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Praise for Janrae Frank

And Serpent's Quest

 


The characters are fully formed with unique
individual personalities. There are no stereotypes or shortcuts.
The tension was subtle, and I found myself truly anxious for the
characters without realizing the author had taken me there. The
perfect amount of historical background was given. ... I didn’t
feel lost in this complex world of complex relationships. The
author also did an excellent job of whetting my appetite to read
the previous books [ie. other series] and left me eager to read the
next installment of Lycan Blood.

Bitten by Books

 


"Janrae Frank is more than a writer, she is a
world-builder. Serpent's Quest defies the limitations of genre
because it is bigger than any one label can contain. It's an epic
adventure, filled with unbridled horrors and sweeping romance, but
more than that, Serpent's Quest is populated by characters who are
visceral and alive. Serpent's Quest captivates you not only because
of its larger than life drama, but because you become invested in
the world as a living and breathing place."

Bob Freeman,

author of the Cairnwood Manor series

 


"The prose is tight, the characters utterly
believable, and the plot is so fast and slick it threatens to run
you over like a steamtrain. An incredible piece of
storytelling."

Gareth Owens,

author of "Fun With Rainbows"

 


Janrae Frank's books are always something I
grab the moment I have the chance. They are wonderful reads, well
written, dense and richly evocative. She makes the reader see the
worlds and characters which she has created and want always to see
more of them as well. Her work is brilliant, hard-hitting, and the
sort of thing I for one tend to be reading still at 2am since I
can't put it down until I know how things are going to turn
out."

Lyn McConchie,

Author of Beast Master's Ark

Three time winner of the Sir Julius Vogel
Award for Best Science Fiction Novel

 


More about the author and free short stories
can be found here.

Be sure to check out the author's
blog.

 


 


 


Red Wolf was the strongest of the Nine Great
Chiefdoms of the lycan clans, which had long suffered under the
yoke of the blood-drinking sa'necari necromancers. Thirty years
ago, the realm of the sa'necari, Waejontor, was conquered by the
amazon nation, Shaurone. The Sharani brought the lycan people three
decades of peace and freedom that is now threatened by the sudden
rise to power of a young Waejontori Queen.

 


Clan Redhand, the family that rules Red Wolf,
is plunged into danger when a sa'necari bounty hunter and mercenary
named Malthus Estrobian arrives in their valley, posing as a human
refugee from the battles beyond their borders. Unknown to them,
Malthus is the "Butchering Serpent," the genocidal mastermind
behind the hidden laboratories where hundreds of lycans perished in
vicious experiments. He infilitrates Red Wolf with two goals in
mind: find out what happened to his brother, Troyes, who
disappeared in the valley several years ago; and destroy the
Redhand family in order to subjugate Red Wolf for his queen.

 


The only person standing between Malthus and
his objectives is a young guardsman with a concealed heritage:
Kynyr Maguire. Trained by the greatest armsmaster the lycans have
ever known, and educated well beyond the norm for his kind, Kynyr
must find a way to defeat the dark arts of the Butchering Serpent
or see his people destroyed, including the woman he loves.
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Introduction

By

Angeline Hawkes

 


"Now I know the full power of evil. It makes
ugliness seem beautiful and goodness seem ugly and weak." – August
Strindberg, The Dance of Death

 


While reading Serpent’s Quest my thoughts
drifted to the all too real historical happenings involving Nazi
hunters and former Nazi officers who committed terrible atrocities.
Janrae Frank has woven a tale of fantasy that mirrors the evils of
the real world. What better place to draw from when creating
characters and the world they live in, than your own histories?

Malthus Estrobian, who is really The
Butchering Serpent, is a genocidal mastermind who once boasted
hidden laboratories where hundreds of lycans met their deaths in
his warped and atrocious experiments. How could my mind not wander
to Josef Mengele, the infamous Angel of Death, who butchered and
experimented on hundreds, perhaps thousands of Jews and Roma during
World War II in the Nazi concentration camp Auschwitz-Birkenau.
Malthus with his evil heart and twisted deceptions is the sa’necari
version of Mengele.

Diligent Nazi hunter, Simon Wiesenthal once
stated, “When history looks back, I want people to know the Nazis
weren’t able to kill millions of people and get away with it.” The
mysterious young guardsman, Kynyr Maguire, perhaps represents
Wiesenthal, here. As lycan after lycan falls prey to Malthus’s
destruction, it is up to Kynyr to root out the source of the evil
and discover the true identity of The Butchering Serpent. Malthus
uses his dark arts to conceal his true sa’necari heritage and to
persuade the unsuspecting to do his bidding. From the innocent and
naïve Beth, a loving mother figure who falls in love with the
smooth-talking Malthus; to the wise old Tempest, a priest whose
heart is, by fae-magic, linked with the life force of a tree - many
are swayed by the promises of power, privilege, or love that the
newcomer offers them. Kynyr guards a concealed heritage. After
Malthus and his imps attack the lawgiver Nikko, it is up to Kynyr
to put the puzzle pieces together before more lives are lost.

Against all odds, Kynyr uses his training and
talents to seek out the Butchering Serpent before more lives are
lost in Red Wolf; lives that come closer and closer to his own as
Clan Redhand comes under direct assault by Malthus. Just like Simon
Wiesenthal, Kynyr Maguire seeks not fame or fortune, but justice
and peace. The souls of the slain will not go ignored. Just like
Wiesenthal hunted down the masterminds of the Nazi regime, Kynyr
uses what he can and must to strip away the disguises and
deceptions necessary to discover the true identity of Malthus
Estrobian.

The doers of evil use the powers of deception
to gain whatever it is they desire. History is full of such
monsters. Serpent’s Quest is a fantasy both grim and fantastical
that borders on a reflection of our own societies. When ugly is
made to seem beautiful, and goodness made to seem weak and ugly,
then it is a certainty that a master manipulator bent on ruling by
deception and control is behind such twists of reality. It is never
an easy feat to stand up to tyranny. But the tyrants of the world,
any world, ours, or this one created by Frank, must be confronted
and stopped. Blood too often is spilled in such a confrontation.
But better blood be sacrificed, than life, as it is known snuffed
out and replaced with a living hell. Serpent’s Quest is about those
sacrifices, those lives, and the hell they hope to avoid.

 


 


 


In the beginning, there was the Godwar…

 


It erupted in the night and brought a bloody
dawn of burning temples, crumbling cities, and terrified people.
The jihad of the Hellgod Bellocar swept across the continents of
the world called Daverana with technology and magic: nuclear
holocausts, biological warfare, genetic mutations, and ecological
disasters. Humans and their allied races perished in the millions.
Vampires and demons walked the world openly. One by one each nation
that resisted fell. The Gods of Light were slain. Finally only one
of them remained, Ishla the Tinkerer and she hid herself. When all
appeared lost, Ishla gave forth a tremendous cry for help into the
void and it was answered. One winter's solstice, as the last free
realm was about to fall, eight young gods with their legions, their
creatures, and their demi-gods as captains of their hosts, emerged
from the veils between the worlds.

They threw back the Hellgod, slew his sons
and many of his wives, hunted down his creatures and his monsters.
Torundar the Storm Lord; Kalirion Sun-Lord; Tala of the moon and
hunt; Davera, earthmother; Badonth, God of Aggressive Warfare and
Vengeance; Aroana, The Lady of the Walled Cities; Nerindalori of
the Waves, Mistress of the Depths; Willodarus, Lord of the
Woodlands and Wild Creatures: they were the young gods that
conquered, yet in the end were not strong enough to destroy
Bellocar and so sealed him up behind walls of magic and stone,
raising a tremendous escarpment to surround him.

But now Bellocar is close to getting free
again and a fresh godwar threatens the world that has been so
lovingly rebuilt and filled with refugees from countless worlds.
Demi-gods and heroes stand between the minions of Bellocar and the
halls of the Gods of Light.

One hellgod, battered and with her powers
shattered, hid from them and was overlooked. Gylorean Galee
embraced vampirism in an effort to regain some of her old power and
emerged again to act from the shadows. She seduced three sons of
Willodarus to her cause. The three brothers (Brandrahoon, Isranon
Dawnhand, and Waejonan) fled the anger of their father. On the
distant continent of Merezia, Waejonan founded the realm that took
his name, Waejontor, and became the first of the blood-drinking
sa'necari necromancers.

All of the series set in Daverana so far have
revolved around the three brothers and Galee. Brandrahoon, a
vampire, still lives. Waejonan's descendants and their sa'necari
cult still rule Waejontor. The last members of the lineage of
Isranon Dawnhand continue to war against the darkness spread by
Brandrahoon, the de Waejonan family, and their mentor, Galee.

The Lycan Blood series follows the travails
of the wolfweres known as lycans. Isranon Dawnhand rescued their
people from becoming the genetically altered cattle of the vampires
and sa'necari. He paid with his life for this act. Now the lycans
are once more threatened by the Waejontori.

Serpent's Quest is the first volume in my
Lycan Blood series. It originally saw publication as an ebook from
Renaisance Ebooks. I have restored over 10,000 words to it for the
print edition.

 


The lycans have a primarily oral tradition,
although increasing numbers of them are becoming literate. This is
the first poem that a young boy apprenticed to a lawgiver
learns.

 


THE FIRST MOTHERS

 


We howled to the moon one winter's night

And she howled back to give us might

From all the packs gathered 'neath her
light

She chose among us one single wight

 


Tala took that male to her silvery home

She told the packs to hide, not roam

From that mating, Navaryn came

To make us men in more than name

 


Navaryn, first mother to us all

By her blood our shapes are tall

Pandeena, second mother to us all

When they howl, heed their call

 


They gave us laws, the ways, and speech

They changed all things within our reach

The ways of culture we were taught

To bring us from old Skawtsslund fraught

 


By dangers vile and dangers fell

So goes the ancient, ancient tale

Navaryn, first mother to us all

By her blood, our shapes are tall

 


The woodland god, at their pleading,

Opened a Gate Arcane to end our bleeding

On the strands of Skawtsslund fraught

With the dangers mankind brought

 


Pandeena, second mother to us all

When she howls heed well her call

We passed between the pillars tall

To these new lands beyond man's pall

 


We settled here and built our lives

Where lycan kind can grow and thrive

In a new world of hope and promise

Beyond the reach of murdering Thomas.

 


 


 


THE EXILE'S CURSE

 


When the Serpent comes, they all shall
perish,

The Redhands fall like sheaves of grain,

until only the Exile shall remain

of those who own their name.

When fireborn law breathes hot upon the
root

One born of fire shall perish for the
truth

The exile's victory shall be his pardon

Those he claims will rule

The prince from shadows shall emerge

To sit a blood drenched throne

 


...Alistar Weems' dying words.

 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE

THE INFILTRATOR

 


The tenth of Chrysae in the year 1077 AQ
proved to be an unusually hot spring day. Barely past New Years,
yet Malthus Tyrins stood sweating in the afternoon sun in the
middle of the stout wooden bridge spanning the ravine. At the base
of its sheer stonewalls raced the deep rapids known as the Eirlys
River: the rushing roar of the Eirlys made fitting music for
Malthus' entrance into the lands of one of Waejontor's most
powerful lycan chiefdoms, Red Wolf, which was ruled by Clan
Redhand.

The ruling sa'necari cult had used Red Wolf
as a waystation during the years that the late King Baaltrystan's
lords had been pinned up in their mountain fastnesses by the
Sharani, who had conquered all the lowland regions of Waejontor. On
three sides the land descended into rugged canyons and twisted
valleys that looked like an impossible giant had ripped his fingers
through the soil.

Malthus clutched two small girls close to him
in a protective embrace, and hesitated. Seven lycan guards in
gigantic wolf form emerged from the thick stand of fragrant white
pine and cedars three spear lengths beyond the bridge. Shadowy
shapes moved amidst the heavy barrier of brush and briars behind
them, suggesting the presence of more bridge-guards in varying
degrees of human and hybrid forms, carrying weapons.

The newcomers looked ragged and worn: the
girls' dresses were stained and soiled. The hem of the older girl's
skirt had come partially loose and dragged in the dirt. Trail dust
smudged their faces, forming muddied lines around their mouths and
noses where it had mixed with their sweat.

Malthus wore a brace of long belt knives at
his hips, an empty scabbard that had once held a sword at his
shoulder, and a scruffy pack on his back. Several pouches hung from
his belt. He gazed at the assembled lycans through eyes wide with
fear and trepidation. "Please help us. I've been told sanctuary can
be found here for the children."

"Come to our side." A tall lycan in
transitional form, speaking with authority, stepped forward from
among his wolf brothers.. He wore the runes of a lawgiver.

While considering the lycans, Malthus
immediately wondered how someone as young as this mon could have
become their lawgiver: he looked to be in no more than his late
teens, and the last time Malthus heard, the lawgiver for this place
was Nevin 'Scarface' Igguiden. Malthus began reassessing the
situation in light of this.

Although they traveled swiftest as wolves,
they were at their most dangerous in their hybrid shapes. All of
the clans had a reputation for caution, especially this one: with
their valleys lying in Sharani-occupied Waejontor, they were
vigilant against both their old, sa'necari, overlords and their new
ones. One wrong move and they would rip him apart before he could
bring his magic to bear. The last thing he wished was for them to
discover what he was. However, the lawgiver was young, and probably
no challenge.

Malthus' arm tightened around the two girls,
squeezing them together against his body while eying the lycans
warily. He walked across, his worn boot heels clicking on the wood
scarcely heard above the water far below.

"These are my nieces. Sa'necari-born. Their
parents were slain. We barely escaped with our lives."

The lawgiver nodded as if that was what he
expected to hear but that it made no difference. "These are the
rules. No lives are taken by appetite or rite on Clan Red Wolf
lands: we are Willodarians and Talaians. Those who have are
unwelcome here. If you are sa'necari, state it now and return
across the bridge or be spellcorded." For emphasis he drew the
bands and seals from the pouch hanging on his wide leather belt.
"Someone will be sent to Read you for the taint, and if you have
lied, we will execute you."

"I am not sa'necari," Malthus said. "My
mother was human, unlike my brother's, so I did not inherit the
tainted gene."

Nikko the lawgiver nodded again with his hand
held up to forestall more words from Malthus, and continued in his
speech. "From the Eirlys River," he pointed at the river, and then
indicated the direction of the rest of the landmarks, "to the piled
boulders and six pines; north to the caves and south to the broad
meadows and place of fallen trees. All that belongs to Red Wolf.
All must ask permission before feeding on blood; make certain that
your nieces adhere to that."

"They carry the sa'necari gene, but they have
not matured into their fangs yet."

"All the better," replied Nikko. "You are
welcome here so long as you obey our rules, and you may make a
place for yourself among the others who have come seeking
sanctuary. The homes and farms on clan land you enter only if
invited. You hunt game only if invited. If the Sharani should have
reason to pursue you to our borders we will kill you. We are
law-abiding citizens of the occupied zone. These are the
rules."

Occupied zone. The words framed in
Malthus' thoughts with distaste. These stupid wolves. The
young Queen Tomyrilen de Waejonan was beating the Sharani back at
every turn and they still considered themselves citizens of the
occupied zone. Her illegitimate birth did not matter to the
sa'necari and other Waejontori gathering to her banner: what
mattered was that she was of the bloodline of Waejonan. If these
foolish wolves continued to obey the Sharani, then she would soon
be torching their valleys. "We accept them. You have teachers for
the children to bring them to the path of Light?" Malthus
asked.

"Yes. A Willodarian priest. You look as if
you haven't eaten."

"Not in three days. The children are hungry.
I can work with my hands. I am strong. I can earn whatever bread
you can provide." I also have plenty of gold to spend, but you
needn't know that yet.

"The Sanctuary Refugee Camp can always use
more hands. We are building shelters and houses for the refugees
like yourselves. Come and let us see that you are fed. I am Nikko
the Lawgiver."

"I am Malthus Estrobian. My nieces are Ros
and Lyrri. I was kandoyarin, serving in Ocealay until I heard about
the rebellion. Fearing for my family, I came home. We're all that's
left."

At their names, the two girls smiled shyly at
the lycan lawgiver.

Nikko smiled back at them. "Welcome to
Wolffgard Village."

Malthus smirked as Nikko led them into the
yard around the Chieftain Claw Redhand's home, which was the
nearest building to the bridge, and sucked in a breath of relief.
He was in. Soon he could begin to sniff around for what had
happened to Troyes, his nieces' father. So far as he had been able
to learn, this was the last place Troyes had been seen.

Tomyrilen Dovane de Waejonan had appeared
suddenly out of nowhere, claiming to be the illegitimate daughter
of the dead prince, Shintar de Waejonan, and half-sister to the
late King Baaltrystan. Nobles and commoners alike were rising to
follow her standard. Lord Daemon, the young queen's first advisor,
had summoned all the best infiltrators among the sa'necari ranks to
him, offering them their choice of assignments. Malthus had chosen
this one, because it allowed him to look for his brother. However,
business was business. The big, bowl-shaped valley would fall and
Malthus would be well paid in gold, land, and slaves.

He was a bounty hunter with a reputation for
subtlety and resourcefulness – and sa'necari by birth. His father
had been nobly born, but Malthus came from the wrong side of the
blankets. He would have inherited nothing, even had his father's
estates not been ravaged by the Sharani. Five siblings on both
sides of the blankets had been burned alive. Knowing the swift way
that sa'necari fertility faded, his father had gotten as many
children as he could in his youth. Yet, even so, only Malthus and
these two little girls were left. Unless Troyes was still alive
somewhere.

They followed Nikko past a large manor house
with elaborate gardens surrounding the back and east side. A large
barn and stables swept out to the west side of it. The simple
practicality of water troughs and hitching posts in the courtyard
contrasted sharply with elegance behind it. Blue veins shot through
the chinked pale yellow stone of the manor house.

Nikko pointed at it. "That is the chieftain's
house, Claw Redhand."

Malthus nodded, his trained eyes swept the
grounds. The three-story structure wasn't as large as some
sa'necari manors, but he estimated that it must have at least
sixteen suites in the main part and an equal number in the
servants' wing. Lycans did not build their homes for defense. They
counted on stopping invaders before they reached the houses and
generally they were alerted by the packs of true wolves that freely
ran their valleys, which were defensible areas in and of
themselves. Those wild packs would need to be located and destroyed
early.

"How far have you traveled?" Nikko asked.

"Too far," Malthus replied. "Two months ago I
was in Ildyrsetts."

"I have never been there. It is down along
the coast?"

"Yes. A little over two weeks ago, I was in
Dragonton near Torment Lake." Malthus rubbed his pen quill thin
mustache, pulling at the curving ends a moment. He had more facial
hair than most sa'necari because of his inheritance from his human
mother, which required daily shaving with the elegant folding razor
in his pocket to keep neat. Malthus used it to cut throats as well
as to shave. He had picked it up in Timbren while working for one
of the wealthiest bounty hunters in the business, Necrodez. There
were rumors that Necrodez had finally met his match near Ildyrsetts
last winter, but Malthus would have to see it to believe it.

Nikko nodded thoughtfully. "I hear there has
been violence there."

"Not all of the old nobility wanted to accept
the new queen. They met in Dragonton to discuss what actions to
take. The queen swept down upon them..." Malthus let his voice
trail away and made a cutting motion across his throat with his
finger. "My family was among them."

Malthus studied Nikko. The mon seemed much
too young for his position, no more than seventeen, or eighteen.
Lawgivers were chosen by the location of the stars at their birth
or other omens and reared for the job, serving the elder lawgiver.
Malthus wondered what had happened to the old one, Nevin Scarface.
Well it worked to his advantage to have such an inexperienced
lawgiver to deal with. Now, if only he could be so lucky with the
Willodarian priest.

They walked farther and entered the village
proper. By that time Ros and Lyrri were stumbling with exhaustion.
Malthus lifted Lyrri into his arms. Seeing the way Ros was
faltering also, Nikko picked her up with a glance at Malthus who
nodded his permission.

"I am sorry that it is so far," Nikko said.
"We built the sanctuary in the protected area on the northwest
side."

"I can understand that. It is a logical way
to protect those less able to protect themselves." And a good
way to isolate people until you decide whether you can trust them.
Canny wolves.

The rustic village, close enough in size to
be considered a small town, contained mostly the traditional
longhouses of variegated stone, with newer frame houses sprinkled
through, painted in the forest colors beloved of the lycans. They
passed a large assortment of shops and establishments, including
two eateries, a couple of taverns, a dry goods, a tanner's, and
toward the end a blacksmith and a harness-maker. The majority of
lycans were no more than semi-literate, hence the graphics on the
signs over every place of business. Where human villages tended to
be dirty, with streets of dead brown, packed down earth – the lycan
main street was thick with trees of all kinds and grass growing in
a wide swath down the middle. Trees shaded the fronts and sides of
every building, with tree rounds and benches for sitting scattered
through with comfortable abandon. The lycans were fond of sitting
outside and gabbing with whoever happened by. People stopped to nod
at them and acknowledge the lawgiver in a mix of politeness and
curiosity as they sized up the newcomers.

Malthus gave them his most humble expression
salted with suitable anxiety as if uncertain of his welcome. The
two pretty little girls were his key to opening doors and hearts,
and he would see that they played it very well. He patted Lyrri's
back, slid into her mind, and sent her to sleep. Over the course of
their journey, he had placed coercions, sways, and triggers in
their minds as deeply as possible. "She's exhausted. We all are. Is
it much farther?"

"Only a bit. Poor little thing," Nikko said.
"We'll have you a place to sleep and food in no time."

The sanctuary proved to be mostly a cluster
of woven cone-shaped sheelings that required dropping to your knees
before crawling inside. Smoke rose from ventilation holes in the
roofs of the sheelings. A long house built of stone stood at the
center with a chimney in the middle of its roof. Several smaller
buildings of wood stood half finished. A short distance away three
more stone houses were being raised as permanent shelters; as well
as others that were still being constructed by the refugees along
with volunteers from among the lycans. Tree rounds and crude
benches provided seats beneath the trees, as did the scattered
small boulders.

Most of the volunteers were teenagers, yet
they moved to their tasks capably and without hesitation. All
lycans were reared to a trade as soon as they could walk.

A plump, middle-aged lycan wearing a
shapeless, dark blue dress stood on the green in front of the long
stone house. Nikko walked up to her. "Beth, I have more folks for
you to care for. This is Malthus. The girls are Lyrri and Ros.
They're sa'necari-born, but their uncle isn't. Their family was
wiped out in the rebellion."

Beth Ryan quirked an eyebrow at that. "We're
getting a few of those. Come inside." She gestured at the
longhouse.

Malthus said nothing when her nostrils flared
and she sniffed him in passing. Lycans did not consider it rude to
check newcomers out with their noses. He knew that she was
confirming his claim to be human. She would not find anything.
Malthus used an embedded spell on the ring he wore to mask his
nature, scent and sa'necari eyes. They could spellcord him, yet his
eyes and scent would still be hidden. The ring had been a gift from
Lord Daemon, who appeared to have an unusually substantial horde of
early sa'necari artifacts.

The longhouse had a dirt floor and a deep
fire pit in the center, around which several children lay sleeping.
A room at either end was separated from the rest of the building by
a half wall that had a curtained door and window built into the
slat panels. Weathered gray wooden frames were built into the
windows to the outside to hold the shutters that they closed on
cooler nights.

Beth grabbed some bowls off a shelf and knelt
by the pit. A huge kettle hung above it, suspended on two iron
posts with a rod across them. She dipped up a hearty stew of
lentils, lamb, and vegetables.

Malthus woke Lyrri as he knelt and set her on
the ground. Nikko placed Ros by her sister near the fire pit.

"I'll return tomorrow and check on how you're
doing," Nikko said. He left as Beth began handing bowls around to
Malthus and his nieces.

Beth had a sweet, apple-cheeked face and a
pleasant manner. She beamed at the girls as they ate hungrily.
"Have they been blooded yet?"

Malthus gave her a startled grin. "That's
some years off. Female sa'necari get their fangs with their menses,
or so that side of my family told me."

Beth glanced at his wrists as if looking for
spellcord, leaned in, and sniffed him again. "You're human."

"I'm afraid so."

Beth sniffed Ros and Lyrri. "Sa'necari. How
is it you're not?"

Malthus had expected to be interrogated. The
lycans were cautious about outsiders. Odds were that Beth might
prove to be a bit of a gossip and that could work to his favor. He
gave her a straight look with just an edge of concern. "My mother
was human. One of my father's numerous mistresses. I was born in
Dragonton near Torment Lake."

Beth brightened. "I know the area. I have
cousins up there. City wolves, but nice folk."

Mixing lies with his truths, Malthus
described a bit of his youth growing up along the lake where their
sa'necari overlords had once held their rites since the days of
Waejonan. His last name was not Estrobian, but he had known the
Estrobians well, having grown up with Volosarius Estrobian, the mon
who introduced him to Necrodez, his last teacher.

Beth warmed to him steadily.

"I never met any of the Estrobians when I
visited my cousins, but I heard of them," Beth said. "Fancy
folk."

"Aren't all sa'necari in this land?"

Beth chuckled. "Not the ones working the
sanctuary. We got them spellcorded, sealed, and doing chores."

Shivers ran through Malthus at the thought of
being spellcorded. "You have adult sa'necari here?"

"Yup. Five women. Only way we'd let them
accompany their children across the bridge."

Malthus swallowed back his reaction to that
news and changed the subject. "Where will we sleep for the night? I
would like to get the girls settled soon."

"Here for the moment. I'll get you some mats
and blankets. Tomorrow one of the women should be moving into a new
house with her children. It's near enough finished. Then you can
have their sheeling for the time being, until you can get a house
up."

* * *

The Great Hall of the Redhand Manorhouse was
the largest room in the building. Two rows of stone support columns
ran along the south and north sides of the room. Clusters of
comfortable chairs, sofas, and low tables in dark-stained wood
broke the Great Hall into false alcoves. The sections of a large
trestle table stood stacked along the south wall to be assembled
for rare formal dinners. At the east end stood the deep hearth and
to the left of the hearth were three looms, a spinning wheel, and
several baskets of wool and yarn.

Claw sat in his big over-stuffed chair. He
maintained an informal household, rather than the elaborate courts
of the sa'necari and the humans of Shaurone to the south and Creeya
to the Northeast. On the side table sat his pipe rack with a jar of
tobacco in the center and four pipes in cradles around it. He
filled his pipe, struck a lucifer and lit the herb. Claw took
several puffs, then slid his gaze across the four guardsmyn seated
around him: stout Belgair, the Captain of Claw's Household Guards
for the past two decades, reputed to be a bully although Claw had
yet to witness it himself; blond Kynyr Maguire, the youngest of the
guardsmyn at twenty and so handsome that some said it was downright
sinful; tow-headed Finn MacIver, who had missed being youngest by
two months; and Ramsey Fitzgerald, with his hair as red as a
whore's petticoats and a temperament so mellow that it proved you
could not judge a mon by the color of his hair.

A slender nibari slave entered with a tray
and handed out tankards of mead. "Will that be all, Master
Claw?"

"Yes, Kissie."

His gaze rested longest on a handsome young
male named Kynyr Maguire. Kynyr looked so much like Claw's long
dead son, Tarrant, that it often caused a poignant flutter in the
otherwise crusty, obdurate old chieftain. "I hear they've a new one
at the Camp."

Kynyr glanced at his captain before
answering, drawing a glare followed by a shrug from Belgair. "A
male with two little girls."

"I don't like it. Males don't stop here."

The Sanctuary Refugee Camp existed only
because Claw permitted it, and he liked to keep a close watch on
it.

"They do if they've children along." Belgair
pointed out, and took a long draw from his tankard.

"Yaw. And how many times has that happened in
the last four years? They stay just long enough to dump the cubs
and run."

Kynyr shook his head at Claw, drawing another
glare from Belgair. "Nikko says this one is insisting he's here for
the long haul ... that he won't desert his nieces."

"Sa'necari?"

"Only the girls. He's human."

"Or so he says. Go ask around, Kynyr. Ramsey,
you and Finn go with him."

Kynyr finished his mead and they left.

Belgair out-stayed the others, leaning in
towards Claw. "Just because he's got a pretty face..."

"Shut up, Belgair." Belgair had never known
Claw's twin sons, Logan and Tarrant. They had died thirty years
before Belgair's birth. Belgair had no idea what they looked like
because Claw had ordered all their portraits removed from the walls
of the manor after their deaths: looking at them made his wife,
Aisha, cry. Let Belgair think what he would; Claw had no intention
of opening himself up for accusations of sentimentality by telling
Belgair what it was that drew him to Kynyr.

"I wouldn't put so much trust in Kynyr ... if
I were you."

"I'll be the judge, Belgair. You've made your
points, now get out."

Belgair frowned and removed himself.

Claw sat a long time alone, smoking and
drinking, ringing the bell for Kissie repeatedly to refill his
tankard. All that was left of what had once been a large extended
family was himself, his two elderly sisters, his wife and his young
daughter. He had a brother named Brock, who had been missing for so
many years that Claw sometimes doubted he still lived.

He kept hoping that Kynyr would draw the eye
of his daughter nineteen-year-old daughter Merissa, but she seemed
determined never to fall in love again; and like the rest of the
Redhand family, stubbornness was proving a curse. Merissa had been
an unexpected blessing from the gods, arriving years after her
mother's fertile days were believed to have ended; and Claw had to
admit that he had probably spoiled and coddled her far more than he
ought to have as a result. So far all that Claw had was the bastard
child Merissa had borne her sa'necari lover – a child barred from
inheriting the realm because only a lycan could hold titles and
estates in Red Wolf. If Merissa failed to find a husband in the
next year, Claw intended to exercise his rights and arrange a
marriage for her whether she wished it or not.

Claw did not want the seventeen thanes of Red
Wolf to choose the next chieftain from among themselves when he
died because he had failed to leave a male heir of his blood.
However, he refused to hurt Aisha by taking a mistress or
renouncing their marriage in favor of a young bitch who could give
him an heir. His only hope for a male heir lay with Merissa – and
he hoped that she would choose Kynyr, since having the young
guardsmon around felt so much like having Tarrant back.

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

RIPE FOR THE TAKING

 


The evening breeze had come up early and blew
strongly into the night, carrying a heavy scent of pine and
evergreens. It swirled Malthus' waist-length black hair, which he
had loosed from the confining leather thong. If he did not keep his
hair trimmed, it easily grew to his ankles, like most Waejontori
males.

Malthus stared at the stars and thought.

Because of his reputation, Lord Daemon had
given him his choice of assignments. He had turned down an offer to
send him to Rowanhart and murder the twin sons of Mephistis de
Waejonan. His old rival Corradeo had taken that one. Queen
Tomyrilen's claim to the throne was tenuous at best, being both a
bastard and a female. In four thousand years, Waejontor had had
only two queens and both had ultimately brought destruction upon
the realm. However, once the boys were dead – Malthus supposed they
must be around five years old by now – all the holdouts among the
surviving sa'necari nobility would have no choice but to follow
her.

For once, his personal issues had proved more
important to him than business. He felt more driven to find out
what had happened to his brother, Troyes Iagaris, than he did
getting paid for an easy kill. He knew one thing for certain:
Troyes would never have used his true surname while in lycan
territory. Their great-grandfather, Carneades Iagaris, had killed
Claw's two sons.

"What happened to you here, Troyes?"

He heard the back door to the longhouse open,
and from the solid sound of the steps, knew it had to be Beth
coming towards him.

"Mind if I join you?"

"Please do." Malthus turned toward her.

Beth had changed into a pale pink shift that
buttoned down the front as far as her navel. The hem brushed her
ankles with a soft swish. "What are you thinking of? Your
family?"

Malthus lowered his eyes. "What else would I
think of? This is the first time we've been able to stop running in
four weeks."

"You'll be fine here." Beth came to him,
swaying her large hips in a manner that suggested she found him
attractive. Her raw-umber hair had been freed from its earlier
bonds and hung past her waist. Dark hair was rare among the lycans,
and usually indicated mixed blood somewhere in their ancestry; yet
neither her hair nor her skin were dark enough to label her a
'black' lycan.

"Yes, I think so. We will need all the help
we can get. I will work hard in exchange for it. I just worry about
my nieces."

Beth stopped very close to him. "We will do
all that we can. You seem like a good mon to care so much."

"I try." Malthus, guessing that a woman of
her age and build did not get much male attention, gave her a quick
kiss on the cheek. "I appreciate everything you're doing for us,
Beth."

She flushed and started to draw away from
him, fluttering her hands. Her size made the girlish movement seem
grotesque.

Malthus gambled. Most lycans had strong minds
that resisted sa'necari intrusions, and unless they were caught off
guard it required a prolonged, systematic hammering to break them
open. Malthus had always had a fetish for lycans. Two of his last
doxies had been lycan. Malthus had frequented their taverns and
brothels, partied, hunted, and gamed with them since early
adulthood. Dozens had died on his altars, and hundreds had perished
in his dungeons during his experiments with poisons and various
other toxins, as well as in his detailed examinations of lycan
anatomy. He had even vivisected several. There was very little he
did not know about lycans. He had never completely understood the
attraction, yet he had never denied it.

He sized Beth up as someone who used charity
work to fill up the empty hole where a husband and children of her
own should have been. The extremity of her neediness made her
vulnerable.

"You're too kind," he murmured, and when he
sensed her deeper flush of pleasure, he lunged into her mind with a
needle thin blade of power.

Beth looked confused, one hand went trembling
to her face. "I want to be ... kind. You don't need to be ... to be
so..." Her voice trailed off as Malthus captured her fingers and
kissed them.

He twisted the invisible blade of his gifts
deeper into her psyche. "You like pleasing me."

"Yes, I do. I–" Beth shivered.

Malthus flicked his fingers across her
nipples, and Beth shuddered. "You want me, Beth. You want me as a
woman wants a man." Each time he said her name, he gave the blade
another thrust into her mind, cutting through the cords of her
resistance.

"Yes, I do. More than anything."

"Good, Beth. You know what I am now, but
you're not going to tell anyone, are you, Beth?"

The light faded from Beth's eyes as he
extinguished her will with each repetition of her name. Her lips
parted as if to speak, but nothing came out. Her arms settled at
her sides in a lifeless manner.

Malthus kissed her again. "Come into the
trees with me, Beth. I'm hungry."

"Yes."

The subtle coercions he wished to place in
her mind would take time to achieve. If he accidentally tore her,
Beth's behaviors would change too abruptly and someone would notice
it. For the nonce, a feeding trigger would do nicely, set just
deeply enough for her to open her veins and legs to him.

Malthus led Beth into a sheltered copse.
"When was the last time that a sa'necari guested with your
chieftain? This used to be a royal waystation."

Beth licked her lips with a little 'hhhmmmn.'
"Must have been just over three years ago. Two of them. Troyes and
Isranon."

Malthus settled on the ground with Beth and
began unfastening her dress. She stared past him as if unaware of
what was happening. Her body proved to be fat, but not shapeless,
and after a fashion appealing. "And where did they go when they
left, Beth?"

"Don't know. They just left. Only Claw's
household knows. He don't like folks talking about it, cause one of
those two storked his daughter. The child's sa'necari."

He fondled Beth's huge breast, eyeing the
conspicuous vein along the top. "Which one do you think did
it?"

"Troyes. I was running with the wolves one
night and stumbled on them going at it. We should have stoned her,
but the lawgiver wouldn't let us."

Malthus let his fangs down completely and
breathed along her breast, as he penetrated the innermost places of
her being, binding her to his suggestions. "Nikko?"

"No. Nevin. Nikko's his cousin ... was his
apprentice then." Beth trembled when Malthus removed her clothing
and ran his hands up and down her body.

"What is this princess of farmers' name?"

"Merissa."

"You'll help me find a way to meet her?"
Malthus began removing his own clothing.

Beth watched him disrobe with a glazed
expression. "Yes."

"Good. Are you still a virgin, Beth? An old
maid?"

"No one's ever wanted me."

"Be good and I'll take care of that tonight."
Malthus laid Beth on her back. He felt her psyche squirming as he
showed her his fangs that were fully extended from their sheaths.
He rotated his power through every vulnerable spot within her like
a knife in a wound. "Beth, Beth, Beth. You're in love with me."

Malthus threw himself on top of her, enjoying
the way she moaned as his fangs pierced her breast and he began to
suck her rich lycan blood. If anyone heard them, they would assume
that someone was making love in the copse. And, once he finished
his meal, they would be.

* * *

On the far side of the Great Hall, close to
the hearth, Claw's aging sisters, Searlait and Fianait, sat at
their looms weaving. Off to their left the spinning wheel whirred
as Aisha Redhand, Claw's wife, spun strands of wool into yarn to be
taken to the local dyers.

Kynyr had house duty that day. The other
guardsmyn called it bitch watching and were only too glad to trade
off with Kynyr to avoid it. Since all the troubles began, Claw
wanted at least one male at large in the family sections of the
manor, watching over his sisters. Frequently there was more than
one, depending upon Claw's mood, and the gardens and grounds were
patrolled constantly.

Having grown up as an only boy with six
sisters, Kynyr enjoyed it; and his spiritbrother Finn – who had
been raised in similar circumstances, but with eight rather than
six – had begun to also. That often led to the two of them getting
paired for the duty as they were that day.

Kynyr sat next to Fianait with just enough
distance between them that he did not get in her way as she wove
the delicate kazamerie wool on her big loom. Fianait responded well
to his questions about the history of her family and his favorite
stories involved Tarrant Redhand, the older of Claw's twin sons,
who had been executed by the sa'necari.

Fianait took out her scissors and clipped a
strand of brown wool before tying on a green strand for the next
row. Kynyr noticed that the ends of the scissors were blunt and
rounded like children's scissors. On impulse he glanced at her
waist and saw that she carried pouches on her belt, but no knife.
Bitches usually carried a small utility knife, and some of them –
those that had to travel alone for any amount of time – carried a
single fighting knife. The absence of a blade and the blunted
scissors increased the air of fragility that clung to the elderly
bitch in a way that Kynyr found difficult to define.

Finn MacIver sat near the door watching
them.

Fianait tucked a strand of thinning, white
hair back into the bun at the base of her neck. Fair-skinned to
begin with, she had become translucently pale with age, the veins
showing violet beneath her skin. Her knuckles, like knobs on her
long, slender fingers, bore the signs of arthritis; however, she
rarely allowed it to slow her down. She smiled at Kynyr as she
started again at her loom.

"You remind me of Tarrant."

Kynyr smiled back at her. The entire family
had remarked on that more than once – in fact, it was repeated
almost daily by at least one of them – and Kynyr enjoyed hearing
it, except when they tried to carry it a bit further. They knew his
father was a bastard and his grandmother had ridden with Tarrant's
army as a healer during the Lycan Rebellion of eighty years ago.
Kynyr had never made an effort to conceal it, because gossip was a
popular lycan mode of communication and what happened on the East
side of the valley was usually known all over the west side within
a season. But he always assured them that he was no kin of theirs
and usually they let it drop.

"I'm complimented."

Fianait's smile broadened. "Is your father
still teaching school?"

"Last I heard he was."

Community supported schools remained somewhat
of a novelty in Red Wolf Valley, teaching reading, writing, basic
math, and a little history. Although Kynyr's father said that it
continued to feel like pulling teeth, literacy had begun to spread
among the lycans.

"Does he enjoy it?"

Kynyr chuckled. He had had this conversation
many times before with Fianait. Either her memory had begun to go
with age, or she just liked hearing it all again. Kynyr was never
certain which it was. "Cubs would rather go fishing than crack
books."

"Frustrates him?"

"A bit."

"I'd've snuck off more often if it hadn't
been for the Dreaded Horde," Finn complained.

Aisha favored them with a prim frown. "Must
you always call your sisters the Dreaded Horde?"

Finn scratched at his scruffy yellow hair.
"Don't know what else to call them. My sisters and Kynyr's used to
gang up on the two of us. Fourteen harpies armed with hairbrushes
... descending on us like Hell's Army. We've been away from home
for four years and I swear I've still got some parting lumps and
bruises."

Searlait laughed and that set off the rest of
them.

"Changing of the Guard," called a gruff male
voice from the doorway.

Kynyr glanced and saw Captain Belgair Doherty
standing near the entrance to the Great Hall flanked by grizzled
Robert Morcar and the oafish Gorgarty. Then he caught a glimpse of
Ramsey's bright red hair in the hallway just beyond the door as his
friend thumbed at the foyer, indicating that they had friends
waiting for them in the courtyard: apparently a trip to the
Difficult Horse for a tankard was planned.

"Excuse us." Kynyr rose to his feet with a
polite bow to the bitches.

Aisha stopped him with a gesture. "If you're
going to Hereward's ask if he's gotten in more of the whiskey that
Claw likes. Otherwise we'll have to send someone to Hell's Widow
for it."

"I'll do that."

Kynyr considered it as he walked out of the
Great Hall. Hell's Widow was the nearest Waejontori town, just half
a day's ride beyond the bridge that linked their realms. The
journey to Hell's Widow was growing chancier by the day as the
Waejontori Rebellion spread. He had to weigh the benefits of
deception against those of going fully armed and armored. It always
made the Sharani occupiers itchy to see lycan guardsmyn on their
streets.

* * *

The northeast wing of the manor had lain
unused for close to eighty years. It could only be seen from the
back of the estate and had two smaller branches at the end, one
angling south and the other west. Although it was the finest wing
of the manor, Claw had felt that there were too many memories
attached to it that saddened his family. Belgair Doherty carried a
bottle of whiskey tucked under his arm as he entered the wing,
walking to a narrow winding stair. He climbed to the top and pushed
open the trapdoor to the roof. He stepped outside.

A short stonewall ran around the edges with
potted plants creating faux alcoves. Belgair walked south and they
passed piles of quarried stone covered with tarps. Claw intended it
as the final improvements on the manor. Merlons and arrow slits. He
lost interest in building after Maldwyn Softpaws died. The
architect had been Claw's closest friend.

The pepperbox turret called Sorcha's Solar
rose on the north corner of the east wing. Bas-reliefs were carved
in the forms of dancing animals on wooden panels placed at regular
intervals along the stonewalls: bears, wolves, unicorns, and lions.
There were nine windows on the east side, alternating clear and
stained glass, set to catch the morning sun. The west half lay in
semi-darkness. Belgair took a box of lucifers from his pocket and
lit a lamp.

As the light flared, illuminating the western
half, Belgair turned to the oil paintings – portraits – that lined
the walls. Near the end of the left side, two empty spaces
interrupted the progression of faces. Only the plaques remained. He
placed his hands on the two empty spots and read the names beneath
them: Tarrant Redhand and Logan Redhand. Belgair moved on to a
picture on the wall of a lovely, delicate bitch with a fragile
smile. "Fianait. Just seventeen. No wonder my father wanted
you."

He settled at a small square table and
studied Fianait's portrait as he did each day, and sipped his
whiskey, and brooded on the bitch who had broken his father's
heart. Fianait was fragile and always had been. His father,
Clennan, Thane of Heatherford, never blamed Fianait for what
happened. He blamed Claw's brother, Brock, a huge, savage mon.
According to Belgair's father, Fianait and Brock were twins by
birth, but bore not the slightest resemblance to each other. She
was small and delicate, blonde and fair. Brock stood six seven,
with black hair and light skin. Clennan caught him raping Fianait
in the woods north of the manor. He tried to rescue her and Brock
crippled him.

Belgair toasted the painting. "You were
beautiful." He lowered the glass of whiskey to the table after
draining it. "He'd be appalled to see you now."

* * *

Malthus slipped out of Beth's bed before
first light, lest one of the many children catch him there. He had
ridden her several times in the night, sa'necari having a greater
sex drive than most other races. The children had been forbidden to
enter what passed for a bedroom in the longhouse, but that did not
mean they would obey – children were known for disobedience. Beth
had told him the truth – it was nearly impossible for anyone to lie
with the blade of a sa'necari's power lodged in her brain – she had
been virgin. He had thoroughly deflowered her to both their
satisfactions. Malthus tied his trousers closed, pulled on his
tunic, and belted his blades and pouch on.

Within a few days, he would have a perfectly
cooperative tool in Beth. He stepped silently around the children
sleeping on the floor like a pile of puppies, and emerged from the
longhouse to the sounds of trees crashing to earth. Malthus glanced
toward the sounds and saw lycans in their hybrid forms, wearing
only trousers, trimming away the branches of the felled trees with
axes.

He nodded at that and went to the water
barrels lining the west side of the longhouse, lifted a dipper from
the wooden frame above them, and took a long drink before splashing
himself with the leftovers. If he wanted a bath, he would have to
go down to the stream.

"So you're new?"

Malthus straightened, turning at the sound. A
tall, long-limbed mon stood there, wearing the umber tunic and
forest green cloak of a priest to Willodarus. He had a heavy nose
in a long face that reminded Malthus of a hound dog he had once
owned. A leonine wealth of nut-brown hair topped his head, and he
had heavy-lidded steel blue eyes, framed in wrinkles beneath a
strong brow ridge. The priest carried a tall staff and a belt-knife
so small it could not be considered a weapon. At first glance there
was nothing to give Malthus cause to consider the mon a threat, yet
his instincts said there had to be. Malthus gave him a polite bow.
"I'm Malthus Estrobian. My nieces and I arrived yesterday. The
girls are still sleeping. I needed some air."

"We all need air. What god do you serve?"

"I haven't pledged to any, but I make
offerings to all as the need comes to me."

The priest's eyes went to Malthus' wrists.
"Human?"

Malthus nodded. His eyes slewed to the side
and he saw the lawgiver, Nikko, leaning against an elm tree with
his arms crossed. Malthus wondered what part Nikko had played in
bringing the priest to investigate him.

Nikko noticed Malthus looking at him, and
nodded with a pleasant smile.

The priest's gaze seemed to deepen and extend
into him. Malthus found himself reaching out to the ring to
strengthen his shields. "Waejontori human?"

"Yes. But I've been away for fifteen
years."

"Take your tunic off and show me your
neck."

Malthus unbuckled his belt, dropped it to the
ground, and then he pulled off his tunic. His stomach tightened and
he forced it to relax. He had not had the ring of concealment
tested this severely: the priest intended to Read him. "Do you wish
me to sit for this?"

"A good point. Bring your things to that
boulder, and sit there." The priest pointed to a huge rock in the
middle of the yard near a wooden bench.

Malthus obeyed, and the priest followed him.
Once settled, the examination began. The priest ran his fingers
along both sides of Malthus' neck, Reading for signs of his having
been bitten, which could have placed him under the control of
Lemyari and other hemovores. The priest checked his arms, his
chest, his sides, and stomach. Then he grasped Malthus' wrist and
Read him deeply. Malthus analyzed the nature of the priest's powers
as they moved through him: the mon was human, not lycan.
Interesting.

Without releasing Malthus' wrist, the old
priest remarked, "I'm astonished that one who has lived so
intimately with the sa'necari as you have, is not marked in some
way."

Malthus shrugged. "I was a noble's bastard. I
left young. There's no place for my kind at court, except to bend
over and offer my neck."

"I'm surprised they let you go."

The priest's tone irritated Malthus. "I'm
human. Not nibari. My father was not so low as to eat his own
children."

"Are we getting a little angry?" The lines of
the priest's eyes crinkled as he grinned good-naturedly and let go
of Malthus' wrist. "I apologize for pushing you. It is my job to
assess the newcomers, just as it is for the lawgiver. Nikko is
young, so he likes for me to examine them also." The mon extended
his hand. "I am Tempest Anstey."

Malthus grasped it. "It is good to meet
you."

"I hope you find it so. We'll be keeping an
eye on you. We do all of the males at first. You see, not many have
shown up here seeking refuge. Most flee over the borders into
Creeya. It is the women and children who can't run as far or as
well who come to us."

"I am here because of my nieces. I feared
they would not survive that kind of a journey."

"Understandable. I will leave you alone now.
However, I will drop in again."

"I will welcome you."

Malthus turned his attention elsewhere as
Tempest departed with Nikko. Three lycans, bare to the waist, in
their transitional forms, dragged a tree into the compound, and set
to it with hammers and wedges once they had ascertained which way
the grain lay. They split it into planks with swift efficiency.
Several young myn moved the planks to the houses that were being
raised.

He drifted over to them and spied a young
lycan who appeared to be in charge. "Is there something I can do to
help?"

Shalto straightened from running his hand
along one of the planks and nodded. "You're the new one." He
extended his hand and shook with Malthus.

"I'm Malthus."

"Shalto. Well, there'll be plenty of work for
you soon. You don't need to start immediately."

"You're rather young to be in charge,
aren't?"

Shalto scowled. "I'm sixteen. I've been of
age for two years."

"I meant no offense."

"Then none taken."

"Perhaps you'd allow me to buy you a tankard
at the tavern in exchange for telling me how best to fit in? I know
very little about your customs, and I don't wish to offend
anyone."

Shalto grinned. "Can my cousin, Oswyl, come?"
He thumbed at another young mon with rust colored hair.

Malthus smiled broadly. "Certainly."

"We'll take a tavern break in the afternoon
when the sun gets hottest. Come back then."

Malthus wandered the camp, observing the
people. Naked children crawled out of the low openings to the woven
bark sheelings and ran laughing across the yard, pursued by older
siblings trying to pull clothes onto them. The smoke of cook fires
spiraled out of the exit holes in the sheeling roofs as the women
began to cook their allotments of meal. Others emerged with their
bedding and hung them out to air on lines stretched between trees.
Several women filled pitchers at the water barrels and carried them
back to their houses and sheelings. Malthus could easily identify
the sa'necari among them by the spellcords on their wrists with the
deadly seals attached – if they tried to remove the cords, the seal
would release a fatal spell upon them. He had only been corded a
few times in his thirty-six years. The first time had been by his
mother who wished for him to understand the effect and she had
released him a day later. Still, looking at the cords made him
shudder.

The refugees were mostly young women with
children. He ran his tongue across his gums, feeling the sheaths of
his fangs. There were several there that Malthus would have enjoyed
getting his teeth into, but caution was a watchword for him. He
would make do with Beth for the nonce. Greed would betray him to
the lycans faster than anything else. He had to also make certain
that Ros remained in firm control, since she was precocious and had
been born with her fangs.

He sauntered around behind the dwellings to
the barns and watched four of the homeliest nibari he had ever seen
milking goats while the tethered beasts nibbled at the low hanging
leaves of a leaning oak tree. Once Malthus had walked the entire
length of the camp and found each of the red sticks that had been
placed around it to mark its perimeters, he decided on an isolated
corner sheltered by many trees as the spot where he wanted to place
his house. He would inform Beth of his choice and she would tell
the others.

Shalto and Oswyl were sitting on tree rounds,
waiting for Malthus when he made his way back.

"Are you ready?" asked Shalto.

"I certainly am." Malthus reached into a
pouch and flashed several pieces of gold and silver at the
youths.

Oswyl nudged Shalto. "Let's go. I'm
thirsty."

"The Difficult Horse is the best," Shalto
said as they began walking toward the village. "Old Hereward makes
his own mead from honey and barley the farmers sell him. It's very
nice."

"I imagine so. Lycans are famous for their
mead."

"So we are," Oswyl acknowledged.

The Difficult Horse, called that because its
sign featured a horse sitting on its rump while a mon tugged the
reins before it, stood on Main Street across from the village
common. The interior, cool, dark, and pleasant compared to the heat
and glaring sunlight outside, provided a welcome relief. Barrels
with spigots jutting from them lined the rear wall behind a
polished bar of walnut heartwood. Sturdy chairs circled the round
tables placed throughout. Shalto led the way to their favorite
table near the right hand wall, and the young lycan indicated that
Malthus should sit first. Malthus chose the chair that put his back
to the wall where he could see everyone around him, an old custom
that had saved his life in the past and played to the caution in
his nature.

Six freerangers in forest green leathers sat
at a table near the door. Their presence irritated Malthus. Those
sword-wielding tree-huggers had begun to increase their numbers in
the area, adding their own patrols between the valley and Hell's
Widow. This was to compensate for the decrease in Sharani patrols
as the Saer'ajan of Shaurone turned her attention toward the
Waejontori Rebellion. They could easily endanger Malthus' lines of
communication with his operatives in Hell's Widow and disrupt his
still tenuous supply lines.

A servingmon came to take their order and
Malthus noticed the metal ownership collar around her neck: she was
nibari, a reminder that before Claw closed their borders to his
kind two years ago, this had been a waystation for sa'necari
passing through the occupied zone. The mon had been expected to
open her veins and legs to sa'necari passing through as well as to
serve other customers in the past. It irritated him and Malthus'
thoughts went back to the women of his kind shackled by sealed
spellcords on each wrist. Spellcord on a single wrist was not
enough to completely stifle the flow of power through a mage's
shaukras and the mage-nets in their body, each wrist had to be
corded separately. His human mother had taught him that by making
him wear them both ways for a day. He wondered how his mother fared
with her new employer, Lord Daemon.

"So, what did you do before you wound up
here?" Shalto shifted back in his seat as the tankards arrived and
Malthus dropped some coins onto the server's tray.

"I spent fifteen years as a kandoyarin."

"Mercenary. Hsaaah!" Shalto grinned,
appreciation glinting in his pecan shell eyes.

Well at least they know the term. That's
worth something. "I've been from one end of the Blood Coast to
the other."

From the corner of Malthus' eye, he caught a
glimpse of Nikko covertly watching them. Is he following me
around? Or was he already here?

"Why'd you come back?" Oswyl asked.

A tall blond in the chocolate and claret
uniform of the Red Wolf guardsmyn took a seat at Nikko's table. The
young lawgiver had a ready smile for him. "Hello, Kynyr."

Malthus licked his lips, momentarily
distracted by Kynyr's appearance. It had been years since Malthus
had seen a male lycan who so strongly provoked his appetites – yet
Kynyr did.

The young guardsmon's golden ginger hair, so
thick it bloused around his face no matter how tightly he tied it
back, hung at his shoulders in a clubbed knot. A narrow fringe of
close-cropped golden beard framed his face from sideburns to an
inch from his chin. His lantern jaw, pronounced cheekbones with
dramatic hollows beneath them, and cleft chin made him the visual
epitome of lycan masculinity.

Looking at him made Malthus hungry.

"Malthus?" Oswyl prodded.

Malthus' attention snapped back to the young
wolves at his table. "Sorry. I was distracted. Who's the young
guardsmon?"

"Kynyr Maguire from Longbranch. No one
special. Thinks he's a looker, but he ain't," said Shalto, and then
repeated Oswyl's question. "Why'd you come back?"

"The rebellion. I had family in Waejontor."
Malthus pressed his hands around his tankard and stared into the
contents before continuing. "I became worried about them."

Shalto and Oswyl shared a glance as if
deciding who would ask the obvious question. As usual, it was
Shalto who did. "Had?"

"They're all dead ... except my nieces. I
didn't get back in time."

"We're really sorry to hear about that,
aren't we, Shalto?"

"Aye. Look, if there's anything we can do to
help you, Malthus. You just let us know."

"Thank you, I will."

Malthus bought them a second and a third
round. By that time the two youths were treating him like a long
lost brother, including telling him about their problems with
females: they couldn't get any. They could not afford to pay
brideprice; prostitution was illegal in the lycan territories,
because sluts caused trouble; and they could not otherwise convince
the young bitches there to spread for them. They had problems with
some of the other young wolves, feeling that they deserved more
respect than they were getting. Their jobs at the camp didn't pay
well, since they came from donations to the shrine, but work was
scarce. Malthus took their measures, probed their vulnerabilities,
and explored their dreams. He purchased a fourth round and when
they finished, the young pair staggered happily back to the
compound with him.

* * *

Kynyr watched Malthus and his drinking
buddies leave. Nikko started to rise and follow them, but Kynyr
touched his arm and nodded at the chair. "I'll buy the next round,
Nikko. I need to ask you some questions."

"About what?"

"Was that the new mon at the camp?"

Nikko settled back in his chair as Kynyr
gestured at Hereward to refill their tankards. "Yes."

"He seems to have cozied right up to your
workers. Does that bother you?"

The taverner, Hereward Wiggins, arrived with
fresh tankards, set them smoothly in front of the two young wolves,
and withdrew, taking the empties with him.

Nikko stared into his drink with a sigh.
"Yes, it does. I'm not certain about him."

"In what way?" Kynyr's eyes strayed from
Nikko to an hourglass figure moving through the room with a tray on
her arm. Watching Kady Wiggins, Hereward's eighteen-year-old
daughter, always set a yearning in his heart and body both.
She's beautiful.

"Gut instinct, I guess."

"I never ignore mine. Has Tempest had a look
at him yet?"

Nikko nodded, his lips so tight they nearly
disappeared. "Tempest says he's human."

"But you don't believe that?"

"There's no reason not to believe it. And
yet?" Nikko made a palms up gesture of hopelessness.

"Gut instinct?" Kynyr's gaze followed Kady
around the common room. His previous tries at asking her out had
resulted in her either dumping a tankard on his head or hitting him
with the tray. Her attitude reminded him of Russa, and he wished
his sister were around to advise him. I'll write her a letter.
Russa will know what to do.

"Yes."

Kynyr scratched at the yellow sideburns
trimmed into a close-cropped line around his features. "You ought
to get yourself some apprentices."

"I don't feel ready."

"Some deputies then. Hire some deputies."

Nikko sighed. "I guess I could think about
it."

"Until you decide, Claw says to tell you that
Finn, Ramsey and myself are available at all hours."

Nikko ran his hand across his neck, shifting
in his chair with growing impatience. "I will. Now I need to go.
Really, I do."

"Don't bite off more than you can chew,
Nikko. Remember you don't have to do anything alone."

"I'll remember." Nikko rose and left.

Kynyr dragged Nikko's tankard over and saw
that the lawgiver had taken no more than a couple of swallows from
it. Whatever gut instinct was riding Nikko; it was riding him hard.
Kynyr decided to finish off the tankard himself. As he raised it to
his lips, Kady stopped at the table next to his and stood wiping it
off.

"Hey, Kady."

"What do you want, Kynyr?" Kady tossed her
wipe rag onto the tray and turned toward him.

"Ask you a question?"

"What?" She glared at him suspiciously.

"There's a full moon dance coming up … and I
thought maybe…"

Kady snapped her fingers in his face. "Just
because you're a good-looking dog, doesn't mean this bitch is going
to jump to your tune. I know your reputation."

"My what?"

"You want me to spell it for you? Oh, that's
right, you're a guardsmon. You can't read. Therefore you can't
spell."

"I can read." Kynyr became flustered and his
eyes dropped to the table. He could read and write in six
languages, but she would probably call him a liar if he told
her.

"Your name?" Kady snatched her tray up and
walked off.

Kynyr sighed, finished Nikko's mead, and
left.

* * *

Malthus crawled into the sheeling and dropped
his pack well away from the firepit. He withdrew a necklace of
little crystal globes that looked like simple pretties. Holding
them one at a time in the palm of his hand, Malthus decided which
he wanted. He laid the necklace on the dirt floor, and tapped it
with a word of command. Two covered quivers and a long bow came
out. He tapped another, which brought forth a bowl and several
bottles of a silvery liquid. Then he began to dip the points in and
stack the arrows against the side of the sheeling to dry. The
poison worked best when it was fresh.

The mountain air of the high elevation valley
always became dramatically cooler in the evenings. A small fire
burned in the pit. Two reed beds lay along the sides with a quilt
to contain them and a light coverlet over that. Ros and Lyrri crept
in behind him. Ros appeared a bit peaked, and he knew she must be
feeling the effects of not having had blood to drink in several
days.

At his gesture the girls settled together on
their bed. He stroked Ros' dark hair. "One more day, Ros. Then I'll
have blood for you."

"Thank you, Uncle. I'm so hungry I hurt."

"I know how that is. I've had to go without a
few myself."

Malthus put a finger to each of their
foreheads and sent them to sleep. He studied them with a deep
fondness while he waited for Beth to arrive. Had he not needed them
for this gambit, he would have sent them to his mother. Their
maternal relatives, from whom he took them, had not been rearing
them properly in his estimation – timid sa'necari equally fearing
both the queen and the Sharani, trying to pass for human, and
running a dry goods store as a front for their existence. That was
no fit life for his brother's children. Especially Ros, who was a
prodigy among sa'necari and would be very powerful when she came
into her own.

Beth scrambled through the opening, glanced
back out to make certain she had not been seen, and sat on his bed.
Nothing they did would wake the girls, only his command, or the sun
in their eyes. She undressed without being told. Malthus smiled at
that. Beth had proved very susceptible. Just one night and he had
her trained this much. Tonight he would train her further. He
needed Beth to feed both himself and Ros until other arrangements
could be made.

"I love you, Malthus." Her voice filled with
eagerness for him. "I didn't let anyone see me. I've been good,
Malthus."

"I know, Beth." He looked at the healing
bruise he had left on her breast last night. Lycans healed more
quickly than humans and it would be gone by tomorrow. It would
already be gone, if he hadn't torn her more than he originally
meant to.

Malthus kissed her cheek and slid into her
mind again, turning and knotting the trigger tighter. He began the
first layer of commands that would become a coercion. "You want to
protect me, Beth."

Once more he used repetitions of her name to
strengthen his hold upon her.

"More than anything." Her earnest expression
pleased him.

"Good girl, Beth." He gazed at her throat.
Bellocar's Hells, how he wanted to put his fangs in her neck
– but that would show – it was all that he could do to hold himself
back. "You don't want anyone to hurt me."

She raised concerned eyes to his face. "I
don't want them to do that."

"They would kill me, Beth."

Her eyes widened like a small creature
trapped in the sudden glare of a lamp. "No. I can't let them do
that."

"You know what you need to do then, Beth,"
Malthus murmured into her ear, kissing her head.

"I need to protect you."

"More than that. I need the freedom to come
and go from this place. You will cover for me, lie for me..."
Malthus knotted the edge of the coercion. "Kill for me."

Tears appeared in Beth's eyes and spread a
river across her cheeks. Malthus knew that she had finally realized
what he had done to her, but he was in too deeply for her to break
free. Her psyche squirmed. She needed to be disciplined.

He touched a single finger to her chest, with
a tiny spell of muscular disruption, which sent a fiery lance of
pain through her. She gasped sharply and grabbed at his finger. He
brushed her stomach with his other hand, repeating the spell, and
Beth doubled over with a cry.

He licked her tears away and kissed her
breasts, dressing his threats in a lover's soft tones. "Don't fight
me, Beth. Don't make me hurt you."

"I won't," she sobbed.

"That's a good girl." He put another knot in
the coercion. The more firmly he placed his controls, the more
aware of them he could safely allow her to be, enabling him to
enjoy the taste of her fear. "Do I frighten you, Beth?"

She trembled. "Yes."

"Good. Lie back and spread your legs. Which
vein shall I open tonight?"

"Any you wish."

* * *

The two young boys, eight and nine years old,
stole up to Malthus' sheeling in the dark, and squatted down
listening to the grunting and moaning. There had been some words
earlier, but they had not heard them clearly.

"See, I told you Beth is finally getting
some," Rory said.

"I never thought fat, old Beth would ever get
any," Hamish replied.

"I doubt she's more'n a waystation to him.
He'll drop her when he gets a prettier sheath for his sword."

"What are you two doing out here this late?"
Nikko emerged from the darkness beneath the trees. He had been on
his way home from counseling one of the humans in the compound.

Hamish started to run, but Nikko was quicker
and had him by the collar. Rory escaped, running for all that he
was worth. Nikko sighed, wishing he had been faster and gotten them
both. The two Scott cubs were not troublemakers; just underfoot
more than Nikko thought they should be. He would have to talk to
their parents tomorrow. That was part of his job as the
lawgiver.

Nikko lifted Hamish onto the tips of his
toes. "What are you doing?" he repeated.

"Listenin' to it."

"What?" Then Nikko's sharp lycan ears were
drawn to the sounds of two people coupling in the sheeling. For a
second he wondered if Malthus was molesting his nieces.

"Beth," Hamish hissed. "It's old Beth. We
were goin' home from playing with those Hansley kids and saw her go
crawling into there. Then the sounds start up. Oh, they been
loud."

"Listening to it is rude. You go home right
now," Nikko admonished him, reconsidering his initial decision to
speak to their parents, and deciding to wait and see if he caught
them here again. "If I catch you again, I'll be forced to inform
your mother."

"Yes'm, Master Nikko."

"And you tell Rory that I said it."

"Yes'm."

Nikko released Hamish, and the boy raced off
in the direction of his home in the middle of the village. Well,
maybe the admonition will be enough.

The sounds coming from the sheeling sent an
odd shiver over Nikko, like the skeletal hand of premonition.
Something wasn't right, but he was almost afraid to touch it. Nevin
would have known what to do. Nikko stared at the sheeling for a
moment. He shook himself. If it was not all right for the boys to
listen, then it was not all right for him either. So he walked
home, wishing Nevin were there to counsel him. More and more he
went to Tempest with his doubts and uncertainties, but Tempest was
not lycan and failed to understand all of their ways.

He thought of Kynyr Maguire's offer and then
shook his head at it. With no proofs, all Nikko had was possibly
groundless suspicions. He was supposed to be the lawgiver, not some
uncertain, paranoid, wet-tailed cub. It was easier to admit that he
might be wrong to someone older than he was, than to someone his
own age ... he could not do it.




CHAPTER THREE

CULLEN

 


Cullen perched on the tall sorrel mare like a
stocky pit dog in dusty brown leathers and a nondescript chambray
shirt, his stirrups drawn up almost to the saddle skirts to allow
for his short legs. The leather patch over his dead left eye and a
day's growth of stubble on his weathered face lent him an
unsavoriness matched only by his dour expression as he reined
Larkspur to a walk entering the courtyard of the manor.

Larkspur recognized that they were home at
last and whickered softly.

Cullen patted her neck. Seventeen hands at
the shoulder, lean and leggy with a deep chest, Larkspur could
outrun nearly anything on four legs: she was Cullen's prize
possession; a gift from Claw Redhand, whose herd of fine racers was
the envy of all the clans.

"Yo, hostler! Get yourself out here!"

Cullen adjusted the strap of his nondescript
black satchel – common to many trades – that crossed his compact,
muscular chest, swung his leg over the saddle, and dropped to the
ground.

The hostler, Georgie Rogan, emerged from the
barns at Cullen's left and hurried toward him, grinning at the
manner in which the short wolf had disengaged from his large
mount.

A harsh glance from Cullen's cobalt eye
banished the smile from Georgie's face. Although Georgie had
several inches in height and forty pounds over the mon, something
in Cullen's face and manner discouraged trifling with him.

"Brush her down good," Cullen barked at
Georgie. "Give her some oats. Mind my words. I'll check later. If
you ain't done it right, I'll have the skin off your back."

Georgie swallowed, making his Adam's apple
bob like a cork in a stream. "Yessir."

Cullen strode to the front door and pounded
on it, speculating on which of the servants would answer. He could
have just walked in, but he liked making his presence known
whenever he returned from a long trip with a packet of letters for
the household.

Kissie answered the door and stared at him
with reddening cheeks.

Cullen's eyes went straight to Kissie's ample
bosom, their shape revealed by the hang of her drawstring-necked
blouse that she wore tucked into her skirt. His hand shot out and
he gave her his usual greeting: he pinched her nipple. He walked
past her brusquely as if he had done nothing untoward. After all,
Kissie was a nibari, a slave, although the Redhands like to call
them servants. "Where's Claw?"

"The Great Hall." Kissie trailed him, drying
her hands on her apron. "Is there something I can get you?"

"You. Naked. My bed." Cullen patted his
crotch. "I ain't had any since yesterday."

Kissie's flush deepened. "I'm in season."

"Pity that. Ya liked it last time, didn't
ya?"

Kissie's voice dwindled to a murmur and she
ducked her head. "Yes, Master Cullen."

Cullen scratched at the stubble on his chin,
uncertain whether she meant it or was just being polite. That
dinged his ego and he did not say anything else until they reached
the Great Hall. There were three things he considered himself a
master at: riding, fighting, and fucking ... especially
fucking.

Claw glanced up from his whittling as Cullen
and Kissie entered the Great Hall, noted the color in Kissie's
face, and growled. "Cullen, keep your paws off Kissie."

The courier settled into a chair opposite the
chieftain. The dour look he had given Georgie returned to his face.
"As you wish."

"I damn well do wish. Kissie, is Tulah out of
season?"

"Yes, Master Claw."

"Good. Tell her she's got Cullen duty."

"That what you're calling it now? Cullen
duty?" Cullen removed his pouch and slid it across the intervening
table to Claw.

"You're a slut. My servants aren't your
harem." Claw laid his whittling aside, filled his pipe, and lit it,
showing no sign of having noticed the pouch. He puffed for a
minute. "If you weren't the best ... I'd've dismissed you forty
years ago."

"There's that." Cullen took his own pipe out
and leaned back in the chair, smoking. "It's getting tough to get
through. Lord Daemon routed the Sharani at Torment Lake. I had to
slip past their pickets and they almost caught me."

"Sharani?"

"Waejontori."

"I'll go through the dispatches and then you
can brief me tomorrow."

"Will do."

They smoked for a time in silence.

Claw gestured at Cullen with the stem of his
pipe. "You've done well for me, Cullen. I've been thinking of
rewarding you."

Cullen's interest perked up. "How?"

"Isn't Larkspur coming into season soon?"

"Yah. That's why I didn't stop along the way.
Don't want some two-bit, mongrel stud covering her."

Claw nodded. He suspected that Larkspur was
the only female Cullen had ever loved with his whole heart. "I'd
like to breed her to Stormsong."

"Woof!" Cullen's eyes saucered at the thought
of Claw's current top stud. "But, what will I ride when she gets
too far along? My route is a tough run."

"I'll loan you Shadow Orchard."

"He's risling, ain't he?"

Claw nodded again. "He didn't sire the kind
of foals I expected."

"Ahh. Now about Stormsong. He won't hurt her,
will he?"

"Not at all. Tell you what, Cullen. You can
come and watch and see that Stormsong doesn't get rough with
Larkspur."

Cullen beamed. "I'd like that."

* * *

Cullen considered going into Wolffgard and
spending a few hours relaxing at the Difficult Horse with a tankard
of mead and some of Claw's guardsmyn as companions. He decided
instead on a hot bath in his rooms and a hot nibari with her legs
open. It had irked Cullen when Claw called him a slut, even though
the courier had never denied it. Cullen scratched at his head, and
continued along his line of thought as if Claw were there and they
were arguing, muttering to himself the things he did not dare to
say to his chieftain.

"Aye, aye, aye. I'll settle down ... right.
And get stuck with a single bitch for the rest of my bloody
existence. Horde of cubs whining at me. Aye. And be bored as hell.
I got too much to offer not to spread it around."

He did not have the social status to rate a
harem of mistresses like some of the clan chieftains and richer
merchants maintained. On the other hand, Cullen had been socking
away the gold he won racing Larkspur at various country shindigs to
purchase half a dozen nibari when he retired. With his reputation,
no self-respecting lycan wanted him anywhere near their daughters,
so that was out. However, there was a sweet little lycan whore at
the Crimson Lady whom Cullen had become fond of. He could always
marry Ellie and thumb his nose at lycan society. Being a whore,
Ellie probably would not rub his nose in it if she caught him in a
few indiscretions – so long as he did not catch her in one all
would be well.

A big tub sat in the middle of his outer room
with water steaming in it. Cullen felt grateful that his status in
the household was such that he didn't have to use the Barrack's
bathhouse to soak the road dirt off him. He dumped his clothes on
the floor and slipped into the water with a loud "Ahh."

His large cock bobbed for a moment and he
winked at it grinning. "I know what you want."

Cullen's genital endowments were impressive
and he took great pride in them. He was still grinning at himself
when Tulah came in and laid towels on a chair near the tub.

"Hey, Tulah! Whatcha think a that?" He
pointed at his cock.

The nibari came closer and looked.

A naughty boy grin spread over his face and
he dragged her into the tub. Water sloshed onto the floor and Tulah
gave a startled shriek, squirming around in the hot water. Cullen
got her skirt up, shoved his hand into her slit, and winked at
her.

Tulah settled against him. Nibari, the
genetically-altered humans created by the vampires and sa'necari as
slave cattle, bred for thousands of years for complete docility,
were the soul of compliance – unless directed otherwise by their
masters.

She giggled as he shifted her around until
she sat on his lap, facing him with her legs around him.

Cullen thought back to Kissie and the hint of
doubt she had caused him. "I do it good, don't I, Tulah?"

"Yes, Master Cullen." Tulah shrugged out of
her wet blouse and dropped it on the floor beside the tub.

* * *

Malthus concluded a deal with Shalto's father
to buy two horses, a good riding animal, and a packhorse. Then the
next day he rode into Hell's Widow to meet with Heironim. He had
now been living in Wolffgard for five days, and had ridden out on
the pretext of retrieving some of his possessions that he left with
an innkeeper as collateral for the price of a room.

Hell's Widow had prospered under the rule of
the Sharani occupiers. Without the constant drain on their
resources by their former masters who had ruled through blood,
terror, and cannibalism, the town had expanded to twice its borders
in twenty years. Malthus rode through the town, noting the presence
of the Sharani women walking tall and proud down the streets.
Waejontori peasant women wore shapeless black dresses and head
scarves. The only sa'necari, the former ruling cult of Waejontor,
dwelling in Hell's Widow lived in the shadows, hidden from the
conquerors. They maintained the secret waystations, those Malthus
had come for.

He turned into the yard of an inn called the
Devil's Dance, which was a waystation to those who knew what to
look for. Their rooms on the third floor catered to obscene
appetites concealed from the Sharani. Malthus intended to spend the
night here while he concluded his business, and start home to
Wolffgard Village tomorrow.

He dismounted as an ostler came out.

Malthus tossed him a handful of coppers.
"I'll be staying the night."

Inside the inn, Malthus found the common room
filled to capacity with locals and he spied Heironim sitting in the
far right corner dicing. He strode up to the table and gazed at
him. "You have some goods for me."

"Yes, I have." Heironim picked up his
winnings. "You'll excuse me, but I have business to take care
of."

His companions grumbled, but Heironim
shrugged them off.

Malthus started toward the door to the back
without waiting for him, and Heironim fell into step beside
him.

They reached the third floor and walked down
the hallway. A nibari emerged from a room and greeted them. Her
face had the kind of flush that came from being sucked after having
gone too long without fangs in her flesh.

Malthus raised his hand to halt her. "Do you
have more that are over ripe?"

She curtsied. "Yes, master. Two that are
getting the blood-bloat bad. We haven't had many masters come
through recently."

"Light meat or dark?"

"Both light meat, sir."

Malthus extended his fangs and tongued them
with a smile. "I'll take your best room, and both nibari." He
reached in his pouch and produced two silver coins, which he placed
in her hands. "Have them wait for me in my room. Send up a nice
dinner also." He turned to Heironim. "Now let's have a look at my
supplies."

Heironim's suite had a modest sitting room
with four chairs around a square table, a divan, and two chests of
drawers. A door to the right opened on a bedroom. The only guests
who lodged on this floor were those who could not bear close
scrutiny. Heironim seated himself at the small table and lifted a
chest from the floor onto it. He shoved the chest into the middle,
and Malthus pulled it the rest of the way across. "Here's what your
mother sent."

Malthus opened the chest and smiled. Six
bottles of exotic wines to tempt Claw's palate once the curses were
laid upon them and Malthus had wormed his way into their household.
Tucked into the other side of the chest were jars of powders and
bottles of liquids in strange colors. His mother, Sidera Tyrins,
had sent him a fresh supply of the various toxins Malthus enjoyed
working with and three of her newest creations. Sidera currently
served as Lord Daemon's toxicologist and bio-alchemist, creating
deadly surprises for his enemies. Poisons and venoms, both arcane
and natural, had been the family business for generations. Malthus
had informed everyone in Red Wolf Valley, especially the people of
Wolffgard, that he was the illegitimate son of the late Lord
Antonious Estrobian; when actually he was the son of Sidera Tyrins
and Lord Feodras Iagaris, who had gone missing after the
destruction of the late King Baaltrystan's mountain stronghold.

A large number of sa'necari nobles had gone
missing after the palace collapsed, and only Malthus and his mother
knew what happened to them. Sidera had betrayed them into his hands
as they fled and he had rited them all, including his father. Each
of his victims had carried mortgiefan legacies; increasingly
powerful collections of soul fragments and stolen magic, that
passed from parent to child when the child rited an aged or dying
parent. As a result, his powers now rivaled that of the late Prince
Mephistis, the most powerful sa'necari of all time, who had been
slain by the Sacred King of Rowanhart.

There had been no opportunities to test the
full range of his power in the three years since he began stealing
legacies. He had always preferred deception and subterfuge to
displays of power. A public test of his newly acquired potency
would attract rivals, making them suspicious of where and how he
had gained it. The ring that Daemon had given him had become a lock
and key to those powers, concealing them by blocking both his use
and others' ability to perceive their existence. Malthus could
still access them, but only by going through the ring. He had begun
to call it Waejonan's Ring; although there was no way to know
whether it had belonged to Waejonan himself or another member of
his inner circle.

Malthus took a bottle of wine from the chest,
sketched the spell onto the green glass side, and then added two
more runes to triple the strength of the curse.

"That's an interesting spell." Heironim
watched Malthus finish with the first three bottles. "It's a bit
too subtle for my taste, but still interesting. Who's the wine
for?"

"A gift for the chieftain."

"Ahhh, the chieftain. I can see why you'd
want to be subtle."

"I'm going to the heart of the matter."
Malthus paused to chuckle at his joke. "His heart."

A knock came at the door as Malthus finished
with the final bottle. He closed the lid and looked up as Heironim
answered.

"Tell the other master that his rooms are
ready and his meals are waiting," said the nibari on the other side
of the door.

Heironim nodded, closed the door, and
returned to Malthus, looking at the number hanging from the room
key. "Best room in the house. How do you rate that?"

Malthus shrugged with a tiny smile that spoke
of secrets. "I've known the innkeeper for twenty years. He was
having a bit of trouble when I first met him. So I went out and
rited his trouble."

Heironim laughed.

Malthus pulled three small sheets of paper
from his pocket and passed it across the table to Heironim. "Have
your people purchase all these things for me. My cover is that I'm
running errands."

"I'll do that."

"Your first order of business, once I'm gone,
is to buy up some of the whorehouses. Especially the ones the
lycans frequent." Malthus pulled a pouch of gold from his belt and
sat it on the table in front of Heironim. "Some warehouses also.
Preferably in a section of town that the Sharani do not
frequent."

Heironim nodded. "And what am I doing with
it?"

"Watching for couriers."

"I don't have that many myn yet."

"Not on the road, Heironim. In town. They'll
have to come through here. If they're using windfolk, then it's my
problem. If they're using riders, then it's yours."

"I'll make a start at it."

"Good. For now, come to my rooms and have
dinner with me."

"You sure?"

"Of course, why else would I order two
blood-bloaters?"

Malthus' rooms were plush, from the carpets
to the heavy drapes, from the overstuffed chairs and sofas to the
claw-footed, elegantly carved tables.

The two nibari, both female, waited on
opposite sofas as Malthus and Heironim walked in. The nibari were
in the late and most dangerous stages of blood-bloat, something
that could kill them if the pressure and other symptoms were not
relieved by being bled. The innkeeper, Dymier Bianco, could have
bled them using leeches or have sliced their wrists and drained a
bit off into bottles, but he generally let at least two or three of
them go almost to the point of death because some sa'necari and
vampires would pay high prices to drink from a bloater. The
bloaters always released a pleasant rush of tasty endorphins when a
master's fangs entered them.

Malthus picked one and sat down beside her,
savoring the symptoms of the bloat. Their normally light skinned
faces were ruddy, their bodies bloated, and their skin clammy with
sweat. She shivered as Malthus opened her bodice and pushed it back
over her shoulders.

"I'm Lona, what position do you wish,
master?"

Malthus played with her breasts. A long moan
caused him to glance from the corner of his eyes, and he saw that
Heironim already had his nibari on the floor in third position.
"Position six."

Lona laid down on the sofa, draping one leg
over the back, and placing her other foot firmly on the floor. She
pulled her skirts up, exposing her slit.

"Very good, Lona. Very good." Malthus opened
his trousers and mounted her.

She turned her head to the side, offering the
best angle for entering her long neck.

Malthus nuzzled her neck and then slid his
fangs into her as he began to thrust.

* * *

Kady Wiggins waited tables in the Difficult
Horse tavern, which her father owned. Her flaxen hair hung to her
waist in a heavy braid. At eighteen, the urge to scratch her itch
had become a buzzing gadfly in her awareness. Although attractive
by lycan standards, which preferred modest breasts and wide hips,
Kady had never been so much as asked to a dance or a faire. Despite
the sexual innuendoes and sometimes outright remarks from the
customers, no one would touch her or ask her out. They were all
afraid of her father.

Ramsey Fitzgerald, Eideard Doyle, Finn
MacIver, and Kynyr Maguire shared a table near the center of the
common room. Kynyr waved his tankard at her. "Hey, Kady! Get us
another round."

"You want the special brew, Kynyr?"

"Ayup."

She headed for the bar, set her tray on it
and waited while her father filled four tankards with his special
brew: a barley and honey mead, strong and sweet.

Kady carried her tray to their table, set the
tankards around, took their money, and retrieved their empties. Her
eyes met Kynyr's and she smiled in spite of herself.

"You're mighty pretty, Kady. You ever need a
champion, I'm your man."

Irritation flashed in her blue eyes. "You're
having me on, Kynyr. That's what you're doing. So stop it."

Kynyr flushed, and his friends laughed.

"Nah, Kady. The Dreaded Horde would have his
hide if he lied." Finn realized that he had made a rhyme and tried
for another. "We'll not abide a ride…"

Kynyr thumped Finn on the shoulder. "Shut
up."

They all laughed and Kady flounced away in a
huff.

"Whiskey, Kady!" Cullen sat alone near the
door. She rarely saw him with company when he came to the tavern.
Most could not cope with the endless vulgarity that punctuated his
conversations.

"A bottle or a cup, Cullen?"

"Bottle. What I don't drink here, I'll bloody
well take home. Nothing like strong liquor to open a bitch's
legs."

Kady's cheeks reddened, and something in his
manner made her loins ache. She cursed herself for her physical
reaction, and then gave in to fantasy, imagining Cullen on top of
her. Kady pressed her thighs together and squirmed away from the
speculation as she returned to the bar and grabbed a bottle for
Cullen.

He put a silver on the table just far enough
away from her, as she placed the bottle down, that she had to reach
across for it, flashing her breasts at him inadvertantly.

Her hand covered the coin and then his hand
covered hers, trapping it for an instant.

Cullen murmured sotto voce. "You ever go
walking after dark?"

"Sometimes." Kady matched his tone, her
curiosity perked, and her heart beat quickened.

"Say midnight at the commons? Near the rose
briars?"

"I–I don't know, Cullen. I might could slip
out."

"I got what you want, Kady. Meet me there
tonight?"

A rush of excitement swept through her. "I'll
be there."




CHAPTER FOUR

MERISSA

 


Using his nieces as a pretext to explore
Wolffgard and its environs, Malthus had gradually worked his way
nearer and nearer to the chieftain's manor house with each passing
day. Finally, as Beth had told him he would, Malthus found the
young female sitting upon an ornate bench in the gardens beside the
chieftain's house with a child playing in the grass near her feet.
A basket of crocheting sat on the bench beside her. Three suede
pouches and a small utilitarian knife hung from her jewel studded
belt, all of them – pouches, sheath, and belt – dyed a delicate
rose to match her dress.

She reminded Malthus of Dyllys, his last
lycan paramour – only she was far lovelier than Dyllys had been. He
had thought Dyllys the most beautiful of all, until she betrayed
him and he rited her for it. This mon had heavy ginger hair and
fair skin, a delicate mouth and nose, large blue eyes. He imagined
she must make a striking wolf, since the color of their hair
reflected the color of her coat in wolf-form. The child was
black-haired and dark-skinned; yet his eyes like polished turquoise
marked him as hers. This jewel among wolves had to be Merissa.

The garden was a simple affair of low hedges,
rose bushes, and several rows of herbs. A psychic nudge through the
links he had placed in his nieces' minds sent them running far
ahead of him. They rushed laughing into the garden. Malthus trailed
them with a doting expression. The girls rounded the hedgerow
nearest Merissa and her son, and stopped with a squeal of fright.
Malthus blinked, wondering what they had seen. Then, as he came
into view, Malthus hesitated. A half-grown maned hunting cat, a
mountain chekaya, rose from behind the bench. He had not seen it
until then. Malthus grabbed his nieces and pulled them close to
him.

Merissa sucked in a surprised breath, saw his
reaction, and caught the cat by the scruff of the neck. "Don't be
afraid of Kenly. My son is wilderkin." She indicated the toddler.
"One day the mother cat appeared and gave him the kitten." Merissa
gave Kenly a pat and the cat settled again by her son.

Malthus wondered how dangerous that might
make the child, whether the boy might be a simple wilderkin, or the
more rare and deadly predator wilderkin. Caution, caution,
caution. Take this one step at a time. "Have I permission to
sit with you? I'm still learning the ways of this place."

Merissa smiled pleasantly up at him. "Of
course. Are these your daughters?"

Malthus lowered his head as he shook it,
allowing Merissa a brief, fleeting glimpse of his inner sorrow at
the loss of his family. "Nieces. Their parents are dead."

Always the more daring of the two, Ros crept
up to Kenly and touched him tentatively, just brushing her fingers
across his forehead. "He's soft. Come on, Lyrri. He won't bite.
Will you, Kenly?"

Lyrri hesitated and Ros went back, bringing
her forward. Soon both of them sat petting the huge hunting
cat.

Kenly started to purr and then gave an odd
cough.

Merissa directed a startled glance at Kenly
before frowning at Malthus. "She's sa'necari. Are you?" She looked
at his wrists, which wore no spellcords.

"Me? No, of course not. I thought you were
not allowing any adult sa'necari into the valley now."

"We have a few. They are all spellcorded,
sealed, and watched. It is the only way we would allow them to seek
refuge here. They must repudiate the old ways."

The thought of spellcord made Malthus'
stomach clench, but he forced himself to relax. He would rather die
than allow himself to be corded and cut off from his powers. He
would never forget the burn as the cords were twisted into his
flesh, and the empty sickness of being blocked from his dark inner
core. What could possibly have driven his people to allow
themselves to be bound? But the other sa'necari here, besides the
children, were all women, and women were all soft in the head when
it came to their children.

What fools these lycans! No one who has
tasted the rites ever truly repudiates the old ways. Malthus
decided not to point that out to her and thus endanger his own
kind. Instead, he inclined his head to acknowledge the soundness of
her statement. "Which is exactly as you should."

Merissa smiled again. She bent forward and
lifted the boy to her lap. "This is my son, Darmyk. He's two and a
half. He'll be three at mid-autumn."

"A handsome boy. Is he sa'necari-born? Is
that why you brought him here?"

Merissa hesitated before answering.
"Sa'necari, yes. However, Claw is my father."

"Then you are the Princess Merissa!"

Merissa blushed. "We're not that formal
here."

"May I call you Merissa?"

"Yes."

"I am Malthus." He extended his hand and she
placed hers into it. Malthus gave a short bow and kissed her
fingers. He lingered over her hand a moment too long and she pulled
away from him. "My half-brother was sa'necari as was his wife. I
was not born with that stigma. Ros is seven and Lyrri is six. I
thought we'd never reach here safely."

After watching Darmyk rolling over the huge
kitten, the two girls joined him, petting and laughing.

Merissa sighed, her lips tightening a
fraction. "It's hard. Especially with this rebellion against the
Sharani claiming so many lives."

"I hope your husband has chosen to remain
here in the valley."

"I'm not married."

"Widowed?"

"My son was born on the wrong side of the
blankets. Not that it's any of your business..." Merissa lifted her
head to a proud angle, eyes flashing with anger as if daring him to
say something.

Malthus nodded. Considering the age of the
boy, Beth was right. He wondered whether it had been Troyes or
Isranon who had gotten her pregnant. They had stayed at this manor
together. Troyes' orders had been to ride on after leaving
Mephistis' young catamite here, but if he had, no one knew it:
Troyes had never been seen again. "I meant nothing. I too was born
on the wrong side of the blankets. My father was married to someone
else."

Merissa sighed more deeply. "I apologize for
reading more into your question than you intended, I'm sure. It's
just that so many people look askance at me. I just assume everyone
I meet already knows. My lover rode off to follow his prince and
left me. At least he was honest. He told me from the beginning he
didn't love me."

"I am sorry." Malthus almost laughed.
Isranon, for certain, had rejoined Prince Mephistis after the fall
of the Lord Hoon's City of the Dead three years ago. Could Troyes
have done so as well? Which one fathered this little boy? He
suspected Troyes. The half-a-mon had never seemed masculine enough
to attract a woman like Merissa, nor possessed of the boldness to
force one. Troyes had been both.

"At least he wishes to know his son and has
promised to come when he can."

"I cannot understand how a man could not love
a woman as beautiful as you."

Merissa shifted uncomfortably and stood up
with Darmyk. "You are kind, but I think I should go in now."

"Will you be out here tomorrow? Maybe the
children could play together. My nieces haven't made any friends
yet."

Merissa smiled again, relaxing. "Of course
they can play together. Darmyk will like that."

Malthus watched her go. She was exactly his
brother's type. Troyes would have certainly tried to bed her. When
Troyes chose a woman, he always got her. Then Malthus thought of a
third possibility. Could the lycans have killed his brother and hid
his body if he had managed to get this child on her? Lycans
generally abhorred having a sa'necari child born to one of their
own. Beth's words came back to him: we should have stoned
her.

What a waste that would have been.
Merissa was the loveliest piece of flesh he had ever
encountered.

Had Merissa been anyone except the clan
chieftain's daughter, no doubt she would have been forced to abort
the child rather than bear it. Malthus needed to discover the name
of the child's sire.

Malthus continued to consider it as he
returned to the sanctuary with his nieces. Two sa'necari with their
wrists spellcorded and sealed carried buckets of water hanging from
a pole across their shoulders. They looked tired and worn out. A
tickle of anger started in his middle. Sa'necari women should not
look like that, nor work like that. The sanctuary owned only a
dozen nibari, all cast-offs donated from other lycan households. So
feedings for those women were scattered and few. Fools. Fools
all.

"Go play with the other children," he told
his nieces and went into the longhouse. Beth stood at a tub, rising
off the dishes from dinner. She set the last one aside and went to
Malthus, throwing her arms around him in a hug. He stiffened, but
Beth failed to notice it.

"I'm so glad you're back," she said.

"I will be glad of some time alone with you,
Beth."

"Do you like my dress?" Beth asked.

Malthus finally stopped thinking about
Merissa for a moment and stared. The neck of Beth's dress was
unbuttoned almost to her nipples. His hand tightened on her wrist.
"Come, Beth. Let's find a place to be alone together." I need to
adjust your triggers otherwise everyone will know I'm plowing your
field. When the time comes, you'll scream nicely on my altar. It's
Merissa I want.

He took Beth to his sheeling and they crawled
inside through the low entryway. The girls would not be back until
dark. They tended to stay away as much as possible, leaving him to
his business once he dismissed them. The lycans had no nudity
taboos, yet being unclad always made a female feel more vulnerable
before a dominant male. So he started each of his sessions with
Beth by having her undress for him.

She sat on his bed, her plump breasts resting
on the firm roundness of her belly, and her heavy thighs opened.
The overhang of her belly partially concealed the tuft between her
loins. Malthus liked them slender, but his friend Egidius liked
them fat. He would introduce Beth to Egidius when he arrived.

"I love you, Malthus."

"Yes, I know, Beth." He wondered if he had
chosen the wrong first command by making her fall in love with him.
There were other approaches he could have used that might have
worked as well. Putting his hands on her breasts made her tremble.
Initiating rapport, Malthus wrapped himself through her awareness,
tied another knot into the compulsions regarding her devotion to
him. "You must not be so forward in showing off your body in public
like this. People will get the wrong idea."

"What idea is that?" Worry furrowed her
corpulent face.

"They will think I love you. I don't love
you, Beth. I own you." He gave her left nipple a savage pinch.

Her eyes teared up. "Yes, Malthus. I know
that."

"I want to move my sheeling to a more private
corner of your holdings. That is where I want to build my
house."

Beth swallowed and nodded. "Whatever you
wish."

"Good. I have friends coming. You will obey
them as you do me. Without question."

"Friends?"

"You know what I mean." Malthus could feel
her trying to resist him and squeezed her thoughts into a painful
bundle, dragging up the worst memories in her mind to hurt her
with.

Beth cried out and clutched her head.

Malthus lunged deeper into her psyche,
driving a nail of force through it.

"I'll obey," she gasped.

"You will lie for me. You will kill, if I
ask."

Beth cringed. "I will. I will."

"My lieutenant, Egidius, is bringing an army
into your valley from the north. I'm going to butcher your males
and enslave your females." He spoke sharply, provoking her
reactions in order to pierce her defenses. Malthus continued to
stick, stitch, tie, and knot.

Beth's eyes glazed over and she slumped
forward. Malthus shoved her onto her back. Her flesh jiggled
distastefully. Malthus could not understand why Egidius preferred
females like Beth.

"You will betray your people to me, Beth.
Repeat that."

Her mouth twisted and she broke out in a cold
sweat as she struggled to resist him. Sensing that Beth might
scream, Malthus touched one finger to the hollow of her throat to
stifle her noises. Beth clutched at her neck, eyes saucering.

"No," she croaked, unable to raise her voice
any louder.

Malthus rotated the arcane blade of his power
in her mind.

Beth tried to shriek as she folded over her
hands, trembling, her face gone white from the agony of his
intrusion.

"Say it, Beth."

"I will...betray my...people."

"I want Merissa. You will not interfere with
that."

Beth shuddered. "I will not interfere."

Malthus climbed onto Beth and bit her. He had
barely begun to use Beth, when Ros arrived. She stood for a moment,
watching them, licking her fangs, and then joined them on the bed,
biting deeply into Beth's leg.

* * *

Near the rear of the gardens, in the
southeastern corner of the manor grounds lay the Redhand family
graveyard. Short hedgerows lined the sides and back. A rose arbor
marked the entrance down a path lined with oaks. Rather than the
open spaces that most humans preferred as a place of burial,
lycans, especially the upper classes, preferred to clutter them up
with trees, bushes, hedges, and flower beds, arranging their graves
in sheltered rows. Until three generations ago, the Redhands had
burned their dead, burying the ashes in small urns and planting a
shrub over it.

Kynyr sat cross-legged beside the grave of
Tarrant Redhand. He laid the flowers he had picked upon the grave.
"Cahira Maguire sends her love, Tarrant. She's never forgotten
you."

He had been coming here roughly every seven
days for the four years that he had worked for the Redhands – each
phase of the moon. Kynyr picked times when no one would see him
steal into the cemetery lest they ask questions he dared not
answer.

There were only four graves: that of Suleahan
and Sorcha – Claw's parents – and those of Claw's twin sons,
Tarrant and Logan. He knew the story of Tarrant and Logan well.
Most of it he had heard from his grandmother, Cahira. Others had
supplied more pieces and the image of Tarrant Redhand had grown to
heroic proportions with every telling.

The Lycan Rebellion had taken place nearly
eighty years ago. For three long years the lycans held against the
forces of the sa'necari while trying to persuade both Creeya and
Shaurone to come to their aid. Claw's sons had ridden with soldiers
to the support of Clan Silverpaw. A series of sa'necari ambushes
resulted in the capture of his sons and his wife, Aisha, within two
weeks of each other.

Logan and Tarrant were rited for treason, and
Claw had been forced to watch their executions with Aisha held
hostage to his cooperation. His sons' mutilated bodies were dumped
in front of him after the sa'necari finished with them. He and
Aisha were allowed to take their remains home and bury them in the
family cemetery. Most folks agreed that Claw had never been the
same afterward.

Kynyr said a prayer for the dead and rose,
beating at his trousers to get the dirt off them. "I'm keeping my
promise, Gram."

He headed back into the gardens and spied
Malthus talking to Merissa. It sent a shiver along his spine for
reasons he could not identify. Kynyr faded into the shadows of a
clump of trees and waited for Malthus to leave before emerging into
the open.

Kynyr found Merissa sitting in the Great Hall
at the spinning wheel while Darmyk played at her feet with a set of
toy soldiers carved from an assortment of wood.

He paused to ruffle Darmyk's hair and then
walked around behind the spinning wheel rather than have it
standing like a rampart between himself and Merissa. "Who were you
talking to?"

"Malthus Estrobian. He's new here."

"Yes, I know he's new. What was he doing in
the garden?"

Merissa glared at him. "None of your
business."

Kynyr sucked in a breath and held his temper.
Claw had allowed him a great many privileges over the past two
years and Kynyr had no intention of spoiling it. "He's only been
here two weeks and he's already sitting in the garden with
you?"

"The children were there. No liberties were
taken. What harm could there be?"

"These are dangerous times. Your father
doesn't want you seeing strange males."

"My father or you?"

"Both."

"Jealous?"

"Cautious."

"You're not my husband, Kynyr. Mind your own
business."

"My business is seeing that you're safe."

"I was perfectly safe. Kenly was with us."
She reached down and stroked the cat's head. Kenly rumbled
contentedly and rolled over on his back, batting at Merissa's
hand.

"We know almost nothing about this Malthus.
Caution is justified."

"Stop being so possessive, Kynyr. You don't
own me yet."

An explosive sigh burst from Kynyr's lungs.
"I'm not courting you. I don't intend to either."

"You wouldn't know that to listen to my
father." Merissa turned away from him with a flounce that made her
long ginger hair bounce around her shoulders.

Kynyr found that he could not argue with
that. Claw had been shoving them at each other ever since the news
had come that Merissa's lover, Isranon, had been taken as a
bloodslave by Anksha the Beast two years ago. Lycans were taught
from the cradle to fear the Beast. "That's enough, Merissa."

"I fully agree." She stood, lifted Darmyk to
her hip, and walked out, leaving him standing there alone.

Kynyr scratched at his whiskers, muttering
under his breath. "I thought I knew bitches, but I guess I
don't."

His thoughts strayed to Kady Wiggins. Lycan
courtship customs had changed a lot over the centuries. Brideprice,
a human custom, once a rariety among Kynyr's people, was now
commonplace; wrapped like a ribbon around a package of older
customs, such as courting gifts for the parents of the bitch. It
all boiled down to courting the family as well the girl.

Hereward had responded to his inquiry a week
ago, "five hundred crowns and happiness."

Guardsmyn only earned six crowns a year.
Kynyr wondered if Hereward had really meant that or if the taverner
had been trying to discourage him. If he wished to court Kady
properly, then he ought to start by making a good impression upon
Hereward. Kynyr decided that it was time to ask his grandmother how
much gold there was in his trust fund.

* * *

Try as he might, Malthus could not get the
image of Merissa out of his mind. His desire for privacy surged
into an obsession within hours of first meeting her; and he kept
undressing her in his imagination. Shalto and Oswyl helped Malthus
move his sheeling to the secluded spot he had chosen two days
later. Afterward, with the two young myn in tow, Malthus went to
see the blacksmith to replace his sword. A wide variety of fine
blades and tools hung upon pegs on the far wall.

"What do you want?" the smith's assistance
asked, emerging from a sheltered corner of the smithy. He eyed
Malthus, measuring him in a suspicious manner. Not all of the
lycans felt comfortable with the influx of non-lycan newcomers.

"Loosen up, Torquil," said Shalto. "He lost
his sword fighting to reach here."

"What do you know about swords, human?"

"I was kandoyarin," Malthus replied, walking
to the wall and examining their wares. He unfastened his sheath
from his shoulder and turned, extending it to Torquil. "Something
that fits this?"

Torquil looked at the battered leather and
nodded. "Broadsword. Interesting choice."

"Popular on the coast."

"And in Shaurone."

Malthus raised an eyebrow at Torquil's
suspicious tone. "Have you been beyond the borders of this
valley?"

"No. But the battle-clans–"

Malthus cut him off. "Then don't question my
choices."

Torquil shrugged. "We might have something.
You have gold?"

Malthus brought several coins from his pouch
and extended them to Torquil.

Torquil tucked the sheath under his arm and
took the coins. "Ildyrsetti ten eagles. You've gotten around a
bit."

"I told you, I was kandoyarin until a few
weeks ago when I came home."

Torquil took a blade down from the wall and
handed it to Malthus to inspect. The steel was very well made,
supple, and yet strong.

Malthus slid it into the sheath and noted the
fit. He paid for it. "You should have a drink with us sometime,
Torquil," he told him. "Shouldn't he, Shalto?"

Shalto grinned. "Aye. Malthus here likes to
buy and he tells great stories. I think I'd like to be a kandoyarin
someday."

"I've met many lycans working for them, but
you need to be able to handle a blade," Malthus said.

"Would you teach me?" Shalto asked.

"Certainly. I'd be glad to."

Torquil laughed, with a trace of skepticism.
"I'll have to stop by with a pair of practice blades, human, and
see what you can do."

"By all means...do so."

As Malthus and his companions emerged, they
saw Nikko and Tempest watching them from across the street. A
small, fuzzy dog frolicked around them, returning again and again
with a stick in his mouth, begging for Tempest or Nikko to toss it.
Malthus snarled inwardly. Sooner or later they would misstep and he
would eat them.

* * *

Nikko knelt and patted Moss, took the stick
from his mouth and tossed it toward some trees on the Common. Moss
darted after it, barking with simple joy. Nikko glanced up at
Tempest and straightened, brushing his dark brown tunic off. "He
knows we're watching him."

"It'll keep him on his best behavior."

"You know he's sleeping with Beth?"

The lines deepened to crevices across
Tempest's face as he frowned. "I hadn't known. How long has he been
here?"

"Two weeks or close to it."

"And he's already..." Tempest made a
distasteful face, clearly looking for a polite euphemism. "Beth is
a gentle, impressionable bitch."

Nikko nodded and bent down again as Moss
pranced up with the stick in his hairy mouth. The lawgiver tossed
the stick farther this time. "She's lonely. You've said it yourself
enough times."

"Better alone than with the wrong mon."
Tempest sighed and ran a hand through his gray mane, working his
fingers through the tangles. "How long has it been going on?"

"According to Rory Scott, since his first
night here. Rory and Hamish have been spying on them. So have the
Hansley cubs."

"Have you spoken to their parents?"

"I threatened to. They haven't come round the
Camp since then."

"Lawgiver. Your holiness." Kynyr Maguire
strolled over, followed by Finn and Ramsey.

Finn grinned at them, his thumbs hooked into
his belt. "Did I hear you say someone was slipping the bone into
Old Beth?"

Ramsey struggled to repress a snicker, and it
escaped as a snort.

Tempest scowled as Cullen sauntered up to
them with his hands resting on his fighting knives. "If I'd known
old Beth wanted some, I'd've already been to see her."

"You are a slut, Cullen Blackwood." Tempest's
lips tightened with disapproval. "You should be dipped in tar and
feathered."

Cullen shrugged. "It's been tried,
priest."

Nikko gave Moss a hand signal to sit next to
them. "That newcomer, Malthus Estrobian."

Kynyr's expression hardened. "Every day for
the past three, he's shown up at the manor gardens to walk with
Merissa."

"I'll talk to him," said Tempest.

"If you don't, I will. And I promise it won't
be pretty." Kynyr's hands settled on the long fighting knives that
rode at his hips.

"Who made you the defender of bitches'
virtue?" Cullen muscled in between Ramsey and Finn.

Kynyr gave Cullen a quiet glance that still
managed to tell him he was trying to piss on the wrong tree.

Cullen's single eye narrowed, his head
tilted, and he scratched around the patch covering the empty
socket. "You better be as good as you think you are, boy."

"I am."




CHAPTER FIVE

SLUT

 


Kynyr Maguire sat on his bed in the barracks,
oiling his long knives. His broadsword rested on a weapons rack
built onto the wall beside the bed. A nightstand sat to the
opposite side and a large chest at the foot. Forty beds identical
to Kynyr's, each with their own nightstand and weapons racks,
filled the room. Five rooms like this one fanned out along the
barracks wing of the manor. Claw had two hundred guardsmyn, not
counting the officers who had private quarters on the second floor.
Kynyr had turned down Claw's offers of a private suite for over a
year, because he did not have the rank to justify it in the eyes of
the rank and file, many of whom were already referring to him as
"Old Claw's pretty boy."

Kynyr found his good looks to be more often a
source of discomfort and complications, than the asset the others
seemed to think they were. Every time one of the dogs caught him
talking to a young bitch, the innuendos started. If he'd gotten his
cock into every female the rumors claimed he had, Kynyr would have
had more bedmates than he had years of age. The talk, which had
been amusing at one point, had become an aggravation, and for the
past year he had not touched a bitch because he did not want to
deal with the barracks repercussions. Before that he had ridden
into Hell's Widow from time to time for a night with the whores –
until he encountered Belgair and some others among the older wolves
of the guard doing the same and they had made him squirm for months
over it.

Chieftain Claw Redhand's guardsmyn did more
than soldiering. In a culture where farming predominated, they also
rode herd on the manor's horses, cattle, sheep, and goats; fixed
fences and repaired walls; patrolled the roads around Wolffgard
Village; guarded the bridge over the Eirlys Cataract that formed
the western border of Clan Red Wolf Valley; and guarded the manor
itself and its inhabitants.

The guardsmyn's training was crude but
effective, just a matter of filing the rough edges off whatever
they had been taught growing up by their fathers and older
brothers. When Kynyr signed up with the guards, his only problem
had been concealing how good he was with any weapon they put in his
hands. He had not wished to attract unwanted attention and awkward
questions.

Finn MacIver dropped onto Kynyr's bed with a
cheeky grin, folded his hands behind his head, and reclined. "We
get a day off and you spend it with your blades! If you don't come
along now, Ramsey and I are for leaving without you."

Kynyr shammed ignoring his friend, gave his
blades one more wipe and sheathed them. He stood and walked
off.

"Hey, I'm talking to you." Finn fell into
step beside him, caught the glint of mischief in Kynyr's eyes, and
backed away. "I'm going to the Difficult Horse with Ramsey and
Eideard. You coming?"

The left corner of Kynyr's mouth quirked.
"Aye. So I can dunk you in the horse trough for nagging at me all
day."

Finn's lips twitched into an uncertain grin.
"It's bloody cold, Kynyr. If you're going to dunk me, can't it wait
until summer?"

Kynyr snickered. "If it's not hot enough for
you yet, I don't know what is."

They had grown up together, two only sons
with an overabundance of sisters, living on neighboring farms with
a small creek between them. Finn had been allowed to train with
Kynyr's grandfather, a legendary armsmaster and battle-clan veteran
of the Rebellion, so that the cub would have someone his own age to
practice with. When Kynyr went to Creeya for further training, Finn
went with him, and it was only much later that Finn began to wonder
how a schoolteacher and a small-time country healer could afford to
pay for it. Many things about Kynyr Maguire did not add up once
Finn began to seriously think about them, but Finn kept his mouth
shut about it both to Kynyr and the outside world. Kynyr's business
was Kynyr's only, and Finn prided himself on not being a gossip.
They had been friends, loving each other like brothers, since their
earliest memories, united against the dreaded female hordes that
assailed them at every opportunity – otherwise known as Kynyr's six
sisters and Finn's eight.

Kynyr signed up with the Redhands first and
Finn showed up a month later to do the same.

He headed for the door into the yard with
Finn at his heels. It had been four days since he had gone into the
village. The last time he saw Tempest, the priest had persuaded a
promise out of Kynyr to let him speak to Malthus first. So, rather
than be tempted, Kynyr had kept to the manor. Not that
opportunities had not presented themselves here. Every afternoon,
Malthus showed up with his nieces and visited with Merissa while
the children played together. The presence of the children kept
Kynyr in line around Malthus: he did not trust himself not to grab
Malthus by the throat and shake him, so Kynyr cut a wide berth
around him.

Kynyr ran all of that through his thoughts
again as he strode around to the front courtyard where Ramsey and
Eideard waited for them. Malthus was in Wolffgard on Claw's
forbearance and Kynyr did not intend to see that generosity abused
by a lecher who had apparently developed an appetite for Merissa.
Nor did Kynyr wish to see Merissa hurt again. Kynyr had thought
Isranon to be a good mon, as sa'necari went, until he abandoned
Merissa shortly after getting her with child. Kynyr had had to
fight down an urge to go after Isranon and beat his head into a
bloody pulp every time he looked at Merissa's swollen belly. An
undercurrent of sorrow had clung to Merissa since Isranon left; and
it disturbed Kynyr to see it.

If Malthus touches you, I'm going to bust his
head.

"Want some company?" Cullen trotted up to
them.

Kynyr glanced at his friends and got a round
of shrugs from them. "Sure."

As they entered the Difficult Horse, Hereward
spotted Cullen and came stomping toward them, shaking his thick
finger at the courier. "You keep your bloody paws off my bitches.
You hear me?"

"I only come for a drink." Cullen glared at
Hereward.

The taverner turned to Kynyr. "You keep him
in line, Kynyr. Or I'll toss you all out."

"Sure." As soon as Hereward headed for the
bar, Kynyr turned to Cullen, his lips pursed in bemusement,
guessing why the short lycan wanted their company. "Which one did
he catch you with?"

"His daughter."

"Which one? He's got four." Kynyr headed for
a table and settled in.

"Kady."

Kynyr went very still. Kady and
Cullen? His eyes slewed sideways, his thoughts whirling in all
directions, wondering what Cullen had that he did not.

Ramsey looked astounded at Cullen's audacity.
"You put the bone to Kady?"

"Nah. I didn't get that far. We was in the
alley out back, kissing. I'd just got her skirt up when..." Cullen
glared at Hereward's back and took a seat next to Kynyr. "He caught
us."

"You get your bone into Kady and he'll kill
you." Finn took the other seat next to Kynyr.

Cullen shrugged. "He'd've tried."

"You gotta be mad, Cullen Blackwood." Ramsey
gestured at a servingmon. "Everyone knows you don't mess with
Hereward's daughters."

Cullen's expression turned dour, and his
brogue thickened in a betraying manner. "Not if ya want ta drink
here, ya don't."

Kynyr ordered a bottle of good whiskey, as he
always did; his companions went for tankards of mead. His
grandmother sent him a modest stipend that rounded out his meager
wages as a guardsmon. Hereward got his supplies of whiskey and
other expensive liquors from a dealer in Hell's Widow, a situation
that was gradually becoming chancier as the Waejontori Rebellion
moved closer to Clan Lands. Publicly they were taking a neutral
stance, trying not to antagonize either the Sharani or the
sa'necari. Claw had not yet made his private views on the matter
known, and Kynyr hoped that he would at least tell his guardsmyn
something; however Claw was playing it close to the chest and Kynyr
had to respect that.

They had barely begun to enjoy their drinks
when Malthus entered with three young wolves, only one of whom was
known to Kynyr: Torquil, Smith Ranoul's apprentice. Torquil was
large as lycans went; standing at least two inches above Kynyr's
five foot eleven, big boned and thick muscled.

Malthus laughed and then noticed that Kynyr
was watching them. His gaze locked on Kynyr's, sending the lycan's
hackles rising as one predator recognized another. Malthus crooked
a finger at Kynyr, biding him join them.

Kynyr pushed back from the table.

Finn grabbed at Kynyr and his friend shrugged
him off. "What are you doing, Kynyr?"

"Don't get yourself killed." Cullen took a
pull from his tankard. "I hear that bastard's good."

Kynyr ignored Cullen and headed for
Malthus.

His companions stared at Malthus and his
friends. Finn pushed back from the table and their friends did
also.

Malthus lowered his gaze, licking his lips,
and framed a tiny smile. "You've been watching us."

"I'm a friend of Merissa's."

Cullen moved to stand behind Kynyr with his
hands on his blades before anyone could stop him.

Malthus spared Cullen a glance before
focusing on Kynyr. "She's very lovely."

"Yes, I know."

"Are you going to tell me to leave her
alone?"

"I might be." Kynyr's hands dropped to his
blades.

"I'm kandoyarin. You're just a backwater
guardsmon."

Kynyr regarded Malthus evenly. "I'm not
impressed."

"Call me out and you will be."

Shalto and Torquil laughed.

"If the boy can't beat ya...I can." Cullen's
lips tightened into a grim promise.

"It can talk!" Torquil snickered.

Finn and Ramsey seized Kynyr's arms, and
maneuvered him back to their table. Cullen trailed after them.

"Loosen up, Kynyr," Ramsey growled.

Kynyr shrugged and poked Finn in the
shoulder. "You remember telling me the Dreaded Horde sent you to
keep me out of trouble?"

Finn grinned over the edge of his tankard.
"Aye."

"Well ... you're not doing a good job of
it."

Finn choked on a mouthful of mead, causing
the other four to laugh at him. As soon as he stopped coughing, he
gave Kynyr an affronted look. "You're hard to ride herd on,
Kynyr."

* * *

Malthus returned to camp feeling edgy. If the
friends of that guardsmon, Kynyr Maguire, had not intervened, it
was clear that he intended to call Malthus out. He had studied all
the human and lycan arts of war as well as those of the sa'necari.
It was what made Malthus so versatile.

However, Kynyr was an unknown quantity that
would bear investigating. Malthus had gotten the impression that
there was far more to Kynyr Maguire than met the eye. Thinking of
Kynyr logically led Malthus to contemplate the little, one-eyed
bastard who had had to toss his own two coppers into the situation
in the tavern. A few questions directed at a servingmon had
produced his name and occupation: Cullen Blackwood, courier.

For the first week, he had avoided the five
sa'necari females living at the camp out of fear of discovery: no
one detected sa'necari as easily as their own kind. With the number
of potential threats growing, Malthus decided that it was time to
take them out.

Malthus noticed one of them standing before
her house, which was the closest one to Beth's, not counting the
sheelings. He tried to remember what her name was. She seemed to be
watching him with a speculative expression, holding a
three-year-old on her hip. Her son, as he recalled, was lycan. No
wonder she had fled. Their kind were less tolerant of a female
hooking up with a lycan, than they were of males doing so.

The longer he waited to deal with his people
here, the more he placed himself at risk of being revealed. Malthus
went to Beth's house and let himself in. He found Beth sitting at
her loom, weaving. She rose to greet him, smiling, and threw her
arms around him. Malthus shoved her away. Beth looked hurt by his
action, but said nothing.

"How many sa'necari are in this camp?"

"Five women," Beth said.

"Who's that one with the lycan child?"

Beth frowned. "Kandaishee."

"Fetch her."

"Why?"

"Just do it."

Beth returned a few minutes later with
Kandaishee. The child had been left with one of the other
women.

"What is this about, Beth?" Kandaishee's eyes
went to Malthus. She folded her arms across her middle, shifting
uneasily from foot to foot. Recognition glimmered in her eyes,
telling Malthus that he had been right: she had figured him
out.

"I wanted to speak with you." Malthus stepped
close. His hand snaked up at her with two fingers extended.

Sensing his intentions, she covered her neck
with her hand, and turned to flee.

Malthus grabbed her wrist, jerking it away to
expose his target and throwing her off-balance. His fingers darted
to the hollow of Kandaishee's throat and forced the spell through
her flesh, muting her voice.

Kandaishee clawed for his eyes. He caught
that wrist and forced both arms behind her, bringing her body hard
against his. Her fangs came down and she tried to bite his face.
Malthus bumped her chin with his shoulder and banged her face with
his forehead.

"Hold her, Beth."

Beth seized Kandaishee's arms, pinning
them.

"No, please," Kandaishee begged.

"You know that begging does no good,
Kandaishee," Malthus said. "I can see it in your eyes. You've
practiced the rites."

Kandaishee pulled at her arms, but could not
get free from Beth's grip as the lycan changed to her hybrid form.
"I've renounced them."

"A shame." Malthus stroked her face, Reading
her. Her magic was underdeveloped, suggesting that she had
participated in only a few rites, just enough to alter her eyes,
and not enough to give her the substantial sa'necari strength.

She tried to close her mind to him, twisting
and turning her thoughts about to prevent Malthus from getting hold
of her. Spellcorded, Kandaishee's mind lacked shields and would be
unable to fight him off if he pressed it. However, he did not wish
to leave her wrecked. That would be noticed.

"Don't make me rip you open," Malthus hissed.
"No one cares enough to notice a change in you."

She twisted her head back, trying to look at
the lycan behind her. "Beth, please let me go. He's going to hurt
me."

Beth said nothing, only tightening her hold,
her strong fingers digging into Kandaishee's flesh.

Malthus ran his finger down Kandaishee's nose
and across her check, amusement turning the corners of his mouth.
"Beth is mine. I claimed her my first night here."

Kandaishee eyes softened into pools of
despair, her mouth drooped. She stopped straining against Beth's
hands. "Gods, have mercy."

"You're praying to the wrong gods," Malthus
said. "Be still and it won't hurt as much."

"I know." Resignation crept into Kandaishee's
voice. "I've done it myself...many times."

"Then why resist? You know you can't. Open
and let me in. It will be over quickly."

Kandaishee's head lowered and her shoulders
drooped. Malthus sensed her surrender, felt her mind go still and
yielding. He lunged in, working swiftly, laying in all the
coercions, compulsions, sways, and triggers at once. The speed of
his efforts caused Kandaishee more pain than going slowly would
have. She closed her eyes, turned her head to the side, and
whimpered like a battered puppy. To test his results, he raped
her.

"Bring me another sa'necari," Malthus ordered
Beth, as Kandaishee crawled into a corner and huddled sobbing.

By the end of the day, Malthus no longer had
to worry that one of his people would recognize his true nature and
reveal him to the lycans. What he had said to Kandaishee was true:
neither the lycans nor the humans that lived and worked about the
camp cared enough about sa'necari to notice a change in them.

* * *

Kady moaned in pleasure, writhing beneath
Cullen's skilled attentions. When he entered, after bringing her to
the edge of climax again and again, Kady was desperate for him.
Since that first night by the rose briars, when he took her
virginity, Kady had been unable to get enough of him. Taking
chances had made her asignations with Cullen all the more delicious
at first. The utter naughtiness of letting him give her a quick
poke in the alley behind the tavern's storage sheds had delighted
her; which had led to her father catching them. Her father's rage
only made her want to be with him all the more strongly; and
defiance had led her to continue their midnight trysts on the
common.

His thrusts brought her to a whimpering
conclusion, and afterward he cuddled her. She burst into weeping
and Cullen stroked her head.

"What's wrong, my girl?"

"My father had the mid-wife check me. He
knows I'm not a…."

"Pity that." Cullen continued to pat and
stroke, letting her cry herself out. "Sometimes, Kady … sometimes I
think too much with the wrong head."

"I'm not going to stop seeing you, Cullen."
She lifted her head with a look of tear-streaked defiance.

"I didn't think you would."

When dawn threatened the edges of the sky,
Kady stole home.
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