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CHAPTER ONE
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She came staggering out of the pre-dawn mist.

Magdah knew at a distance that it was a she because of the bare flesh visible through the torn and bloody white garment that clung to her body. Judging by the way that her breast stood out so full and firm the girl had to be at or near her prime years for breeding. Sacrifice the youngest and fittest, she mused. 

Her long dark hair was pasted to her face in a way that hid it from view. She moved up the stone road toward the main gates in a staggering stumble that suggested either fatigue or injury.

Perhaps both, Magdah thought as she raced down the stone stairs that led from the outer wall's walkway. She had spent the last two hours listening to the sounds of the forest that huddled below the rocky ground that surrounded the Keep of IceHarbor. The sounds had been echoing growls that sounded like fierce animals and the screams of females. Every six months the ceremony repeated itself. The night of the Ceremony came and god only knew how many innocent girls were out there.

By the time Magdah reached the open area that led to the guarded gates, there could be heard the sound of faint scratching against it. The four guards who stood post there remained at attention as if they heard nothing.

"Open the small door," Magdah yelled.

"My lady."Harkord, the captain of the guard began. "From dusk to dawn we never interfere in their Ceremony."

"Dawn has broken."She gestured to the first rays of sunlight in the sky and pushed past him to the heavily plated door embedded in a large gate that could only be opened by raising it. She pulled the slide and yanked back on the handle of the door with all of her strength. It moved very slowly. Harkord decided to obey her order, stepped in beside her, and pulled the door open. 

Stepping through the opening Magdah was caught by the smell of death in the air, she had seen the aftermath of enough battlefields to know that scent. Magdah looked for the girl and found her slumped against the gate. 

Had she passed out?

Had she died?

Magdah dropped to her knees beside the girl and pulled the blood-stained hair from her face. It was bloody from dozens of scratches that covered it and a deep gash above her left eye. Despite this, the girl was strikingly beautiful. The subtle rise of a naked breast visible through the torn gown told that the girl still lived.

"Take her to Master Quill," Magdah ordered an as one of the guards stooped and lifted her into his arms something in the distance growled in anger. Magdah looked to the rising morning mist at the edge of the downward slope of the hill that the Keep rested upon and sensed rather than saw something.

Someone or something out there was watching.

"My lady DeGrey."Harkord offered his hand to her. She took it and he pulled her to her feet before motioning her back through the same gate. His hand had been trembling when she took hold of it. He perhaps sensed the same thing that she had, but with the slamming of the door whatever trouble hovered at the edge of the mist was behind them. 

The wrath of Magdah's brother, the lord of the Keep, was ahead of them.
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Lord Gavin DeGrey was so angry that he had bolted from his chambers wearing nothing more than the grey drawstring trousers that he wore to bed. It was rare that anyone outside of those who prepared him for battle saw him bare from the waist up. He was a handsome man with a slight growth of a black beard and flowing black hair touching his shoulders. His waist was narrow, his abdomen was lined with muscles and faded scars. His chest and arms were massive and covered in muscle so solid that it looked as if they had been carved out of flesh tinted metal. 

"What the hell were you thinking!"Gavin yelled down the corridor at his sister who stood at the door to the room where she probably was hiding the little witch.

His sister turned to face him as he approached and folded her arms across her ample bosom. Just a year older than him, twenty-eight to his twenty-seven years of age, she had always acted as if she was their mother's shadow. Entering any room before her and lingering long after she had departed and since their mother's death six years ago Magdah had taken on that role full time.

"Dear brother, you are up earlier than usual?"She offered a smile.

"A common bitch from those villages below. One from their ceremonies to the hil men?"He lowered his voice as he reached her. "I am supposed to be the one who upholds all of the laws of this land."

"Yes dear brother. I am aware of this and no law was broken."She continued to smile and if she had been anyone else on earth he would have planted a fist into that smile. 

"You are telling me you did not bring a woman into this keep?"

"She is here. She is here because she asked to enter and I allowed it."

"What?"

"Are you going to listen to me or wait to yell?"

He was planning on waiting to yell no matter what she said, god, she knew him too well. What could she possibly say to defend what she had done or the possible results of this action?

Gavin forced himself to take a deep breath.

Then another.

"Speak."Gavin motioned with a hand.

"The rules of the ceremony that are practiced here seem to be strict. They sacrifice at least six maidens to the men of the hills and the gods that they represent. The locals do this twice a year. End of spring and last night the end of autumn. Luckily for the girl who reached our gates autumn nights are short. First light of day ends their ordeal and if they have not been taken they are free to seek shelter and or release from their duty to the Ceremony."

"You sound like a lawyer."He frowned. "And I doubt if any of the scum in the woods or at the bottom of the hills will see it that way."He countered.

"You are Lord here."She said and she did not have to say more. He could do several things before an event occurred, but once it had he could never allow himself to be seen as giving in to any possible external pressure. He was Lord and he did what he felt was right. That was the appearance that he had to maintain at all costs and his cunning sister knew it. 

Gavin pushed passed his sister and into the chamber.
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Gavin had insisted on bringing field doctor Quill with him when the crown rewarded him with this post and the lands that surrounded it. He had seen the man work on as many as half a dozen wounded men at the same time. His speed and certainty of movement had always impressed him. This time he moved with care and deliberation that Gavin had not witnessed before. The tall thin Quill leaned over his patient. His shaved head was so smooth and shiny that it looked as if the man had just polished it and anointed it with a fine oil this morning. His skilled fingers rose and fell with the smallest needle Gavin had ever seen in one hand and a pair of tweezers in the other.

The patient lay face down on a waist-high table. Her raven-colored hair hid her face from view. Her wounded back was visible down to the rise and curve of the most luscious ass Gavin had ever seen. The blood-stained sheet that had been used to cover the woman only covered her from the lower thigh down. 

"My lord?"Quill said without looking up from his work.

"Magdah commanded you to do this?"Gavin ventured.

"I was summoned by your sister to tend to the wounded. Something I do not get to do much here."Quill sounded irritated by the fact that this was a quiet posting.

"I apologize doctor. I will see about starting a minor war so that the courtyard can be knee-deep in the wailing and wounded for you."

"Thank you, my lord. I shall look forward to that."

Who could truly like or trust a man with a dry sense of humor? Gavin mused as he stepped in close enough to take a good look at the wounds. There was a well-stitched wound at the lowest rib on the right side and just below that there was a wound about three inches across that had been packed with a cloth and herb mixture that Gavin knew from the dozens of wounds that he had suffered during battles uncounted. The packing was there to stop bleeding while other wounds were taken care of. The edges of that wound suggested a stabbing weapon most likely of metal had been used on the woman. Gavin turned his attention back to the doctor's stitch work. The thread that he used was so fine that Gavin could barely see it. 

"What are you sowing with? I never saw that before."Gavin asked.

"Normally I use horse hair on soldiers like yourself my lord. Soldiers do not only do not care about scars, they wear them as a badge of honor, but women are different. So I am using some silk thread that I have been soaking in a special mixture to improve healing."

"Why would you have that around here?"

"Your sister is a lady and if she was wounded or injured in some way she would probably want to be treated better than a common soldier."

Perhaps."Gavin agreed. "But why waste it on this common woman?"

"I needed the practice and trust me, my lord. I have known many common women and if this one is common I need to visit the local villages."Quill actually cracked a smile. 

What was so special about this one?

Gavin dropped to one knee beside the table. At this angle, he could see that the fullness and firmness of her breast raised her a good inch off of the tabletop. The arm that dangled over the side was covered in the kind of scratches that came from bare arms and low branches. Gavin moved to brush back the hair that covered her face. A face stained with blood. The blood-stained face of a sleeping angel.

Was she beautiful or was he just starved to see a new female face? Almost a year here and all he saw were the women who worked the Keep and his sister.

As if trying to answer that question with certainty her eyes blinked open and he found himself staring into deep emerald green eyes. Those eyes framed by the black hair gave the young woman an otherworldly aspect that made his breath catch.

"I need to clean the wound and see if the bleeding has stopped. If not I may have to cauterize the wound."Quill said.

Gavin had experienced the feeling of being set on fire from the inside out by the doctor closing his wounds in a hurry.

Quill must have begun to unpack the wound by the way the woman cried out and her hand groped the air for something to grab onto. Gavin knew that he was not going to get involved in the life of this woman other than to get her out of his keep as soon as possible, but for some reason, his hand took hold of hers and squeezed it tightly. 

"I will have to burn it and wrap it," Quill said.

"You are going to put her to sleep?"

"No. Too much blood was lost. I use a sleeping drug and she might not wake up."Quill said.

Gavin had seen that happen a few times. 

"Woman. What is your name?"Gavin yelled in the girl's face to get her full attention.

"Ryia Farfelee."She whispered as her eyes started to water with tears. "Please don't hurt me."

It was a long name for a commoner and from his experiences during and after battles please was a word that never got the one muttering it what they were asking not to have happened. 

"Never beg for anything."He spat back and squeezed her hand hard enough to get her full attention. "Ryia, the doctor is going to tend a serious wound. It will hurt like hell. Struggling will make it take longer. Screaming will not ease the pain. Endure it. The strong endure. So be strong and endure it."Gavin told her and to his amazement, she did that.
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The smell of the breeding sow was still in the air. An intoxicating combination of the female scent and fresh blood. In Brahms' haste to bring her down, he had taken the risk of throwing a hunting spike after her, and even with it buried in her back her run had not slowed down. That if nothing else told Brahm that once caught mounting her would be like mounting a storm and if truly pleasing he would only share her with the most valued of his warriors. 

The chase had ended far beyond their lands at the place of piled stones. The place where the men who wore metal hid behind slabs of rock. There they had taken his sow behind those walls of stone. Even as he stared through the trees at those walls the men who wore metal were surely attempting to breed with his prize. Filling her with their weak seed. If a child managed to kindle in her womb he would have to pound it out of her with his member and fill her belly with one of his own.

"Bring me the whisperer," Brahms shouted to the men that surrounded him. To the naked eye, it would have appeared that he stood alone at the point where the forest broke into the open grounds that led up to the keep, but at least a dozen of his men were within a few running paces of him. Their bodies were painted from head to foot in the same colored ash that allowed them to blend in perfectly with the forest. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
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Find the great star in the east and follow it. The star will always open the doorway for the morning sun was what her father had told her countless times as a small child while passing the time staring up at the night sky. The other maidens did not seem to know that. They had run in all directions when dropped off at the edge of the forest, but she had run until finding a clearing, found the star, and ran toward it. Over and over she did this even as the howls of the forest men began to grow all around her. 

As Ryia left a clearing behind she glanced back to see a girl that she knew, a girl named Cara, go down screaming as a swarm of man-shaped shadows fell on her, tore her clothing away and began to violate her.

"Girl."The voice of a man broke Ryia's dream. 

"Please no," she whispered as she opened her eyes expecting one of the men of the hills to be looming over her. Instead, it was the intense face of a man who looked familiar.

Where had she seen him?

Oh, it had been when she was on a table and someone had been trying to mend the wound in her back. This man had knelt barechested beside her and had held her hand. Now he was dressed in a blue and grey tunic that had a crest in the shape of a hawk embroidered in golden threat
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