“OF LUS?

Jaendle shook her head. “Of being sent back to the orphans home.”

He hegitated, then said softly, “We can’'t keep him. The Hall istoo dark. Our power is too dark.
He would never belong. Might not even be able to survive”

“I know,” she said. “But we can have him as a guest for a day or two while we decide what
would be the best place for him.”

Something in her tone of voice. Something that softened his temper and tickled his sense of
humor.

“How do kindred puppies fed about young boys who may be haf-Blood?” he asked.

Jeendlle jugt grinned.



Tersa stepped back from her worktable. She had worked through the night, building her tangled
web strand by careful strand.

The Langston man had used her to hurt the boys. Her boy. And the winged boy.

She remembered the winged boy from the days when she had been less of a shattered chdice
and had lived in a cottage with her boy.

Before Dorothea had taken her boy. Had used her boy. Had hurt her boy.

And the winged boy too.

But the winged one was strong now, powerful now—and gill a boy when he came to vist. He
thought she believed that foolishness about de beng Eyrien milk? Even someone who walked in the
Twigted Kingdom could tdl the difference between milk and de.

He wasn't being mean, though. He was't making fun of her, thinking she wouldn't know the
difference. He was teasing because he wanted ae, and his amile invited her to pretend she believed the
fib.

He understood her. Daemon listened, and he loved her. Jeendlle ligened too. And Saetan. But
Lucivar rode her currents of words like he rode currents of arr, following a path tha wasn't meant for
draght lines. So she told him things, taught him things that she couldn’'t explain any other way, and
trusted him to eventudly show the others.

His mother didn’t want him. Couldn’t love him because she hated him. All because he had those
glorious wings that looked like dark slk when he spread them wide. What a foolish reason to hate a
child.

So, in away, he had become her boy too.

And Surredl. The girl child who had been forged into a warrior by pan and blood and fear.
Never like a daughter, but dways a friend. Someone who could accept what couldn’t be made whole.

The Langston man wanted to hurt Surred too.

Tersa gently touched the frame that held her tangled web.

She owed the Langston man for whatever harm she had done—and she would pay her debt.

TWENTY

Ludvar looked around the dining room. In the early light of a gray autumn morning, an eyrie
could look gloomy too, but that was balanced by the fact that an eyrie was built of stone and had the
grength and character of being part of the land around it.

There was no excuse for making aroom look like this.

No reason to linger, Snce Surreal and Rainier weren't there, but he set his pack down on the
dining room table and circled the room anyway, just to seeif he could sense anything of interest.

Like the reason someone had ripped the door of the storage cupboard off its hinges and then
replaced the door with enough care that a casud glance around the room might not detect the damage.

As he came abreast of the door, the knob rattled, as if someone insde was trying to get out. Or
trying to entice whoever wasin the room into letting him or her out.

Switching the war blade to hisleft hand, he stood on the hinge side and closed hisright hand over
the doorknob, usng the length of his am as a brace to keep the cupboard’s occupant from smply
knocking the door down.

As soon as he started to open the door, something ingde the cupboard dammed into it, trying to
knock it down on top of him. He moved with the swing of the door, usng it as a shidd as the enemy
rushed into the dining room, intent on finding its prey.

He tossed the door and flipped the war blade back to his right hand. The door’s crash had the
witch turning to face him, to find him—and his gorge rose.

Enough of her face was Ift for im to see that she had been pretty. Enough of her psychic scent



was |eft, despite the layers of rage, for him to tdl that she hadn’'t been a bitch when she walked among
theliving. In fact...

Hearth witch. She had been a hearth witch, and someone had burned her. Not a fast fire meant
to kill, but a dow burning to torture the body and break the mind.

Her face blurred. Became Marian's.

She was on him before he could regain his emationd balance and evade her.

His heart went numb. Indtinct and training took over. He caught her by the back of the neck and
threw her againg the wall. Before she could recover, he followed, pressng her head between his hand
and the wall. Then he let temper and memories be the whip driving him as his hand smashed through
bone and brains.

He kept his hand pressed againg the wadl, capturing bits of skull and bran while her body
dumped to the floor.

Sill there. Her SAf was dlill there, chained to a demon-dead body that no longer functioned.

He shook the gore off his hand, then wiped off the rest on her dress.

As he crouched there, too close to the Sght of her, the smdl of her, memory took him back to
the camp in Terrellle and the nightmare that ill haunted his degp some nights

Two naked...things...floated out of the hut into the light. An hour ago, they had been a
woman and a small boy. Now...

Marian’s fingers and feet were gone. So was the long, lovely hair. Daemonar’s eyes were
gone, aswell as his hands and feet. Their wings were so crisped, the dight movement of floating
made pieces break off. And their skin...

Smiling that cold, cruel smile, the Sadist released his hold on Marian and Daemonar. The
little boy hit the ground with a thump and began screaming. Marian landed on the stumps of her
legs and fell. When she landed, her skin split, and...

The Sadist hadn’t just burned them; he had cooked them—and they were ill alive. Not
even demon-dead. Alive.

“Lucivar,” Marian whispered hoarsely as she tried to cram toward her husband.
“Lucivar.”

Lucivar stood up, backed away from the witch's body.

Daemon had tortured him with nothing but elaborate shadows, knowing that his response would
convince Dorothea and Hekatah that the Sadist had actudly cooked his brother’s wife and son. That
game had provided Daemon with the breething space needed to get Marian and Daemonar away from
the camp and keep them safe.

He and Daemon had both paid a high price for Marian and Daemonar’s safety. He reminded
himsdf of tha often on the nights when he woke up in a cold swest, certain there was a lingering odor of
burned hair and cooked flesh in the bedroom.

But he adso never forgot that, with the right provocation, the Sadist was capable of playing out
thet kind of game for redl.

He studied the hearth witch. Was that why she had been killed thisway? Had Jenkell been trying
to kindle that memory, maybe turn him and Daemon againg each other so they would focus thoughts and
tempers on each other ingtead of this house? Who could have told Jenkdll what happened in that camp?

Or had thelittle bastard killed the witch that way just for the fun of it?

“l don’'t know the answer, and | don't care,” Lucivar said quigtly. “Even if you pay for nothing
else, youwill pay for thiswitch's death. I'll make sure of it.”

Picking up his pack, he headed down the passageway to the kitchen.

“The lagt time we used the back dtairs, you got logt,” Rainier said.
“I didn't get logt,” Surred replied, feding testy. “I just didn’'t end up in the same place as you
did” And discovered those damn beetles because of it.



“However it happened, we came up the front stairs and everyone is here. | say we go back
down the same way.”

But Lucivar is on the first floor. That couldn't matter. They hadn't found anything in their
hurried exploration of the second floor. No clue that might indicate an exit. No trap that might indicate an
exit.

They could pick a room and wait for something to come after them, or they could try to find a
way out before someone dse got killed.

Which meant going down.

“All right,” she said. “Well use the main staircase.”

They went down in a tight little pack. Rainier led, taking it dow, tesing each step just as he'd
done on the way up. Henn held on to Rainier’s jacket and Dayl€' s hand. Trout held on to Henn's jacket
and Sage’'s hand. And Surred held on to Trout.

Congtant contact and a continuous roll cal so they would know immediatdy if anyone suddenly
disappeared.

How many times can you repeat six names? Surrea wondered. It's not a big staircase. But
it felt like they had been going down those dairs forever.

She findly took the last step—and daylight vanished. The only light came from the witchfire on
the candle Rainier hed.

“Mother Night!” Surred said. “Where are we now?’

Rainier looked over his shoulder at her. “1 think we're in the cdlar.”

Ludvar took amouthful of water, then corked the jug and dug an apple out of the pack.

The mice's heads floating in the jar of peaches was a bitch-mean trick. But the spiders...

Damn things gave him a jolt when they came pouring out of the drawer like that, big and hary
and fast. Of course, their scariness was greatly diminished by the fact that they giggled like a herd of little
children who were playing “ chase me.”

“Not bad, Tersa,” he said as he munched on the apple.

It had the fed of her, and it was what he' d expect from her efforts to build scary surprises for
children. Strange? Y es. Creepy? Ddfinitely. But benign.

He tossed the apple corein the snk and picked up the pack and war blade he'd set on the table.
The doors that seemed to lead outside didn’t interest him, so he considered the other door.

Cdlar door? Probably. Even without the warmning of a chair braced under the knob, he didn't
need to get any closer to know something maevolent was on the other sde of that door. Since they were
trying to get out, Surreal and Ranier wouldn't head belowground. They’d stick to the parts of the house
where they could make use of a door or window. So that left im heading upgtairs.

Whatever wasin the cellar held no interest for him.

Ludvar was destroying the predators! He was going to ruin everything!

At leagt the specid one in the cdlar hadn't been discovered yet. He wanted that one to survive
for the story’ s dimax.

“Thereé's atunnd here” Jeendle said, pointing a the ground. “It's deep, o0 it must dart in the
cdla—maybe even in a chamber beow the man cdlar—and runsto there” Her finger traced a line that
led to the stables behind the house.

Daemon pursed hislips, then let out a frustrated Sgh. Give him a house party with rooms packed
with people and he could pick out his prey and make the kill while gliding through the crowd—and more
often than not, no one redlized what he'd done. But this kind of tracking was as frudrating to hm as
reeding was to Lucivar. And admitting he needed hdp was just as humiliating. “ Does the Black shidd go
down deep enough to block the tunnd?’

Jeendll€' s eyes had the unfocused look of someone deep in thought. “Not quite” she findly said.
“There s enough space between the tunnd floor and the shidd for someone to crawl out.”

“Then | should extend the shidd.”



She gave im a sharp, ferd amile. “I have a better idea. Y Uli, take alook at this”

“How did you know there's atunnd?’ Yuli asked.

Good question, Daemon thought.

“The Arcerian cats build dens deep beneeth the snow,” Jeendle replied. “Since some of the cats
aremy friends, | learned to recognize the fed of atunnd or chamber thet is deep underground. That was
the only way | could find their homes.”

«S0 you' ve been finding tunnds like this since you were a child?> Daemon asked.

«Yes» “Spesking of Arcerians...”

Jeendlle hdd out her hand, pam up. A moment later, a smdl tangled web appeared, protected
by a bubble shidd that rested in her hand. A moment after that...

Yuli stared at the white cat that now stood on Jeendll€' s hand.

“Thisisan Arcerian cat,” Jeendle said.

“Itssotiny.”

| wish, Daemon thought.

Jeendlle gave him a sharp look, asif she'd heard the thought—or at least suspected what he was
thinking.

“Thisisthe firg stage of theilluson,” Jeendle said. “Thislittle cat will get as big as the red ones.”
With a fingertip, she stroked the tiny white head.

The purr that came out of that little shadow was that of full-szed Kaglas when he was being
petted and was a happy, happy ca—the purr that was drong enough to make Jeendl€'s
gpell-strengthened bed vibrate.

“You know Surred,” Jeendlle said to the shadow cat. “You know Rainier. You know Lucivar.
Y ou will not hurt them. If someone iswith them and they tdl you the person is a friend, you will not harm
that person.” She paused, then added too softly,

“Kill everything else thet tries to leave.”

The tiny cat vanished. Because he was trying to sense it, Daemon fdt the moment when the
shadow cat reappeared deep in the ground benegath them.

“The shadow has dipped under your shidd,” Jeenelle said.

“Now the next part of the ol will engage.”

Yes, Daemon decided as the three of them waked back to the Coach. Jeendll€'s shadow
Kadlas was better than smply extending the shidds. Anyone entering that tunnd would find an
elght-hundred-pound cat waiting to kill him.

Try to touch it and it would be as solid as smoke. But when the cat struck...

Nothing was going to get out of that tunnd except the people the shadow had been told to

recognize,

TWENTY-ONE

“I1t's0lid,” Rainier said, giving the ceiling above the stairs one last whack with the poker before
joining Surredl and the children. “The spell must have been designed to let us pass through the floor.”

“Damn dangerous thing to do,” Surred said. Usng Craft, the Blood could pass through solid
objects—like wadls and floors—but it wasn't something that should be done carelessy. And passing flesh
through a solid object without the person’ s being aware of the pass could be fatdl.

Of course, that wasn't likdly to be a consderation here.

Rasng her am to rub her forehead, she dmost vanished the poker before remembering not to
use Craft. She wasn't used to having her hands full dl the time. She tucked the poker under her other
am, since that hand was holding the candle with the witchfire flame.

«How many more times can we use Craft before we get locked into the spdllsin this house?» she



asked Ranier as she rubbed her forehead. «Have you counted them up? Could we make the pass and
go back up the gairs to reach the firg floor?»

«d'm not sure I've remembered dl of them,» he replied. « think we're getting close to “last one,
the game is over.” You and | could make the pass. If we each carried one, we could take two of the
children with us. But that’ s dl we could do.»

Which meant leaving two of the children behind, prey to whatever might be down here. Not a
choice she wanted to make.

«And there's no certainty that if we did this we would end up where we intended,» Ranier
added.

“Let’'s see what we can find down here” she said.

A few steps away from the dairs, the candles guttered and went out, except for the one holding
the witchfire.

“Air currents” Ranier said, a hint of rdief in his voice. “Maybe there' s an exit down here after
al”

A roar filled the cdlar, both threat and warning.

“Do you think that’s redly one of the cats?’ Surred asked when she could hear again.

“Whoever huilt this place managed to kill two Black Widows and an Eyrien warrior, as wel as
who knows how many others in order to have predators for this game. Why not one of the cats? You
wouldn’'t need one that wore Jewels, just one who was kindred and could make the transformation to
demon-dead. Without Craft, it's our physicd srength againg the cat’s.”

“We d have no chance,” Surred said grimly.

“Noneat dl.”

“| guess that’ s the direction we don’t goin.”

“Agreed. Now let’sfind away to get back upgtairs”

Ludvar grinned as he watched the little black beetles cover the bottom of the bathtub, then swdll
into big black beetles—and pop.

He hoped Rainier had been the firg one to walk into this bathroom, because Surred...She il
believed that particular fear was her little secret, and neither he nor Daemon had any intention of tdling
her otherwise. But it wouldn't be a secret for long if she' d been the one to find these.

Tersa’'s work. Had to be.

Daemonar would love having a popping beetle. Of course, it couldn’'t be a free-roaming beetle.
More like a bug-in-a-box. A well-shiedded box, because if the boy managed to remove the beetle and
leave it someplace as a surprise for his mama...Marian would never forgive him for bringing the thing
home.

He d tak to Tersa about meking the beetle and talk to a carpenter in Riada about making the
box. There would be plenty of time to get the thing made as a Winsol gift.

“Surred, darling, you've got more spine than most of the Eyrien warriors | knew back in
Tarelle but | bet you squedled when you saw these”

His amusement vanished when he walked out of the bathroom and saw the boy sanding in the
back hdlway.

Not anilluson thistime. The boy was cildru dyathe.

“l am going to bite you and drink your blood,” the boy said.

Poor scared puppy. He must have been a sweet child. Even now he sounded like he was reciting
alinefor a performance at school—and sumbling over the words.

“The person who killed you...,” Lucivar began.

“He was a powerful Warlord.”

The boy sounded more hopeful than sure that he'd been killed by someone powerful.

“Puppy, in terms of power, whoever killed you was a glass of water. I'm a sormy lake. You
come a me, | will rip you gpart.”

“But...I'm just aboy.”



“I know,” Lucivar said gently. “I can’t let that matter. Not right now.”

The boy wilted.

A sweet child, killed for a game.

Ludivar set the pack down, then reached into the pouch of hedling supplies he had hooked to his
belt. He withdrew a smdl, stoppered bottle and held it out. “Here. It's lamb, not human, but it's undiluted
blood. It will keep your power from fading, at lesst for alitile while”

“Will you hurt meif | take it?’

His temper flashed to the killing edge for a moment before he chained it back. “No, | won't hurt
you.”

Wonderful didogue. Just wonderful! Who would have thought such a gem would come from the
Eyrien? He would have to put a scene in the book where Landry Langston meets the boy. It would be
S0 sad, SO moving, So...wonderful.

The boy took the bottle and gulped down the blood. Wasn't more than a couple of swalows,
but he looked like he’ d been given a feast. He dmogt started licking the indde of the bottle, then stopped
asif suddenly remembering his manners. He replaced the stopper and handed the bottle back.

“Puppy, do you know who the cildru dyathe are?’ Lucivar asked.

“Dead children,” the boy replied. “If you're a good boy, you get to go to a nice place for a while
before you become a whisper in the Darkness. But if you're bad...” He looked around the hdlway.

You bastard. You not only killed this boy, but you told him he deserved to be here?
Compared with here, he supposed, the cildru dyathe’sidand in Hel was anice place.

“Who killed you?" The question was blunt, and his voice had hardened with the strain of keeping
his temper leashed. This boy didn’t deserve seeing his temper.

Ingtant terror. The boy knew who had killed him, and even now was too afraid to say.

Not likdy the boy had any training in the psychic communication the Blood used, but anyone
who was Blood could do it to some degree. “Look a me and think the answer as loud as you can in
your head.”

Jarvis Jenkell.

Bardy awhisper. If he hadn’t been focused on the boy, he wouldn't have heard it. Now he had
confirmation for Daemon about who had set up this trap for them.

“l don’t remember hisname,” the boy lied, “but he' s very famous.”

“Asaf this moment, he swaking carrion. That's a promise.” Lucivar took a deep breath and let
it out dowly. “Thisis another promise. | have to help the living firgt, but if there's away to break you free
of these pells and get you out of this house before we tear it apart, my brother and | will do it.”

“Okay.”

Ludvar picked up the pack and moved into the front halway, aware of the boy following him.

“Those are bad dairs. They have atrick.”

He looked at the gairs, then back at the boy. “What's the trick?’

“You can see the hdlway down there, but you can’t reach it. Y ou end up someplace dse”

“Have you seen awitch and a Warlord Prince?’

The boy nodded. “They went down the stairs. They disappeared.”

“They have any children with them?’

“Four.”

Which meant three of the children who had come in with Surred and Rainier were now among
the dead.

“You didn't warn them about the Sairs?’

“The lady witch was screaming and | got scared. So | didn't talk to them.”

“l guess she saw the bestles”

A quick, boyish grin. “They pop red good.”

Ludvar hedtated. “If there's a way, we'll get you out of this house” Then he went down the



dairs.

Oh, this wasn't good. This wasn't good at dl. If Lucivar caught up to the Surred bitch and her
companion, it would spail the big battle at the end of the story. Just spail it. And that boy! What was he
doing? He should be attacking people, not talking to them.

Of course, he hadn't anticipated any of his “guests’ coming in with bottles of blood to use as
bribes.

Good ides, though. Probably have to give that idea to the witch in the story. Landry couldn’t
have all the good ideas. And she would be carrying blood because she dways did—ever snce her
encounter with. ..

Wil, he'd figure that out later.

Right now he had to provide his“guests’ with the way out of the cdlar and up to thefind act.

And he wasn't going to think about that phrase Lucivar used: “walking carrion.”

TWENTY-TWO

Onre minute there was nothing but a pile of storage boxes and broken furniture; the next, there
was a set of dairs leading up to a door.

Surred didn’t much care where the stairs led aslong asit got them out of the cdlar, which was a
warren of little rooms piled with debris—or barren in away that made her think the space had been used
to cage something. It went on too long, was too big for the house above them—and it dso fdt like it was
ghrinking around them.

Ranier looked at her. «The Black Widows who made the illuson spells were good at ther Craft.
Theilluson that hid these gtairs didn’t stop working by chance.»

«d know,» she replied.

«t fedslike a grave down here. It fedslike we' re buried dive»

She wished he hadn't said that, Snce it matched her sense of the place dosing in on them.

«Do we go up? Rainier asked.

She nodded. Whatever was on the other side of the door would be easer to face than aying
here.

They went up the gairs, Rainier leading while she guarded his and the children’s backs. The door
opened with a dramatic creak—and they were back in the kitchen.

And somewhere in the house, a gong sounded.

Good. Good. One problem solved. As soon as Surred closed the cdlar door, he reengaged the
illuson el that hid the Sairs.
Now they would see how wdl Lucivar fared in the cdlar.

The bl of witchlight floated on the end of hiswar blade, chdlenging the smothering darkness.

Ludivar hated the cdllar. Too dark, too damp, too closed in for a man who belonged to a winged
race.

Too much of areminder of the st mines of Pruul.

This Jenkd|l bastard. This writer. How much did he know about the SaDiablo family? Was he
choosng some of the things in this house because he knew they would provoke memories, or wasi it dl
just chance? Did he know enough about Eyriens to understand the difference between living within a
mountain and being trapped under the ground?

Didn’'t matter. There was a punch of fear that came from memories, so he let fear fud temper.
He d gotten out of the sat mines of Pruul. He would get out of this house too.



The kitchen looked exactly the same—except for one thing.

“The bowl of peaches is gone” Surred said, tumning dowly as she looked more carefully a the
room. “Did the ‘ caretaker’ remove the bowl or are we in a different room despite how this looks?’

Suddenly dl four children screamed. A moment later, the amdl of urine gung the air.

Ranier gave her a sheepish look as he closed a drawer. “The spiders are dill here”

Currents of ar. Not fresh air, exactly, but different from the cdlar. The witchlight revedled no
opening, no differencein the walls. But there were those currents of ar. And then...

The roar took him by surprise, had him shifting into a fighting stance.

No movement. No rushing attack. Just that warning.

“Jad?’ he cdled softly. “Kaglas? It's Lucivar.”

It was possible that Jenkell had hired other Blood to hunt down a tiger or an Arcerian cat. As
one of the demon-dead, ether fdine would be a lethd predator. Of course, either one would be just as
lethd if it was dumped into the house dive. Wouldn't even need one of the kindred if it was a live
predator.

But if the cat wasn't part of the spdlsin the house...

Usang the ar currents as a guide, he moved closer to the wall—and was rewarded by a snarl.

He'd heard it often enough to recognize that snarl and knew which cat he was deding with. He
just wasn't sureif the snarl was meant as a gregting or a threat.

“Kadas? It's Lucivar.”

What was there? A passageway that had been built when the house was inhabited so that
servants could move back and forth from the house to another building? Or was it just a dirt tunnd that
hed been dug as an escape route when the house was being made into this nightmare?

Either way, he couldn’t see Jaenelle asking one of the cats to guard a tunnd, and nether cat had
been with her this morning, so neither was close enough to have reached the house this soon.

That |eft a shadow guarding the tunnel. Almogt as deadly as the red thing. Maybe a little more so
if Jaenelle made it. There was afant hope of reasoning with the red Kaelas, since the cat knew he'd get
ydled at if he attacked another mae who belonged to Jeenelle But a shadow followed a set of
commands. Ludivar figured “kill” was the dominant command for anything Jeenelle had placed in the
tunndl.

He was about to cal again when the mae rumble that was Kaglas's psychic voice thumped
agang hisinner barriers. Kaglas's voice, but not Kaglas. So it was a shadow guarding the tunndl.

«Do not eat Lucivar. Do not eat Surredl. Do not eat Rainier» The shadow Kaeglas sounded
grumpy about having hisligt of edibles restricted.

Damn shadow couldn’t eat anyone anyway. Maul and kill, yes. Et, no.

At least, he was farly sure a shadow couldn’t redly eat someone. Then again, it wasn't smart to
make assumptions about any shadows Jeendle made.

“The Lady told you not to eat me?’

A pause. Then, rductantly, «Lady said do not kill you.»

Hdl's fire. He would have to tdl Jeendlle she was giving these shadows a little too much of the
origind’s persondity. Unless it had been told to, a shadow shouldn’t be meking that digtinction.

“Have you seen Surred?’

«Sméled her. Gone now.»

“Out the tunnd?’

«No.»

Not surprising. Surred and Rainier didn't know Jaenelle and Daemon were waiting outside, had
no reason to think Jeendle was responsible for the cat guarding the tunndl. Instead of heading out of the
house, they must have headed back in.

Ludvar started to turn away, then stopped and considered that fant presence he'd sensed in the
house—the little writer-mouse scurrying behind the walls, waitching and ligening. Then he considered



that, shadow or nat, it never hurt to make alarge predator happy—especialy if he might need to use the
tunnd to get everyone out of the house.

He told the shadow cat, “If any other human tries to get out through the tunndl, you go ahead and
e him”

As he walked away to explore another part of the cdlar, the shadow Kaelas's pleasure purred at
him through the psychic thread.

Daemon circled the fence around the house, a dow prowl. Watchful. Aware.

There was no Sgn of anyone in the house. No movement of a curtain, no face a a window. Of
course, he hadn’t seen any lights last night, and there had to have been lamps or candles burning.

S0 he couldn’t trust what he was—or was' t—seeing.

But he had to trust that when Lucivar punched through the spells and opened up away out of the
house, he would see it.

He stopped over the spot where the tunnd was located and considered the shadow cat sanding
guard. Seemed a shame to waste such a magnificent predator. Maybe. ..

Instead of continuing his prowl, he retraced his steps and returned to the Coach.

“Mrs. Bede was vay dfficent,” Jeendle said when he stepped indde “Yuli and | have
discovered more food in the chill box and pantry. We're gaing to heat up some soup. Do you want
ome?’

He shucked off his coat and vanished it. “Yes, | want some, and I'll heat up the soup.”

“I can heat up soup.”

“I'm sure you can.” Having made the attempt to teach her a couple of cooking basics, he wasn't
sure of thet at dl.

She narrowed her eyes at him. «It's been years snce | blew up a kitchen.»

Despite the boy watching wide-eyed, he gave her a Smmering kiss—then nipped the jar of soup
out of her hand. «All the more reason why we shouldn’t take a chance now. You can dice up bread and
cheese»

«Hurray for me»

He noticed Yuli’s puzzled look and grinned. The boy was bright enough and observant enough to
know something was going on but not what—or why.

«After we edt, I'd like to talk about meking a dight change in the tangled web that holds the
shadow cat. | may have a use for a predator.»

«Can| a least ir the soup»

«NO.»

A huff. «0’ll talk to you anyway.»

As he heated the soup for the three of them, he put aside the worry and the anger. There would
be time enough for both later.

It was time.
Tersa vanished the tangled web and turned away from the worktable.
She would go to the spooky house and talk to the Langston man. One...ladt...time.

TWENTY-THREE

“Surred? Qurreal!”

“Wha?" Why was Ranier sounding so cranky?

“Drink this”

A glass againg her lips. A hand behind her head to keep her from pulling away.



The glass tasted dusty, and she had this odd memory of seeing Ranier flicking his wrigt to toss
out dried mouse turds before wiping the glass with his shirttall. Then the water, tasting like dust and bitter
leaves, wasfilling her mouth. She swallowed the firs mouthful because she needed the water.

“Drink it dl.”

He wasn't giving her much choice. Since he was being such a prick about it, it was ether drink or
drown.

“Hdl'sfire” she muttered when Rainier released her and set the glass on the kitchen table. She
dtared at it for a moment, then looked at him. “Did you toss mouse turds out of that glass and then give it
to me without washing it?’

“No.” His voice sounded odd, drangdy hollow, and...yes, there was a dight echo. And
something was going gong indde her head.

“Surred!”

“\Wha?

“l gave you a generd hedling tonic. I'm hoping it will help enough so you can think dearly for a
while longer.”

The floor swished. Swidhy, swishy, swish. She watched it until Rainier bent over so they were
face-to-face. She didn't like the worry and fear in his eyes. She would rather watch the floor swish.

He grabbed her shoulders. She tried to pull back. It made her sde hurt—and she fdt like she
was suddenly standing on a patch of clear ground surrounded by fog.

“We have to get out of here,” he said.

“Sugar, we figured that out yesterday when we redlized this place was a trap.”

“We have to try harder,” he said. “Surred...| think you were poisoned after al.”

Luavar had shown such promise—and was such a disappointment. He was just wandering
around the cdllar, dl woeful and lost. He was't even trying to get out.

At least the Surred bitch was findly doing something interesting.

Degth scenes were dways gripping momentsin a sory.

Somewhere in the house, a gong sounded.

And overhead, a floorboard creaked.

The gong indicated Craft had been used. He remembered that from the rules of the game—and
he'd heard it when he made the witchlight. The floorboard cresking...Might be redl, might be illuson. No
way to tdl in this house.

Ludvar stared a the cdling, waiting for another sound.

No staircases except the one he came down. There had to be others.

He took a sandwich out of the pack and ate while he prowled through the cellar again, looking
for some indication of where Surreal and Rainier had gone.

The cdlar under the two sght-shidlded houses was connected, but it was Solit into a warren of
gmdl rooms that made it fed bigger and amdler at the same time, confusing a person’s sense of where he
wasin relation to the ground floor. The cdlar of the first house—the house that had been the lure—was
closed off from the rest. And hed something dangerous enough that Jenkel didn’'t want the thing roaming
fredy.

But there was nathing truly dangerous here. Not by his standards. On the other hand, there were
plenty of things here that could do some damage if a person walked in unaware—or unprepared.

He washed the sandwich down with a long drink of water, then returned the water jug to the
pack.

“Enough,” he said as he walked back to the staircase. Mogt likdy, the predators that were loose
inthis house were hunting Surredl and Rainier. It was time to give the predators a reason to come hunting
him insteed.

And it was time to remind them that they were dso prey.



Enough? Yes, he'd spent more than enough time on the SaDiablo family, who were nowhere
near as interesting as he' d been led to believe. They hadn't provided him with nearly enough materid to
judiify the risks he had taken. Still, he had acquired afew good scenes, and he would flesh out the rest of
the story.

Now it was time to unleash dl the surprises and record the last moments of desperation before
he got rid of the props.

A door creaked.

Luciver turned away from the stairs and set the pack down.

Something had entered this part of the cdlar.

Moving away from the gairs to the area that had the most open ground, he took the bdl of
witchlight off the end of hiswar blade, raised hisarm, and Ieft the witchlight floating above him.

A rank smdl. Shuffling feet.

The man who came out of the dark topped him in height, weight, and muscle. But Lucivar saw no
red intdligence in the eyes—and didn’t get the sense there had been much, if any, even before the man
was caged in this house.

Doesn’'t mean the bastard can’t use the club he's carrying or the...

Leg bone in the man's other hand. Not an old bone. And not completely clean.

“Food.” The man smiled, tossed the bone aside, and took a step toward Lucivar.

A dlintin the eye. Not intdligence, just anticipated pleasure. This man liked to fight.

A dub agangt an Eyrien war blade. A dmple mind againgt centuries of training. An unshielded
landen againg a shidded Warlord Prince.

Thefight would be over as fast as Lucivar wanted it to be.

He made the choice out of pity rather than practicality, out of Eyrien tradition rather than landen
understanding. He would give the man the compliment of pretending thet he, Lucivar Y adana, was facing
another warrior.

The man took another step toward him. And Lucivar rose to the killing edge.

The suff oozing out from benesth the door |ooked like chicken fat and was so acrid it sung her
eyes and made her nose run.

“Hdl'sfire” Surred said, taking a step back. “What is that?” And does anyone else see it but
me?

“Do you think it's one of Tersa's Spdls?’ Rainier asked.

It did look asif what had oozed onto the kitchen floor was reshaping itsdf into arms and a bulby
head.

“No,” Surred said. “It feds mdignant. It fedslikeif it touches you...” Taking another step back,
she put a hand over her mouth and nose.

“Shidded or not, | don’t want to get near it,” Rainier said.

“Sinceit seems to be guarding the back door, | guess we try to go out the front.”

She pressed her arm againg her side. The flesh around the wound fdt pulpy, pusilled, not good.
Didn't matter at this point if it was infection or poison or something el se the Black Widow had dipped her
nalsin.

“Don't count on me to watch your back,” Surreal said as Rainier guided her and the children to
the front hdlway. “1 can't trust what | see, and you shouldn’t trust me to stand with you.”

If you need to, leave me behind. That's what she was tdling him. Not that he would ligen. He
was a Warlord Prince who was her escort. He would fight to protect her with hislast breath and beyond.

“I'll try the front door,” Rainier said. He pointed at the children. “You four. Stand on the dtairs. If
something happens, you'll have more chance of getting away by going up. Y ou too, Surred.”

She didn’t argue with him. Couldn’t. Not when the floor turned swishy again and beetles started
oozing out of the wdls.

She shook her head, hoping to clear it. Instead, the room seemed to mdt around the



edges—until the front door dammed open and her heart jumped.
No smoke and red-eyed illusons this time, but it was the same Eyrien Warlord who had killed
Kester. He stepped into the hdlway, looked a Rainier, and said, “Time for you to join the rest of us”

Ludvar wiped off the Eyrien war blade on his enemy’ s ragged trousers.

The man hadn’t seen the killing blow, had died so fast there had been no moment of redization,
no moment of fear. He'd never understood Lucivar was doing little more than sparring with him. He'd
fought with more grace than expected, and it was clear that he was used to fighting in a confined space
and used his Sze and reach to advantage.

He didn't have any chance agang an Ebon-gray Warlord Prince, but he'd fought with a little
boy’s glee.

And now he was dead.

Ludvar returned to the gtairs and looked up. He was riding the killing edge now, and he wasn't
sepping away from it until he walked out of this house.

Ludiver raised hisright hand and released a blast of Ebon-gray power from his ring. The hdlway
floor rained down around him, wood and tile reduced to the Sze of smdl hailstones.

He shook his arms and opened his wings to clear most of the debris off his shidds. Then he
looked at the hole no illuson spell could hide—and he bared his teeth in a savage amile

It was a fool's battle. Surred knew it. So did Rainier. A man with a poker and a few years of
traning was no match for an Eyrien warrior and a war blade. Especidly when the warrior was dready
demon-dead. It didn't matter that the Eyrien wasn't shieded, because akilling blow wouldn't kill him.

Might not even dow the bastard down.

She held her pogtion a the foot of the stairs, modly because she was afrad she'd get in
Ranier's way. So far his Opd shidd was holding—yprobably because the Eyrien wanted to stretch out
the fight—but every blow the Warlord landed drained Rainier’s shidd alittle more. Soon there would be
one blow too many.

Ranier wouldn't use Craft to save himsdf. Not anymore. Whatever Craft could be used would
be reserved for her.

Then something flewv toward Ranier’'s head from the gtting room doorway. A momentary
digraction. He bardly flinched, despite the indinct to duck.

But bardy was dill too much. The Eyrien svung the war blade—and Rainier's shidd findly
broke. It hdd long enough to prevent the blade from going dl the way through Rainier’s left leg, but the
wound dill cut deep.

Ranier dapped his Ieft leg, and the gong sounded as a tight shidd encased his thigh. He
retreated, sruggling to say on hisfeet as the Eyrien raised the war blade again.

“No!” Surred drew the diletto out of the boot sheath and threw it, a motion she had practiced
for weeks until it was a Sngle smooth move.

The diletto pierced the Eyrien’s neck. Should have been a killing blow. All it did was piss hm
off—and buy Rainier the few seconds he needed to reach the qairs.

“Up,” she sad. “All of you, go up.”

“Surred,” Rainier began.

“Hop, crawl, | don't care. Get up those stairs. I'm dill shielded. Y ou're not.”

Usng the poker as a cane, he hobbled up the dairs as fast as he could.

The Eyrien Warlord pulled out her dtiletto and dropped it on the floor. The three-fingered witch
came out of the gtting room. And haf awitch floated out of the door on her right.

“Surred,” Ranier said. “Come on.”

The three of them moved toward her, sure they’d have her, one way or another.

She was sure too—until a blast of power shook the house.

It was so damn frudrating, Daemon thought as he watched the spooky house. When it came to



communicating with someone udng a psychic thread, the Black gave hm a long reach, and he and
Ludvar were usudly able to contact each other over farly long distances. Now the tangled webs around
that house separated them.

Be patient, old son. HE Il get out. Lucivar has stood on worse killing fields and walked
away. He'll walk away from this one too.

Then he fdt the blast of Ebon-gray power. Even the spdls around the house weren't strong
enough to completely muffle the temper behind that punch.

“Ludvar,” Daemon whispered.

“Daemon,” Jeendlle said, rushing from the Coach to join him.

He touched her shoulder. “Y ou check the point where he intended to come out. I'll cirdle around
the house in case he needed to choose another exit.”

She trotted toward the far Sde of the house. He went in the other direction.

And hetried not to think of what he'd tdl Saetan if Lucivar didn’t come out of that house.

Ludivar stood in what was left of the front halway and listened. Waited. Then he frowned.

No gong. If the last exit had closed, wouldn't he sense something? Or....

“Every time Craft isused,” he said softly. “Every time Craft is used.” Craft, not power. Had the
litle writer-mouse made that distinction ddiberatdy? Had the man even redized there was a difference?
Probably not.

Of course, it was a subtle didinction, one that hadn’t occurred to him when he'd heard the
rules—and dill wouldn't have occurred to himif he hadn’t heard the gong confirm the use of Craft when
he! d made the witchlight.

“My apologies, Bastard. | guess you could have played this game after dl.”

Luavar waited. Listened.

The house fdt oddly empty, the way a house feds when you've had a big gathering and the last
guest isgone.

Had Surred and Rainier gotten out? Was the game ended?

No. The game hadn’t ended because he was ill here. Which meant the little writer-mouse had
been scurrying to herd dl his predators to one particular spot.

But not in this house. And not in the firs house. Pointless to drive Surredl and Rainier back to the
darting point when there was one lagt possibility—the third house.

Ludvar opened his mouth and breathed in.

A tagtein the air, coming from...that direction. Up there. In the third house.

He amiled and rolled his shoulders to loosen the muscles.

There was akilling fidd in this place after dll.

They had followed the children into one of the rooms. The cildru dyathe had gathered in the
adjoining bedroom, cutting off that possible escape. The Eyrien Warlord and the two Black Widows
were standing in the doorway, savoring the moment when the fight began.

“S0,” Surred said as she shifted to stand on Rainier’s left and support his weak sde as long as
she could. “Thisis where we die”

Ranier shifted dightly to defend againg the cildru dyathe. “Yeah. Thisis where we die”

TWENTY-FOUR

«You have to shidd againy» Surred told Ranier, shifting her weight as the predators moved
forward, savoring the moment of attack. She cut him off when he started to protest. «Well survive longer
if you're shielded. Maybe long enough for Lucivar to join the fight.»



«That may not work to our advantage» Rainier said. But he created an Opa shidd around
himsdlf.

She didn’t hear the gong. What did that mean? That it no longer made a difference if they used
Craft? Thet the lagt exit had closed? That they were trapped in this house forever?

Forever meaning until Daemon unleashed the Black againg this place and tore it dl gpart—and
everyonedill init.

A sdeways glance a Rainier. He was swesting heavily, his face tight with pain.

He was a dancer. And thet leg...

Thetight shidd around his thigh was acting like a brace, which was the only reason he was 4ill on
hisfeet. She couldn’t think about what it was going to cost him to fight.

«Have you ever seen Lucdivar on akilling fidd?» Rainier asked.

«I’ve seen him when he' sriding the killing edge. Hell’s fire, your caste of mde rises to that edge
as easy as you breathe. Maybe more s0.»

«Not the same thing. | saw him, once, when he waked off a killing fidd.» Rainier swalowed
hard. «May the Darkness have mercy on usif he sees us as an enemy.»

Not something she wanted to hear—especidly when it was being said by one Warlord Prince
about another.

A door suddenly appeared in the wal and svung open—and the demon-dead walked out. A
dozen of them. None of them wore Jewdls, but that didn’'t maiter. Not in thisfight.

«Now | know why we couldn’'t find any weapons» Surred said. «The demon-dead were
hoarding them.»

Knives Pokers. Clubs.

She spared one thought for the four children pressed into a corner behind her and Rainier. She
hedn't liked mogt of them, wouldn't have spent an hour with any of them by choice except for...

She glanced a the children. Sage gave her a wobbly smile that seemed dl the more brave
because of the wobble.

Her chest ached.

She looked away.

Odds were good that the children would have been lured into the spooky house as fodder for the
game, but she and Rainier had invited them in last night, and she fdlt the weight of their presence on her
shoulders—and she would carry the weight of ther deaths.

And his. Rainier, too, was here because of her.

I’'m sorry.

Even more sorry because she knew the wegpon tha would kill her in the end. The cildru
dyathe. She would do everything she could to destroy the adults, but not the demon-dead children.
Memories of ghogsts swam through her mind—and the night when she'd seen the truth about a place
cdled Briarwood.

She couldn’'t raise a weapon againg a child.

Then dl the demon-dead attacked, and there was no more time to think—or regret.

Damn hard to win afight when you could die and the enemy couldn’t. No room to maneuver, no
place to retredt.

The room swam and time became fluid as the poison ingde her worked its deadly magic. Either
blows came too fast or she made a defensve move for a blow thet took too long to fall, giving another
enemy an opening.

Her shields would fall soon, and the blows would start bresking bone, start bresking her down,
gart killing her for red.

A femde grabbed her left wrigt and jerked her arm up, throwing her off-balance and pulling the
wound in her Sde.

A club came toward her head that she bardly deflected with the poker.

Then something dark and fast and so damn big came toward her, shining in places where the
aunlight caught metdl and—



A hand shoved the fema€e' s head againg the wall.

Surred ducked as brains splushed out of the shattered skull.

A movement in front of her. A scream of fear.

She looked up just as he spun to meet another of the demon-dead, and she saw him—the glazed
gold eyes, the face carved from implacable stone. Here in this place, his life was about daughter; his
world was made of death. He was power and grace, savagery and skill—and no mercy.

Now she understood what Rainier meant about seeing Lucivar on akilling fidd.

He was s0 damn fast. He didn’t bother to duck the blows from the demon-dead. He didn’t even
try to parry them. Ther blows hit his shields and never touched the man. And any of the demon-dead
who were close enough to strike a him...

It wasn't that large a room, and he seemed tofill it.

He severed heads, diced through limbs. Or smply ripped off an am and drove it into the next
body.

And he was jud as ruthledy effident when it came to diminating the cildru dyathe from the
fight.

Then there was only the sound of harsh breathing—hers and Rainier's—and the children
whimpering in the corner.

Ludvar stood in front of them, those cold glazed eyes just Saring a them. He pointed the war
blade at her, then shifted the tip to a spot on her right.

“Move” he sad.

She sidestepped to the right.

Ludiver pointed at the wal. The Ebon-gray ring flashed as a burst of power was unleashed.

Thewadl exploded, leaving a gaping hole.

An odd feding, like netting tightening over bare skin.

Before she could cry out awarning, the spells around the house hit Lucivar with a vicious amount
of power. Enough power that she fdt his Ebon-gray shidd break.

But he withstood the strike, never moving, and when that lash of power was done...

She could fed dl the spdlls trying to close the gap in the wall, chewing on the Ebon-gray power
shidding the hole, in an effort to cut off the possibility of escape.

Ludvar reached into the pouch hanging from his belt, pulled out a bdl of clay, and tossed it to
Ranier.

“Jeenelle made a dide. You need to rub blood on the clay to trigger the spell.” Lucivar's eyes
raked over Rainier. “That won't be a problem.”

“No need to get pissy about it,” Surred muttered.

Hiseyes diced over to her. “I'll ded with you later.”

«Surred, don't push him» Ranier whispered. He hobbled over to the hole in the wal and
blooded the clay. When he st it on the bottom of the hole, the dide appeared, looking like a
clay-colored cloud.

“Rainier, you take one of the girls and go,” Lucivar said. “You two boys go next. Surred, you'll
help them get on the dide. Then you'll go with the other girl.”

“l should—" Rainier began.

“Most wounded, firg out,” Lucivar said.

No arguing with that voice.

Rainier, the fool, argued anyway. “Surred has been poisoned.”

Oh, shit. If Lucvar was pissed off before, now he was really pissed off.

Ludvar stared a Rainier. “Go,” he said too softly.

Surred dropped the poker, dragged Dayle out of the corner, and brought her over to the hole.

Ranier was curang softly and vicoudy as he got into position on the dide. She settled Dayle on
hisright sde. As he put his arm around the girl, Surredl looked at the end of the dide and saw Jeendlle
and Daemon walting.

The poison blurred her vison, and she was glad. She redly didn't want a clear look at Sadi’s



face right now.

She gave Ranier and Dayle a push, then watched them dide on ar until they passed over the
wrought-iron fence and dl the tangled spdlls that had held them captive in this house.

By the time she got the boys on the dide and started them down, the hole Lucivar had made in
the wal was hdf the Sze. The spdls around the house were dosng the hole, and there was no doubt in
her mind that anyone |e&ft in the house when that hole closed completdy wouldn't be coming out. Ever.

“Ludvar...”

His head was turned, as if he was ligening to something behind him. But there was nothing but
blank wall behind him.

“Takethegirl,” he said. “Go.”

“The holeisdosng up. The three of us need to go now.”

He looked at her and snarled.

She couldn’'t reach him. He would never ligen. Not to her.

He ll listen to Jaenelle.

She grabbed Sage and hustled to the hole, ignoring the way her feet couldn’'t seem to find the
floor. Since Lucivar wasn't going to leave until she was gone, she needed to get hersdf and the girl out
fast.

The poison made the ride down alittle too exciting, and she fdt giddy when Daemon helped her
off the dide and set her on firm, unspelled ground.

“Wha—7?" Jeendle said, her voice sharp.

Then Daemon roared, “ No!”

She saw Lucivar framed by the rapidly shrinking hole as he turned back toward something in the
house,

A moment later, the hole closed and the exit was sedled shut.

TWENTY-FIVE

He had time, Surreal thought as she stared at the solid wall.

He could have gotten out. Why in the name of Hell had Lucivar turned back?

Thunder rolled over the house and shook the ground. She wasn't sure if that was Daemon’'s
temper being given voice or Jeenelle's.

But it was Daemon who bared his teeth in a snarl and wrapped one hand around a wrought-iron
gpike. She thought he was going to rip away a piece of fence. He was furious enough that he might not
even need Craft to do it.

Instead, a section of fence suddenly fdl to the ground, nothing more than a pile of metd shavings.
That was a quieter—and more frightening—indication of the power and fury that had just blasted out of
the man.

Then Daemon was running toward the house' s front door.

Jeendlle legped to fallow him, hit a Black shield, and bounced back. “Daemon! Daemon!”

He didn't stop, didn’'t even check his stride—but the shidd came down, and Jeendlle ran to
catch up to him.

“Go,” Ranier sad. “Hep her stop him. I'll shidld the children.”

She ran. The poison seemed to dow her down alittle more with every step, but she ran.

He d reached the covered entranceway. Once he opened that door ...

“Daemon!” Jeenelle shouted.

He spun to face her, his face filled with barely controlled fury.

“l am not leaving my brother in that house!”

“Of course we're not leaving imin that house,” Jaenelle snapped. “But—"



BOOM!

Surred staggered. Stopped. Spun around as the Side of the house exploded. «Rainier?»

«I’ve got ashidd around us. Shit! I'll layer the shidds»

Debris rained down as a dark shape shot skyward with the speed of an arrow released from the
bow. Pest the fence and high above the trees beyond the property line

Then those dark wings spread, pumped, caught the air, and began awide circle back to the front
door, where Daemon and Jeendlle waited.

“Who did Ludivar bring out with him?’ Jaenelle asked, shading her eyes with one hand.

He s an idiot, whoever he is, Surred thought, hurrying to join Jeenelle and Daemon. The man,
who was hdd by one wrigt, was flaling around trying to get free. Lucivar was ill high enough to skim
over rooftops. If he let go, the fool would end up with broken bones or get impaed on the fence.

A dliding descent. The man's feet barely cleared the fence. Then Lucivar backwinged, dropped
his prey, and landed lightly on the walkway.

“Look what | found,” Lucivar said. His mouth curved in a savage smile as he looked a Daemon.
“I think it's alittle writer-mouse who' s been scurrying in the walls”

Daemon’ s golden eyes became glazed and deepy. He purred, “ Jarvis Jenkel.”

“I built this house as research for anove,” Jenkell said, sounding belligerent. “No one was forced
to go ingde”

“You sent usinvitations” Daemon said.

“But no one was required to atend,” Jenkell replied.

Surred thought about the wording of that invitation and snorted. Then she looked a Lucivar. He
looked primed to crush another skull.

“That's true,” Daemon said mildy. “We had a choice, even if the phrasing of the invitation
implied otherwise. However...” He raised one eyebrow as he looked at Lucivar. “How many dead?’

“At least twenty,” Lucivar replied.

“Twenty people were killed to provide the entertainment.” Daemon pursed his lips, looked at
Jenkel, and shook his head.

“Somehow, | don’t think they were given a choice.”

Jenkel’s forehead beaded with swest, but he looked defiant. “Among the Blood, there is no law
agang murder. And I’'m Blood, same as you.”

Surred stared at Jenkel. Boyo, if you think being Blood makes you the same as Sadi, then
you weren't paying attention to that little detail we call caste.

“Thereis no law againg murder,” Daemon agreed. “But thereisa price. So | think—"

“Langston man.” The words came out in avicious snarl.

Surred took a step to the sSde to get a better look a the woman moving toward them in a
predatory stalk.

Hdl'sfire. It was Tersa

“You tried to hurt the boy,” Tersa said. “And the other children, too. You lied to me. You sad it
was a surprise for the children.”

It was that, Surred thought.

“Tersa” Daemon turned toward Tersa, blocking her direct path to Jenkell.

She had known Tersafor centuries, had seen her when she was samiludid, logt in her visons, or
just raving mad. But she’ d never seen her when she was filled with a cold, wild fury.

Sill focused on Jenkell, Tersa shifted to move around Daemon. “You tried to hurt the children.
You tried to hurt my boyd”

She lunged at Jenkell, who squed ed—squeal ed! —and turned to run.

Daemon caught Tersa. Lucivar caught Jenkell.

“Tersa, let me handle this” Daemon tightened hisgrip on Tersa' s arms. “ Mother.”

Jenkdl froze. Surredl wanted to dap him for being an idiot twice over. Hadn't he bothered to find
out who she was before he lured Tersainto hdping him?

“Mother, let me handle this”



They stared at each other, mother and son, and Surred saw a truth about Daemon she'd never
seen before. Mother Night. What heis...Not all of it came from his father.

Then Tersa held up something between them. Surredl couldn't see what it was, but when
Daemon looked down, he smiled. A cold, crud amile

He stepped back and turned to face Jenkel. “There is no law agang murder. But there is a
price. | rule this Territory. The people you killed to fud this entertainment? They belonged to me. The
Warlord Prince who was wounded works for me. The witch who was injured is family. Not to mention
the harm you' ve done to my mather by usng her in a scheme to kill her own son. Everything has a price,
Jenkdl. It stime for you to pay the debt.”

Daemon walked up to the front door, then looked a Jaendle. “Lady, would you mind holding
the door?’

Jeendlle followed him up the steps. She was the one who opened the door and kept her hand on
the latch while he walked past her into the house. He stopped in the middle of the hdlway, nothing more
then a shadowy figure.

Somewhere in the house, a gong sounded. One, two, three, four.

| guess the count starts over when a new game begins, Surred thought.

She logt count. She wasn't sure if there were echoes in her head or if the gong was redly
sounding that quickly.

Daemon walked back to the door, holding a pen in his hand. “ Twenty-eight? he asked Jaendlle.

“Twenty-eight,” she agreed as he dipped the pen into a jacket pocket.

He nodded a Lucivar, who dragged Jenkel up to the door.

“According to your rules, there are thirty exitsin this house. Twenty-eight have now been closed.
You have seventy-two hours to find ether of the remaining two. | guarantee that no matter what you
meet in this house, you will live through those seventy-two hours.”

Surred shivered, hearing the threat beneeth the words.

Jenkell, theidiot, looked relieved.

Then Daemon stepped out of the house, grabbed Jenkel by the shirt, and flung him into the front
halway.

Jeendlle released the latch and skipped back.

The door dammed shut.

Jeendlle and Daemon came down the steps to join her and Lucivar, and dl four of them looked
aTesa

“Why?" Jeendle asked, her voice gentle. “If you wanted to help with the spooky house, why
didn’'t you say something to Marian or me? We would have been glad to have your hep. We would 4ill
like your help.”

Tersa wrung her hands, looking logt. “I saw...in a tangled web. Surprises for my boys. Not to
harm, just little surprises. But there were other boys. That's why | came to this place, this house. When
the Langston man said he was building a surprise for the boys...l saw it in the web. One boy logt
because | didn’t make my surprises.”

Luavar looked back at the house, then looked a Daemon. “1 think | met that boy. And he would
have been logt in every way if it wasn't for one of Tersa's surprises.”

Daemon studied Lucivar for a moment, then nodded before he looked at the Coach across the
street. “And | think Jeendlle and | found the other boy who needed help.”

“Yes” Jeendle sad. “I think you're right.” She amiled at Tersa.

“But you didn’t answer the question. Would you like to hdp Marian and mefinish up our spooky
house? Maybe you could put in the same surprises.”

No, no, no, Surred thought. Not the damn beetles. “The skeleton mouse was kind of cute.
Vey clever.”

“The spiders were good too,” Lucivar said.

“But you can't have them pouring out of a drawer,” Surred said. “If you do, you'll need to assgn
someone to keep mopping the floor.”



A beat of dlence. Then Ludvar burst out laughing. “That explains why | smeled piss in the
kitchen.”

The ground meted. Suddenly Jeendlle was holding her up.

“We need to finish this discussion later,” Jaendlle said. “I’ve done as much preparation as | can
on Surred and Rainier. Now we need to get them into the Coach so | can do the actud heding.”

Preparation? Come to think of it, she had been feding a phantom hand over the wound, easing
the heat and pain.

“Yes” Ludvar growled. “Our little cousin got hersdf poisoned.”

“You can't ydl a meif 'm sck,” Surred said. “It'safamily rule” And if it wasn't afamily rule, it
was damn well going to be—gtarting now.

“Since when?’

That was Lucivar. In apissng contest, he not only stepped up to the ling he pissed on the other
person’s foot.

Snce she was the other person, she bdled up her fid, threw a punch—and didn't come
anywhere close to hitting him.

“Ludvar and | will bring Rainier and the children to the Coach. Can you handle Surred?”
Daemon asked.

“Don’t need to be handled,” Surreal muttered.

“Do you redly want Lucivar to help you into the Coach?” Jaendlle whispered.

“No.”

“Tasa? Jeendle said. “Give me ahand?’

With Tersa on one sde and Jeenelle on the other, she didn’t trip or sumble on the way to the
Coach. Of course, Jaendle was floating her on air and they were just tugging her dong, but that was a
grdl and indgnificant detail.

“How bad isit?” Surreal asked when the Coach’s door opened and a young boy stared at her.
“Redly.”

“You're going to be sick for afew days, but your body’s been burning out a lot of the poison in
the same way you burn up food. An advantage you had because you wear the Gray.” Jaendle hesitated,
then added, “It was fortunate you were the one who was wounded that way. Ranier wouldn't have
survived it

Shit shit shit.

They floated her up the gairs to one of the Coach’s little bedrooms. As they settled her into the
bed, she said, “Sincethisis the fird time | was redly stupid, do you think Lucivar will overlook the fact
that | didn’t shidd before waking into a strange place?’

Jeendlle looked at her and laughed. “Not a chance.”

TWENTY-SX

Javis Jenkd| picked himsdf up and brushed off his jacket with shaking hands.

Thiswasn't good. Thiswasn't good at dl. He hadn’t anticipated the SaDiablo family linking him
to the spooky house. HE'd deliberatdly told a few people “in confidence’ about the setting for his next
Landry Langston story o that there would be independent confirmation that he’ d begun writing his book
before the tragic events that should have taken place here.

How had Ludvar known he was there? The passageways and observation posts had been
carefully shidded. Had to be. Otherwise the demon-dead, chained to this house and craving fresh blood,
would have been hunting him. But the protection spells hadn’t been good enough to fool the Eyrien. Not
a the end.

No matter. He had seventy-two hours to get out of the house. He wouldn't need an hour. The



last two exits were actudly in this firs house. Not easy to find if you didn’t know what to look for, but
easy enough to reach.

He turned toward the door & the back of the hall—the door he'd gone through in the guise of the
caretaker in order to observe this game.

“Regrets?’ a deep voice purred.

Jarvis spun around, his heart pounding.

Daemon Sadi leaned againg the doorframe of the Stting room.

“| thought you had gone,” Jarvis said.

“We dill have afew things to discuss.”

“Wha kind of things?” Jarvis asked as Daemon waked toward him. Such a beautiful man. It
wasn't just his face or the way his body was put together. 1t was the way he moved.

A temptation—even if a man wasn't usudly tempted by his own gender. A promise—but the
degpy gold eyes didn’'t reved dl that was being offered.

“A seduction?’ Daemon’s voice dill purred, but it dso hed cold amusement.

When had Sadi circled around him, come up behind him?

He could fed the hesat of the man pressed againg his back, could fed the light prick of those
black-tinted nails as a hand closed around histhroat. Lips brushed his cheek as Sadi’s other hand dipped
beneath his shirt and began a dow caress down his chest, down his bdly, stopping when the fingers
dipped just below his belt.

Ddight? Shame? He wasn't sure what to fed when his body responded, helplessto resist.

“Same game, Jarvis” Daemon whispered. “But the rules have changed allittle”

No other warning before Sadi’ s nails ripped his bely open, tearing through muscle, diang his gut.

He screamed in pain and terror. Struggled to get away from the hand digging deeper into his gut.

He twisted, determined to land one blow before he died. His hands shoved & Daemon's
chest—and hit the wall.

He stared at his arms, which disappeared into Sadi’s chest. He fdt the wdl under his hands. He
looked at those deepy eyes.

Daemon gmiled a cold, crud amile

“A sophigticated shadow,” Daemon said. “All part of the new game. You can't touch me, but
I”—anall flicked, dicng Jarvis s cheek—" can touch you.”

Jarvis backed away. One am cradled his ruined belly, while the other hand touched his cheek.
He looked at hisfingers.

No blood.

He dared to look down.

No wound.

“Feds red enough, doesn't it?” Daemon said pleasantly. “But it's dl illuson. Well, the pain is
redl. The wounds are not.”

“What's the point of that?’ Jarvis asked.

Daemon looked surprised. “1 did guarantee that nothing in this house would kill you. The
predators you brought into this place might hurt you if they catch you, but I'll prevent them from killing
you.”

“Lucver killed them dl.”

“Oh, no. Most likdly, he ripped them up enough to take them out of that fight. Since his man
interest was getting Surreal and Rainier out of the house, he wouldn’t have bothered to finish the kill.”

“But they'redl dill...” In pieces, Javis finished Slently.

Daemon sghed and gave him an amused smile “Jarvis, darling, a demon-dead witch who was
beheaded will have to use Craft to float on air, but as long as there is some power ill burning within her,
ghe can hunt. And she does have teeth.”

Jarvis shuddered. How was he supposed to survive something like that? He'd hole up in the
protected passageways. He had food and water, a mattress and blankets, even a few chamber pots. He
could hold out for the seventy-two hours required, and then he would be free. Debt paid.



“About those things we need to discuss” Daemon said. “Since mogt of the origind webs were
destroyed when Lucivar punched free of the house, I’ ve replaced them with my own illuson spdlls. You
won't find my tangled webs, so don’t waste your time searching. But | will tdl you that one of them feeds
into the hidden passageways. Yes, Lucivar did tdl me about the writer-mouse's hidey-holes. So in our
new game, those passageways will dill keep you safe from your own predators, but not from mine. Not
from me”

“Yours won't kill me?’

“| demonstrated what mine are going to do.”

Ancther shudder went through him. Would the pain be any less because he knew the wounds
weren't rea? Or would it be worse when he knew that no attack would kill him, no matter how vicious?

“My daring, | think you're beginning to understand.” Daemon drifted toward the Stting room
door. “The next thing you should know is that using my tangled webs to fud the game shuffled the exits.
There are 4ill thirty of them, athough only two remain open, and they're sill where they were. But the
order in which they open was shuffled.”

“But that means...”

“You're going to have to check every one of them in order to find the two that are sill open.”

He' d have to travel through the whole house—adl three buildings—with the demon-dead hunting
him, and Sadi...

“You wanted to dance with the Sadist,” Daemon said too softly. “Now you will.”

He d wanted to observe the Sadist, which was dtogether different.

“What ds=2?” Daemon tapped a finger againg his lips “Ah, yes. My mother wanted me to tell
you that she made some changes to her illusons They're connected to my webs, and her little surprises
are now more in kegping with your intentions for this house.”

“And that means...?’

“They dl have teeth.” Daemon gamiled. “You wanted to play games with my family. Now well
play, you and me” As the shadow Daemon faded, he added, “Watch out for the cat. He doesn't like
humans—except when he' s usng them for atoy or having them for dinner.”

Jarvis stood in the halway, uncertain whet to do or where to go. If he went into the Stting room,
would the shadow Daemon 4ill be there, waiting to play another round of the game? There was an exit in
the Stting room. Maybe he should check the exits at the back of the house fird. Or...

A rumble on the gtairs, a sound that vibrated in his bones.

The white cat filled the stairs, and Jarvis wondered which was going to be worse—the illusons
that couldn’t physicdly hurt him or the predators that could.

Daemon stepped out of the Coach and fdt some of the tenson ease out of his muscles as he
looked at SaDiablo Hall.

Jeendlle joined him, dipping her arm through his

«How bad isit redly? He'd been busy with other things while they’ d remained in the village, and
then had to focus on driving the Coach home, so he hadn’'t asked before. Hadn't been ready to be told.

«They'll both hedl .»

«Ranier was a dancer.» He remembered Lucivar’s words before they parted. With help from a
good Healer, severed muscle will heal; a completely severed limb won't, no matter how good the
Hedler is.

«He s ill adancer,» Jeenelle said. «HE Il hobble for awhile, but he Il dance again. I'll make sure
of it»

«And Surred ?»

After deciding that the four surviving children would be better off staying with their parents rather
then being taken to another strange house, Jeenelle had quickly made up four packets of a mild sedetive
that would let the children deep through the night. While Tersa looked after Surreal and Rainier, and
Jaendlle dedlt with the hedlings, Daemon and Lucivar had returned the children to ther parents, and then
went to the orphans home to pick up Yuli's belongings.



A paheticdly smdl bundle. A diminished life for a bright boy. Who was Yuli’'s mother, his
father? Had they hidden hm away because he had the potentid to be Blood or because he didn't?
Would he become a bitter man someday because his heritage hadn’t been acknowledged?

Daemon could have sympathized with Jarvis Jenkdl. He might have enjoyed discussng stories
with him if they had met a a party. Or he might have hated the man for being a pompous ass. Either way,
he would have acknowledged Jenkell as Blood.

If the man hadn’t played out this game.

Even then, he might have been willing to overlook—to some degree—the man's suicidd attempt
to play games with some of the darkest Blood in the Realm.

If the men hadn’t killed children to do it.

If the man hadn’t hurt Surredl and Rainier.

«Ell hed ,» Jeendle said.

«She sounds like a cranky child>» And that scared him because it made her sound weak and
diminished. Once he was sure she would recover, she could bitch and whine as much as she wanted.
Until then, the sound was going to scrape nerves dready raw from worry.

«She has a fever, the poison is draining out of those wounds and hurts, and she's feding pretty
miserable. On top of that, she thinks we're treating her like a child by meking her stay here instead of
letting her go back to the town house in Amdarh. Of course she's cranky. And she' sfiguring that as soon
as she' sfeding better, you and Lucivar are going to chew on her for getting hurt.»

For a woman with a fever, Surred did have a good grasp of where things stood. Which made
hmfed better. If she understood that much, her brain was Hill working.

Bede opened the door. Footmen hurried out to bring Surreal and Rainier into the house.

Daemon stepped aside, bringing Jaendlle with him.

“They’re going to need mefor the rest of the day,” she said.

He nodded. “I have tasks of my own to ded with.” Induding figuring out what to do with a young
boy.

Yuli followed Tersa out of the Coach. He looked so young, so scared, despite a fragile show of
bravery.

“Boy,” Tersa sad. She waked up to Daemon, pressed a hand againg his cheek, and amiled.
“You did well, boy.”

“Will you make some of your surprises for my spooky house?” Jaenelle asked.

Tersalooked at Jaenelle, then looked at him—and walked away without answering.

Jeendlle patted his arm and whispered, “If she answered, it wouldn't be a surprise” Then she
held out her other hand to Yuli. “Let’s find you a room for aday or two.”

They'd bardly gotten into the greet hal when four Sceltie puppies came running up to greet them.
Three bounced and yapped and wagged talls at everyone before running back to whatever puppy game
they’ d been playing.

The fourth one planted hisllittle white feet on Yuli’s foot and said, «My boy!»

« guess that settles that,» Jaendlle told Daemon.

« guessit does,» he replied, watching the boy’ s face bloom from shy amile to complete ddight.

“Can | play with himwhile I'm here?” Yuli asked.

Oh, boyo, just try not playing with him. “Yes, you can. He dill has some trouble on the dtairs,
S0 why don't you pick him up while I show you to your room.”

«Upl» the puppy said. «Up!» When Yuli didn't immediatdy respond, the puppy whined and
looked at Jeendlle. «Boy has dead ears™»

“He haan't learned to hear kindred yet,” Jeendlle said, danting aglance a Yuli. “But héll learn.”

“Huh?’ Yuli said.

“Fick hm up,” Daemon said. «Thisisgoing to be alearning experience»

She pressed her lips together, fighting to keep a sraight face. «For both of them.»

AsYuli followed them, slent and wide-eyed, and the puppy never shut up about what he would
need to train his boy, Daemon thought, At least something good has come from all that pain.



TWENTY-SEVEN

Daemon filled ime with paperwork while he waited for Jaenelle to return home,

He'd wondered if his father had been aware of the haf-Bloods who were raised in orphans
homes in Dhemlan. He should have known better. His only excuse for not picking up the clues was his
own emotiond turmoail the previous year.

One of the vast estates owned by the SaDiablo family contained a sdf-sufficient community,
induding a school. When he' d taken over handling the family’s property and wedth, Saetan had told him
that community was required to support itsdf, but no income should be expected from it. Daemon hadn’t
questioned it or looked at the place beyond reviewing the quarterly reports to make sure the community
was dill supporting it f.

So when he and Jeenelle sat down to review possible new homes for Yuli, it was embarrassing to
discover that the community’s school was for haf-Blood children who had the potentid to become
Blood when they reached maturity. Some of the children were there because ther parents wanted them
to have the dud landen-Blood education tha matched their potentid. Others were considered
orphans—children who had logt their parents or children whose parents were nothing more than names
that acknowledged family bloodlines. The children were educated and cared for, taught Protocol, and
ingructed in basic Créft if they developed the power to do smple spdls. They were dso given the
opportunity to earn spending money by working within the community or on another part of the estate.

Two hundred children made their home at that school—and now Yuli was one of them.

Jeendlle walked into the study, gave him a look he couldn’t interpret, then dumped in a chair in
front of the desk.

“l have been given the honor of being the Officid Liaison between the school and the Warlord
Prince of Dhemlan,” she said. “I was even given an officid-looking piece of parchment, al sgned and
sedled, to acknowledge my new position.”

“l see,” Daemon said, working to keep his expresson bland.

“Didn't want to talk to me themsalves?’

“Not in this decade. So. Do you want to see an extra report from the school? Do you require
copies of the reports sent—and approved by the High Lord—from previous years?’

Daemon sat back, steepled hisfingers, and rested the forefingers againg his chin. “Is this a ripple
caused by my note to the Province Queens?’

“Apparently. And even though they would prefer not to tak to you directly, the school’s
adminigtrators seemed more puzzled than concerned by this sudden interest in the school .”

A good sgn that he wouldn't find anything wrong at the school when he paid them a surprise
vigt. And he would take the Officid Liaison with him to avoid scaring the shit out of everyone.

“We discussed the necessity of Yuli receiving some individud tutoring, Since | don't think he has
much of the Dhemlan race in his bloodline and helll mature faster than the other children,” Jeenelle said.
“It may be that helll do better in a Territory like Scelt, but I'd prefer to keep him nearby for the time
being.”

“Was Yuli comfortable with gaying at the school?” Daemon asked.

“A little frightened. But after he saw his room—and after Socks declared that it smdled like a
good place—boy and puppy adjusted quickly enough. More quickly than the administrators, who are
gmart enough to redize what having a kindred puppy at the school will mean.”

Daemon amiled. “Thet they’ll now receive regular vidts from adult kindred?’

“And that not dl of those adultswill be amdl or canine” Jeendlle said, returning the amile.

A smdl frown was added to his amile. “ Socks? The puppy’s nameis Socks?’

Jeendlle rolled her eyes. “Yuli said the puppy looked like he was wearing white socks, so the



puppy announced that that was his name—Socks.”

“HesaWarlord, yes?”

“Yes, and that one will definitdy wear a Jewd of suffident rank when he goes through the
Birthright Ceremony—and that means hell most likdy wear a dark Jewe at maturity.”

The frown deepened. “Lord Socks? What was his name origindly?’

A blush stained Jeendlle’s cheeks. “1 couldn't remember, and the puppy won't say. When |
asked Ladvarian, he said, ‘ Socks is an easy name for humans to remember.’”

“Thelittle prick,” Daemon muttered.

She laughed.

Then she looked a himin away that filled his somach with butterflies. Nervous butterflies.

Everything has a price, old son. You made a promise. It’s time to pay the debt. Time to pay
off all the debts, actually.

“l have an gppointment this evening,” Daemon said. “I was waiting for you to return home before
| left”

A subtle changein her eyes, in her psychic scent.

“An gppointment,” Witch said.

Not a question. Seventy-two hours had passed since he'd st hislittle game in motion. He had no
doubt the firgt hdf of the debt had been paid in full. Now it wastimeto end it.

And Witch knew it.

“I've dready informed Mrs. Bede that | won't be home for dinner.” Informed Bede, actualy.
He'd hadn’t wanted to be the one to tdl Mrs. Beale—and her meat cleaver—just in case she'd dready
begun preparations for the evening med. “After | return, I'm available for whatever hep you want with
your spooky house.”

Her amile was femde. Fdine. More than allittle bit terrifying.

“I'll look forward to it,” she said.

Hdl'sfire, Mother Night, and may the Darkness be merciful.

After Jaendle waked out of the sudy, he sat there for severd minutes, giving himsdf time to
grow some bone back into hislegs and strap some sted to his spine.

He' d made a promise to his Queen. To hiswife. And he would keep it.

But he had another promise to keep firg.

Pressed into a corner, Jarvis Jenkd| curled up alittle tighter.

Her little surprises are now more in keeping with your intentions for this house. They all
have teeth. That's what Sadi had said about Tersa sillusons. And he' d been right.

The bestles. The spiders. Even the skeleton mice,

The beetles were the worst. Swarming dl over him whenever he tried to rest, swdling up, and
then... Those teeth! Biting through his clothes. Biting through his skin. Chewing their way into him. Then
gone, leaving no marks, no trace. But his flesh remembered the sensation, the pain. Jugt like the flesh
remembered...

No scuff of shoe on wood. No sound at al. But he knew he was no longer one. Knew what
was going to happen. Again. Knew the pleasure would be as cold-blooded and merciless as the pain.

And no longer knew which was worse to endure.

The Sadigt had arrived.

“Le thisend,” Jarvis whispered. “I’m begging you. Let thisend.”

The Sadigt stared a him, a measuring regard.

“Yes” Daemon said softly. “The debt to the SaDiablo family has been paid in full.” He took a
sep toward Jarvis. Took another. “Now it's time to pay the debt you owe the Warlord Prince of
Dhemlan.”

Witchfire took the house, and it burned fast and hard. Witchfire formed a carpet where grass had
once grown, and burned fierce enough to patidly mdt the wrought-iron fence that surrounded the



property.

Witchfire, fuded by a Black Jewd, burned through the spells and consumed the power tha
remained in the Blood who had been trapped in the house; it finished the kill and freed them to become a
whisper in the Darkness.

With one exception.

The boy sneaked glances a the Warlord Prince who had rescued him from the house. The
Prince had said he was the Eyrien Prince's brother, and the boy wasn't about to cdl him a liar—even if
this Prince didn’t have wings

Besides, even though the man hadn’'t done anything to him, the boy was pretty sure this Prince
was even scarier than the Eyrien Prince.

“Will I have to go to school?” the boy asked. “I'm dead, so | shouldn't have to go to school.”

“That's something you'll have to discuss with the High Lord,” the Prince said.

“Oh.”

The man's eyes were glazed, and the boy had been taught to avoid Warlord Princes when ther
eyes were glazed because that’s when they were the most dangerous. But since he d ended up dead
because the Jenkel man had tricked him into coming to the spooky house, he figured it was better to ask
about things now.

“I like learning about some duff,” the boy offered.

A little warmth came into those cold eyes. “Then you should mention that.” The Prince looked a
the villagers who were running toward the fire. “Come on, puppy. It'stimeto leave.”

He fallowed the Prince to the amdl Coach—and hoped the place he was going would be nicer
then the spooky house.

Evenif he did have to go to school.

Saetan fdt the cold ripples in the abyss, risng up from the depth of the Black, and knew what
was coming. Who was coming.

He set asde the stack of books he'd been catdoging and looked at Geoffrey. “Why don't you
go into the other room and warm up some yarbarah for us?’

“Why would | need to go into the other room?’ Following the direction of Saetan’s gaze,
Geoffrey looked at the door. Then he retreated to the smal room that served as his office.

Saetan waited. Fdt the storm coming closer.

When he'd heard what had happened in that Dhemlan village, he’'d known why it was Lucivar
who had come to the Keep to give him a report. And he/'d known why—and when—Daemon would
walk through that door.

The door opened. His beatiful, lethdl son stood framed in the doorway.

Saetan stood very Hill as he studied those cold, glazed eyes.

“Did Luciver tdl you about the cildru dyathe boy?’ Daemon asked.

“Hetold me”

“l brought him here.”

“Thet'sfine I'll find a place for him.”

He knew the brutdity involved in a dow execution. There were times when the executioner dso
paid aprice for the Blood' s kind of justice.

“Is there anything ese?’ Saetan asked.

Ther eyes met. Held.

“You were right,” Daemon said too softly. “I'll never lose thet edge.”

Daemon walked away.

Thelibrary door closed with obscene gentleness.

Sagtan fdt the tremor run through him and dlowed himsdf to indulge in a moment of
queasiness—and sympathy. Daemon had killed before, and he had no doubt Daemon would kill again.
But there was something different about aforma execution that was done because duty required it. That
was done in a particular way because duty required it.



Extract the price. Make sure the blood debt was paid in full.

He didn't turn when Geoffrey walked back into the room and hed out a glass of warmed
yarbarah.

“You didn't ask him what he did,” Geoffrey said.

Saetan took the glass of yarbarah and stared at the blood wine for a long moment before he
looked et hisfriend.

“He s amirror, Geoffrey. | didn’'t have to ask.”

Daemon braced his hands on the shower wal and let the hot water flow over him.

He could no longer count how many of the Blood he had killed in his seventeen hundred years.
Some had been afast dash of temper; others had been exquistely, hideoudy dow dances of agony.

He d never fdt dirty about making akill. Until today.

Because it was't persond. The game he'd played with Jenkel? Yes, that was persond. He'd
shaped the Sadist into a shadow and let him dip the leash. But the pain and terror he'd wrung from
Jenkdl during the execution... That hadn’'t been for himsdf. Hadn't even been for Rainier or Surred. That
hed been done for those unknown people he had agreed to protect when he became the Warlord Prince
of Dhemlan.

He hoped with dl his heart that it would be decades before he had to do something like that
agan.

Since water would get his body clean but wouldn't cleanse his heart, he finished up and did his
best to mentaly prepare for the next part of the evening.

Jazen was waiting for him when he walked back into the Consort’ s bedroom.

“No costume?’ Daemon asked, looking at the clothes laid out on the bed.

“The Lady felt your regular attire would best suit her plans for the evening.”

Mother Night.

On the other hand, this was better than he' d expected.

“Congder yoursdf off duty for the rest of the evening,” Daemon said.

“BU—"

“Go. Or you'll be the next person who volunteers to help with the spooky house.”

On behdf of hiswife, he fdt alittle insulted at the speed in which Jazen |eft the room.

He dressed with care and even added some face paint to subtly enhance his eyes and make his
lips more sensud. That was't for his participation in the spooky house; that was for the woman.

When he opened the connecting door and went into Jaendl€' s bedroom, he was glad he'd made
the extra effort. And he was glad there wasn't another mdein thiswing of the house because one look at
her made him edgy and needy.

He chained lugt, but it Smmered in his blood. He chained need and let his senses feast on the
woman before him.

The materid looked like watercolors spilled over moonbeams that were then shaped into a
gown. So vibrant and yet so delicate—he wasn't sure if it was red or an illuson. She wore a
skin-colored sheath undernegth the gown, but that, too, was so sheer he could see the shadows of her
nipples through both layers of cloth.

He didn't dare look below her waist because that, he was sure, would bring him to his knees and
break his sdf-control.

Her golden hair was long again and unrestrained, as it had been before she'd been injured last
year. The hair was an illuson, and intriguing, but he was a trifle disgppointed that it hid the spot on her
neck that he found so enticing.

He crossed the room and stopped when he was close enough to touch her. But he didn’t touch.
Not yet.

“What do you want from me?’ he asked, his voice having more of a seductive edge than usud.
Please want something from me.

“I want you to help me keep a promise. Dance with me, Daemon.”



He brushed his fingers over the deeve of her gown—and dill wasn't sure if he was touching
something red. “That' sdl?’

She took the step that erased the distance left between them. Then she touched her lipsto hisina
kiss that was as warm as a dream and as soft as awish.

“For the spooky house, yes, that’s dl.” She wrapped her aams around his neck and added a little
more hedt to the kiss. “ Afterward, we can have a late supper and a quiet evening alone to do whatever
kind of dancing you want.”

Hest flashed through his blood before he got himsdf under control again. *Promise?’

She amiled and linked her hand with his as she took a step back. “Promise.”

TWENTY-EIGHT

Surred had plenty to say to the man who walked into the stting room.

“You have to talk to your brother.”

“| tak to my brother dl the time” Daemon said mildly. He crossed the room and stood next to
the footstool in front of her chair.

“I mean it, Sadi. He' s being unreasonable.”

“Lucivar is beng unreasonable? How can you tdl?’

Smug, arrogant bastard. He was laughing at her.

“You don't know what it's like” she grumbled. “He comes here every day—every single day
—and stares & melike I’'m aroast and he's checking to seeif I'm done.” Which, she'd discovered, was
exactly what Lucivar was doing. “He showed up earlier today and said that, after Winsol, | have to go to
Ebon Rih and work with him to hone my fighting skills—especidly defensive tactics.”

Sadi looked politdy interested, but it was hard to tdl if his brain was redly in the room.

“He said | can stay & The Tavern down in Riada, and heéll pay for room and board—as if |
can't afford to pay for my own room—buit if 1 get bitchy about this, helll chuck me into a guest room a
the eyrie and put shidds around the room to make sure | stay there. And hell chuck Daemonar in there
with me. That's blackmail.”

“No, darling,” Daemon said. “Blackmail would be tdling you that if you don’t agree to Lucivar's
terms, you will not only have to ded with him but with the rest of the maesin the family who are unhappy
because you got hurt. And that includes Chaosti.”

Shit shit shit. Chaosti was the Warlord Prince of the Dea d Mon. Kin on her mother's sde.
Chaogti would be just as bad as Lucivar. Maybe worse.

Not worse. No one could be worse than Lucivar. Not individudly. But if they ganged up on
her...

“You're as useful as a bucket of piss” she growled.

Daemon jugt amiled. “Rainier is equdly thrilled. HE Il be joining you. You can whine together in
the evenings”

She considered severd extremely vile things to say to and about him, but he held out a white box
tied with gold ribbon and she decided to wait and seeif the bribe was worth holding her tongue.

“Chocolate fudge,” Daemon said.

Hdl’sfire. She'd even be nice to Ludvar today for a box of fudge.

“If you don't want it...”

“You try to leave with that box, you'll be leaving without dl of your skin.”

Daemon grinned. “That’s the witchling we dl love. Now | know you're feding better.”

“Bagtard.”

He laughed and handed her the box. Then he handed her a familiar-szed envelope. “I'm
ddivering these in person.”



Her hands trembled as she opened the envelope and read the invitation to the premier showing of
Jeendle and Marian’s spooky house.

“You don't have to go,” Daemon said gently. “We Il understand.”

“I've seen worse, I've lived through worse, and I've done worse. I'd like to see what Jeenelle
and Marian had intended. Maybe that will help erase the perverson of the other one.”

She hadn’t been sure she'd say anything, but as soon as she returned to Amdarh, she'd made it
her business to find out everything she could about Jarvis Jenkell and the trap he had set for the SaDiablo
family.

“l heard the house burned,” she said, trying to sound casua—and hoping she was the only one
who could hear the thunder of her heart beating. “Witchfire, waan't it?’

He said nothing. Just looked at her with eyes that were suddenly alittle glazed, alittle deepy.

“Was Jenkdl dill dive when the fire took the house?” she asked.

Sill nothing. Then, “Why do you think | would know?’

“You'd know, Sadi. Y ou would know.”

He studied her for along moment. Then he took that last step, bringing him right next to her chair.
He leaned over. One hand cupped her face while hislipslightly brushed her cheek.

The Sadist whispered in her ear, “He was grateful when | let him die”

She shivered—and knew he fdt the shiver.

Daemon stepped back. “I'll tdl Jaenedlle you'll be there for opening night. Rainier is planning to
attend too.”

He waked out of the room.

She set the box and invitation aside, then got up, windng as her left Sde twinged in protest. Her
man objection to this required training with Lucivar was that she didn’t want her mde rddives to know
how weak she dill was. Wdll, she had a few weeks before Winsol. If she could keep her reatives at bay
until then, she'd be able to convince them that they had been fussng over nothing.

Although, come to think of it, they were probably getting daly reports from the Heder Sadi had
hired to look in on her every day, and knew her condition better than she did. And Jeendle would have
understood every nuance of what the poison had done to her and how long it would take her to hed.
While Daemon had been tucking her into the town house and giving Helton ingructions about meds and
vigtors, Jaenelle had probably given the Hedler explicit ingructions of what to waich for to assure that the
hedling was progressing as it should.

So maybe it had been foodlish stubbornness that had made her argue agangt having the finest
Heder in Kagleer kegping an eye on her, but Jeendle was family. Right now Surreal would have fet
smothered if she'd been fussed over too much by family. She considered it sufficent punishment that
Helton was fussng over her. At least he was restrained by his postion as the town house's butler and
hed to back off if she snarled a him.

Unfortunatdy, her relatives thought being snarled a meant her hedth was improving and that
only encouraged them to be bigger painsin the ass.

They had her wdl and truly chained. Oh, they were giving her breathing room and the illuson of
independence, but until she was fully heded, Lucvar and Daemon would continue drding, would
continue to keep watch—and anything that was perceived as a threat would disappear beforeit got close
enough for her to be aware of its presence.

So she would go to Ebon Rih, and she would find a way to bresk the chains family had woven
around her. She had a better chance of doing that with Lucivar, of getting him to agree to back off. If
Daemon, on the other hand, fdt a need to tighten those chains...

Thelook in his eyes. The sound of his voice when the tone was both seduction and threst.

Chilled to the bone, she stretched out on the sofa, put awarming spdl on the blanket Helton had
brought in earlier, and tucked it around her.

Was Jenkell till alive when the fire took the house?

Sadi hadn’'t answered her question.

Maybe that was for the best.



TWENTY-NINE

“Don't writein the dugt, darling. That's rude.”
“‘Helo, pree.” What does ‘pree mean?’
“It's‘prey.” ‘Hdlo, prey.”” Pause. “Oh, dear.”
“Mama, that’s a mouse made of bones.”
“Mouse? Where?”

“ Bwaa ha ha!”

Surred bit her lip as the ghost boy reached for the door he'd been told not to open. She wanted
to scream at him, rage at him. But there was no one to scream at, nothing to rage a, so she turned and
stared at sooty layers of cobwebs that were dotting one corner of the dining room ceiling.

She fdt Rainier come up beside her, postioning hmsdf so that he blocked even her peripherd
view of what was happening.

“I know it's just entertainment,” she said. “1 know it isn't red, and | know Jeendle and Marian
created it before we walked into thet trap, but...”

“l can't watch it ether,” Ranier said. He tipped his chin toward the cobwebs. “What do you
think those are supposed to do?’

Asif in answer, two spots began to glow and became eyes within a cobweb face shaped by a
breath of air. Pieces of cobweb extended out, becoming an arm—and a hand with its fingers curled. The
am turned. The hand opened. And...

Surred blinked.

“Bats?’ Ranier asked. “Are thosetiny bats?’

“Sparkly, Jewel-colored bats,” she said. “Mugt be one of Tersa's spdlls”

By the time the last sparkly bat winked out and the cobwebs once agan looked like sooty,
clotted cobwebs, Surred was ready to follow the rest of the guests who were leaving the dining room.

She found her baance as she wandered through the spooky house with Ranier a her sde.
Despite Jeendl€' s kills as a Hedler, he was dill walking with a noticegble limp and needed the cane that
had been a gift from Daemon.

He was lucky he was walking at dl. Jeendlle had told her the Eyrien Warlord's war blade had cut
hafway through the bone as wel as severing the musdes in Rainier’s leg. But he was heding, and she
was glad he' d fet wel enough to come with her to see this spooky house.

Jeendle and Marian had created a house that was humor with a bite, scary with a wink. And
some things were hauntingly lovely, like that voice in the upgtairs hdlway.

She saw the other illusons Tersa had added—and after watching eyes open up in the grapes, she
was very glad she' d avoided those in the other spooky house.

In a way, this house poked fun at landens and Blood dike. And while some of it gave her a
jolt—like that damn voice on the staircase—it redly wasn't...

Sylviarushed up to them, looking wild-eyed and horrified.

“They think we live like this?’ she said. “Landens redlly think we live like this?’

All right. Maybe it was scary for some people. Just not for the expected reasons.

Ranier turned his back to ded with a sudden fit of coughing.

Sylvia turned in a circle, and in the course of that turn changed from wild-eyed woman to
flane-eyed mother. “Where is Mikd? Hdl’s fire, if that boy has tried to make off with one of those
ggding spiders, | will kill him flaiter than dead.”

Surredl watched the Queen of Halaway plow through a knot of stunned landens.

«They don't know if she's part of the entertainment or a real mother,» Rainier said.



«Kill him flatter than dead> Surred said. «What does that mean?»

«No idea. But sad in that tone of voice, it sure sounds impressve. And | think the landen
mothers are committing that phrase to memory.»

Surred snorted.

They had seen mogt of the spooky house. Since they were family, they hadn’'t been required to
follow a ghodly guide—and hadn’'t been herded back into a group by the shadow Scelties. It had been
amudng to watch the other guests view the surprises, and she'd been entertained by watching rowdy
landen boys come face-to-face with Lucivar. Even more amusng was watching the adolescent girls
watch Daemon as he glided through the house. Unlike Lucivar, who had dedt with the boys by
threatening to rip off dl ther poking little fingers and shove those fingers down thar throats, Daemon had
put afading spdl over a Sght shidd, so he smply faded away as he walked down a hdlway, leaving dl
those girls wondering if he was redl or illuson.

“So,” Ranier said. “We've seen the woman in the cobwebs and the gigdling spiders. We've
heard the snarl in the cdllar and—"

“The damn laughing staircase.” She'd dmog wet hersdf when she stepped on a dtair and that
voice rolled up from benesth her feet.

Ranier grinned but wisdy said nathing. “And the eyesin the attic.”

They had skipped the bathroom with the popping beetles. Thank the Darkness.

“That’s the only room left to view.”

They approached the door as a group of landens, led by ther ghodtly guide, dso came to that
part of the tour.

“Thisis the scariest room in the house,” the ghost said.

The ghogt stepped aside. The door opened without a creak or a squeak.

Surredl and Ranier entered the room and stood to one sde. They would be able to stay and
view the “surprise’ in the room as many times as they wanted, so it seemed fair to let the “guests’ have
the better view.

«Any ideas?> Rainier asked.

She shook her head.

A beautifully decorated gtting room. Something she would expect in an aristo town house in
Amdarh—or any of the stting rooms at SaDiablo Hal.

Seconds passed. Nothing happened.

Then she heard the music. Faint at firdt, but growing stronger. And with the music, the dancers
dowly formed out of mig until they became dmost solid, dmost redl.

Jeendle and Daemon, dancing. Just watching them, she could fed the heat of ther love, could
see their happiness at being together.

“Mease tdl me that gown is an illuson” Ranier whispered. “Jeendle doesn’'t redly own
something like that, does she?’

“I"d heard she had to make the gown in theilluson more opaque,” Surred teased. “The red thing
iseven more sheer. But it's only to be worn for very private dinners.”

“Thank the Darkness. If she wore that at a public gathering, Sadi would kill every mde in the
room just for looking at her.”

Thetruth of that shivered through her bones.

She pursed her lips and looked around the room. What wes...?

“What's s0 scary about this room?’ a boy asked.

The dancers stopped suddenly. Ther bodies were 4ill pressed together, but thar heads turned
toward the voice and they looked Sraight &t the people in the room.

Mother Night, Surred thought. She fdt Rainier iffen beside her. She fdt the dillness ripple
through the guests as each one recognized the danger. And she watched a ferd qudity add bite to
Joenell€ s sgpphire eyes while Daemon’s gold eyes turned glazed and deepy.

Shel d known, had used that gauge for temper dl her life But because it was a constant part of
her life, she'd never thought about it, had never seen it so clearly.



It'sin the eyes. That's what changes the face from person to predator. That's the key to
the truth about the Blood. The eyes say, “ We aren’t like you. We come from the same races. We
laugh and love and grieve and cry. We have hopes and dreams and regrets and bitter
disappointments. We fedl the same things you feel. But we aren’t like you. We are the guardians of
the Realms. We are power. We are the Blood. Walk softly when you walk among us.”

No one spoke. No one moved. No one even breathed until the dancers turned and smply
disappeared as they walked away.

Then there was a collective sgh—and Surred had no doubt that every landen in the room now
hed a gut-level understanding of the Blood.

The ghost had been right. It was the scariest room in the house.

She watched the landensfile out, then heard nervous laughter as they walked out the front door.

“They set up refreshment tents” Rainier said. “Hot cider, de, wine. A hedthy dose of brandy to
put some bone back in your legs”

“My legs are sheking,” Surred said. “1 have lived in the same house as that man, and my legs are
sheking.”

“And that surprises you? Only afool would play with thet temper, and you're no fool. And while
that temper isin everything that heis, it snot dl that he is. Or any of us, for that matter. We saw a truth
about us aswdl as him—and her.”

“l know.” She took a deep breeth and blew it out in a gudy sgh. “Brandy. Then back to
Amdarh for alate supper?’

“Agreed.”

Asthey crossed the threshold, Surredl looked back.

Daemon leaned againg the fireplace mantd, amiling a her with warm amusement. Then the door
closed.

«Surred ,» Rainier said.

A amdl table had been positioned near the door, its top covered by a woven basket full of wood
shavings. Sitting in the basket was a skeleton mouse waving bye-bye to the guests.

That explained the nervous laughter. Jeenelle, Marian, and Tersa had provided a lagt bit of
whimsy to soften the frightening truth that danced in that beautiful Stting room.

«Hdl'sfire» Surred muttered.

Two boys were reaching for the skeleton mouse, and something about their expressions and the
way they stood indicated an intention to damage theilluson in some way.

She took a step toward the boys, ready to smack some mannersinto their nasty little-boy heads.

«WNait» Ranier said.

The two shadow Scelties suddenly appeared behind the boys and...

“Ow!” the boys cried. They hurried toward a knot of adults. “Those dogs bit ud”

A man—father?—looked at the shadows, who were now wagging ther talls. “Don’'t be glly,” he
sad. “Those areillusons. They can't bite you.”

One of the boys turned toward the shadows, hauled back, and kicked with enough force it
would have lifted ared dog off its feet. His foot went right through the shadow.

But Surreal saw agleaminthe dogs eyes that made her knees go weak.

As the adults followed the ghogtly guide up the dairs for the fird part of the tour, the shadow
Scelties moved in on the boys, nipping and herding until they had their quarry cornered. And there those
boys would stay, missing the tour. Since the landen adults believed the illusons couldn’t touch anyone,
the Scdlties were free to carry out their own brand of discipline.

Surred and Rainier looked at the Scelties, then looked a each other and said in unison, “Now,

that's scary.”



