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CHAPTER ONE

THINGS BROKEN AND NEW

 

 


Malthus Estrobian stood in front of Baroucha
Seaver's ruined shop, cursing under his breath.  Baroucha had
never been well liked in the community, having a penchant for
vicious gossip; however, Malthus could not imagine anyone going so
far as to vandalize her shop.  Until last spring, she had been
the only healer in Wolffgard, as well as the principal
midwife.  More to the point, so far as Malthus was concerned,
was that she had become one of his main cat's paws.

She had been slipping an arcane, nearly
undetectable poison into the heart medicine of the lycan Chieftain
Claw Redhand at Malthus' direction.  The possible
inconvenience that would result if something had happened to her
irritated him.  It looked like a gang of imps had attacked
it.  The windows had been shattered.  Animal droppings
lay piled in the doorway and splattered over the walls.  He
studied the clumsy writing and the curious misspellings of crude
slurs written across the walls in a variety of substances, none of
which appeared to be ink: stunk-fase; peeg-zucker; auld stunker;
lyar lyar; klaburnaner.

By right of his marriage to Merissa Redhand,
Malthus was a prince of the realm.  Chieftain Claw Redhand ran
Red Wolf as if he were a farmer king, and the populace of the town
of Wolffgard – their capital – treated Malthus without deference to
his rank.  Claw did not maintain a formal court, and the
rustic attitude of the members of his household – soldier and
family alike – irritated Malthus.  However, he amended his
thoughts; Malthus had to admit that he had contributed to it,
fostering an image of himself as a simple human soldier who had won
the love of their princess.  He had befriended Belgair, Claw's
Captain of the Guard, and many of the guardsmyn, as well as
courting the citizenry by purchasing rounds of mead for all at the
smallest reason.

Anger burned in his sensual face, lending an
umber-rose glow to his copper cheeks.  He pulled at the long
ends of his quill thin mustache, stroked his oak-leaf beard and
snarled.

"What in the Nine Hells happened here?"

Although he knew many of the myn in the crowd
of gawkers, no one answered him.  So he stepped over the
threshold to have a better look at the destruction.  The lycan
guardsmon, Erskine Faraday, straddled a chair in the middle of the
devastated shop, arms draped across the back, his long legs
outstretched and his lean body settled at a relaxed angle. 
Assessment flickered in his gray eyes as he shook his blond head at
Malthus.  "You'll have to leave.  Lawgiver left
orders.  No one is allowed in until he finishes examining
everything."

"Just tell me what happened?"  Malthus'
voice was taut, making his words more of a demand than a
request.

Erskine shrugged as if the situation mattered
not a whit to him.  "Baroucha Seaver was murdered last
night.  Now get out of here."

Malthus saw that he would get nothing further
from Erskine, acquiesced with a nod and left the building, his
anger burning still hotter beneath his emotionless features.

"I hear they made a mess of her."

Malthus recognized the casual insolence of
the speaker,  turned and saw Preece Malloy standing at the
edge of an alley with his shoulder leaned against a building. 
"Shouldn't you be working?"

Preece lazed with his arms loosely folded
across his chest.  Years of laboring in the sun had weathered
his fair skin to a nut brown.  Preece's drawstring pants
slouched around his lanky hips, and if they had been any looser,
they would have slid to his member.  A pair of long fighting
knives hung from a worn leather belt, the sheaths lashed to his
thighs for an easy draw, and his pants legs bunched around
them.  While his sturdy bones could easily have carried more
weight, Preece did not lack for muscle and the long curves of his
biceps looked like hammered steel.  A length of leather held
his long, mustard brown hair in a tail at his neck.  He
regarded Malthus with dead, jaded eyes and an indolent
smile. 

"Probably.  The priest has been gone
since yesterday afternoon.  So not much is getting done."

Malthus withheld his reply until he stood
close enough to Preece that his words would not carry to any who
might be passing by.  "Clodagh…"

"She don't run the camp.  But then, you
knew that."

Malthus regarded Preece.  The wolf was
uneducated and illiterate, but he was not stupid, and he saw
deeper, making more connections than the others.  Of all the
wolves working at the camp, of all those that Malthus had brought
within his sphere of influence, the only one he considered
dangerous was Preece Malloy.  It made him a superior tool.

"Who runs the camp?"

Preece's lips spread with a fleeting wisp of
sarcasm.  "You do."

"How long have you been here?"

"Long enough."

"Buy you a drink?"

"Hereward's open."

The Difficult Horse, whose sign featured a
horse sitting on its rump while a mon tugged the reins, stood on
Main Street across from the town common.  The interior, warm,
dark and pleasant compared to the summer heat 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. 
There were few people in the Difficult Horse that early. 
Malthus and Preece took a table in the rear corner as a habitual
compromise between them: Malthus liked having a wall to his back
and so did Preece. 

"So what do you know?"

"Sinclair sent to the coffinmaker this
morning.  They dropped off two boxes just after Caimbeul left
Baroucha's place…"

"Have you heard this one?"  Malthus
lowered his head with a tiny smirk.  "They are saying that
Caimbeul murdered Donald Greenlea.  That it wasn't
happenstance."

Preece scratched his nose.  "Aye, I
heard that one.  It don't surprise me.  Caimbeul is the
nastiest lawgiver we've ever had."

"He condemns vigilante violence and then
commits it himself."

"Bloody pig-sucker."

Malthus lowered his head with a small glance
to the side, suggesting secrets and confidentiality between
friends.  "This inconveniences me."

Preece eyed Malthus in languid speculation
and casual indifference.  "You had something going with the
old bitch?"

"She asked me to help her find a decent
apprentice."  Malthus had always made a great show of helping
myn – helping them give him what he wanted.  His cousin Bella
was to have become Baroucha's apprentice, allowing him to put
another cat's paw into play in Wolffgard, one more piece on
Malthus' chessboard of assassination and conquest.

"And did you?"

"Bella Montegna should be arriving any day
now and there's no shop."

"What kind of game are you running,
Malthus?"

"One that pays very good money."

"Next time you go to Hell's Widow, I'd like
to go along."

"I'll think about it."

Preece had been caging for another trip to
Hell's Widow, the Waejontori town that lay across the Eirlys River
from Clan Red Wolf, for weeks – ever since Malthus had him carry a
message to his allies there.  The wolf had tested the limits
of Malthus' influence and credit, spending the night at the most
expensive brothel in nine counties, the Crimson Lady, and had come
home with a pound of White Fire, one of the highest priced street
drugs on the black market, all charged to Malthus' accounts. 
Preece's audacity had amused Malthus.

* * *

Cahira's Potions and Notions had display
cabinets along two sides with wall to ceiling shelves and drawers
behind them and along the back.  A table with seven chairs
stood at the rear, where customers could discuss their choices and
pay for the purchases.  The standard merchandise included
medicines, salves, creams and cosmetics on one side and sewing
needs on the other.  The rest of it changed from time to time
as Cahira's suppliers found assorted items of limited availability
to offer her.  A stack of 'pressed' books occupied the end of
one display counter.  Havensword, the capital city of Creeya,
had three of the new printing presses imported from Iradrim; Red
Wolf had none.  Whenever a supplier offered her a crate of
pressed books, Cahira bought the lot of them, appropriating what
looked like a good addition to her own library, then her husband
Todd went through to see if any 'naughty' books had been included
and made off with those he had not acquired yet;  the
remainder were sold in the shop.  The newest addition to the
shop, a one-time deal, was an array of imported Creeyan blades,
high quality swords, daggers and axes that were selling out
fast.

Sitting at the table in the rear, Kady
Wiggins ran her hands through her short flaxen curls and watched
the hallway door for the return of Padruig Caimbeul.  She had
begun to hate the lawgiver.

Cahira stirred, her eyes red from weeping
over the death yesterday of her eldest son  Branduff. 
"Do you think he did it?"

"Kynyr?"  Kady reached over and squeezed
Cahira's frail hand without taking her eyes off the door.

"Yes."

She lowered her voice and whispered. 
"Yes, Kynyr … murdered Baroucha.  I know it for a fact. 
He went for a long walk after he saw Bran's body.  When he
came back, he was covered in blood.  I burned his
clothes."

"You lied to Caimbeul."

"And I'll keep lying to him.  I'm not
going to let Caimbeul hang Kynyr.  Hush.  Here he
comes."

Cahira stiffened, pulling at her long blonde
braid as she lowered her head to avoid Caimbeul's gaze.

Despite the lawgiver's aging paunch, the big
mon seemed a harsh and unremitting figure to Kady, gray and grim
with a bit of stubble on his unshaven chin.  He paused at the
door to the street and pinned Kady with a look that made her
shiver.  "If I find out either of you has lied to me…"

Her breath seemed to catch in her lungs, her
chest tightening.  Kady felt as he could see right through her
and she quailed, yet remained stubbornly silent.

Then Caimbeul went out the door, and Kady
found that she could breathe again.  "There are things I need
to take care of upstairs.  I'll have Rory come sit with
you?"

Cahira nodded.

Kady encountered Rory Scott in the
hallway.  He came down the stairs yawning and rubbing sleep
from his eyes.  The scruffy ten-year-old cub, with hair an
indeterminate shade of reddish blond, was Cahira's newest
apprentice, although he had been working for her longer than
Kady.  Cubs could not be legally apprenticed until age
ten.

"Go sit with Cahira and stay out of
trouble."

"I intend to."

She climbed the stairs to the second floor
and turned right, pausing outside the door to the kitchen. 
The voices of cubs and Kynyr's younger sister, Mallory, came from
the room and Kady decided that she was not needed there.  She
moved on to the parlor and slipped inside.

Two coffins sat upon the long trestle table
in the center, grave offerings spread across the bodies lying
within them.  The bodies would be going home to Longbranch
tomorrow for burial, accompanied by all of the wounded who were fit
to travel.  All the lycans in the room were male, and Kady
felt as if she were intruding when every glance turned toward
her.  They were all members of Kynyr's extended family, and
Kady knew very few of them by name.

The furniture had been moved back along the
walls where more than a dozen lycans spread themselves across the
chairs and the floor, while others stood around or leaned against
the walls.  Six lycans lined up at the coffins; one by one
they left their grave gifts within them and bestowed the kiss of
farewell on the cold faces of Kynyr's father, Branduff Maguire, and
his young cousin, Dughan Sinclair.

Ten-year-old Cooley Sinclair nestled on the
lap of a large, red-haired lycan of late years, Cahira's husband
Todd.

When the cub saw Kady, he flashed her a wan
smile and snuggled against Todd.  She wondered what Cooley was
doing there instead of being in the kitchen with the other
cubs.

Todd looked like age had overtaken him in the
night.  There was a sprinkling of white in his red-hair that
Kady would have sworn had not been there yesterday.  He had a
strong, hearty face.  The folded lines running from the wings
of his nostrils to the outer edges of his lips were deep; the
crinkles around his dark blue eyes were crevices in the stalwart
earthiness of his features; his heavy eyelids did not lend
themselves to clear expression of emotion, making any effort to
read his features difficult, even for those who knew him well.

His calm, centered mien had always suggested
to her a mon who did not go looking for trouble, but once it found
him would be utterly relentless in dealing with it.  Now there
was a troubling light to those eyes as if he were haunted to the
depths of his soul.

Todd had become Kady's guurmondru, an almost
untranslatable lycan concept that carried with it the
responsibilities of father, brother, mentor and – for the present –
protector.  She had considered him a bulwark against the
world, and it tore at her heart to see him so stricken by
grief.

Then she spied Kynyr standing in a corner
apart from the others.  He wore his chocolate and claret
uniform, which meant he intended to report for duty despite his
losses.  Kady crossed the room, wrapped her arms around him
and kissed him, before drawing him out into the hallway by the
hand.

"Surely you're not going in today?"  She
twined her fingers in his unruly wealth of golden hair, ran her
gaze over his chiseled features and lantern jaw, and stared into
his deep blue eyes – and wondered how someone like Kynyr could have
fallen in love with her.

Kynyr lowered his gaze, avoiding her eyes,
uncharacteristically restrained.  "I must … if only to ask for
time away until after the funerals."

"Don't be long.  We need you here."

"I won't be."  He pressed his face
against hers, his golden sideburns tickling her cheek.  "I
guess you know my secret now."

"That you're a prince?  Sheradyn spilled
that a week ago."

"And you didn't say anything to me?"

"It didn't change my feelings for you,
Kynyr.  I've always loved you."  She nestled tighter
against him.  "Does Claw know you're his great-grandson?"

"No.  I didn't come here to claim my
heritage, Kady.  I came to protect my family.  If Tarrant
Redhand were still alive, I think that's what he would want me to
do."

"That's what I love about you."

"I'd better go."  He kissed her forehead
and walked away.

She waited until he had disappeared down the
stairs before heading for the infirmary.  It had been
rearranged yet again.  The far end of the room had been
partitioned off with folding screens extended to each side,
creating a doorway effect.  That gave the three bitches on the
other side of it more privacy from the dogs.  Three beds and
five cots crowded the near side of the screens, containing the
wounded males.  Trevor Sinclair, Todd and Cahira's eldest son,
occupied the nearest bed.  His wife Mary sat beside him in a
cushioned chair.  The bed beyond Trevor's lay empty, which
both amused and annoyed Kady.  They were having a hard time
getting Wallace Callaghan to rest when he would rather be on the
far side of the screen fussing over Leeny and their newborn
son.

Although Kady had not yet learned all of
their names, it was easy to tell the Sinclairs from the
MacIvers.  The former were huge and red-haired and the latter
slender towheads.

Gillivray Ashby knelt beside the low cots,
changing bandages and Reading the wounded.  The silly
nancidawg knew his business and looked fresh faced and full of
energy – despite having slept in a chair – and she wondered how he
managed it.  He and his lover, Sheradyn Kelly, both healers,
had been taking turns with Kady to tend the wounded, ever since
they started to pour in yesterday from the battle at
Longbranch.

Kady walked to the bitches section and peered
around the screen.  Just as she had suspected, there was
Wallace Callaghan sitting shirtless with his ribs and side
bandaged, twirling a pale yellow curl on his newborn son's head and
beaming at his wife, Kynyr's sister Kathleen, whom everyone called
'Leeny.'

She returned to Trevor, where she found Mary
bathing the wound in his arm and re-bandaging it.  Kynyr's
uncle looked much better than he had yesterday, when he suddenly
materialized in the shop along with his dying half-brother Branduff
and a dead sa'necari soldier.  Cahira had thrown all of her
power into healing the two sword wounds in his chest, after failing
to save Branduff.  Trevor's mother was a Mender, not a Healer;
Kady had had to stop her from working on the arm wound, after
seeing how drained the act of repairing his chest wounds had left
her.

Kady dragged a chair up and sat down beside
Trevor's bed, assessing his condition before starting to
speak.  He appeared weak, but alert.  "Should I call you
Trevor or Uncle Trevor once Kynyr and I are married?"

Mary perked up.  "So it's
definite?  You're going to marry my obnoxious nephew?"

"Yes.  He bought me a house.  It
needs work."

Trevor frowned.  "I heard it was a nice
house."

"Oh, it is.  It's just not been
well-cared for … and I'm redecorating."

"Getting back to your original question, just
call me Trevor.  Kynyr does."

"I'm going to feel intimidated living in that
big house with just Kynyr and a few servants."  Kady studied
her hands, feeling awkward.  "I was wondering if maybe some of
the family might be willing to come live with us and help out
around the place.  It's beautiful.  It's a good place to
raise children.  After all that's happened … Kynyr needs to
have family around.  The death of his father has hurt him …
terribly."

Mary glanced at Trevor.  "We've been
wanting to make a new start…"

"We have four children.  Would that be
too many?"

"Not at all.  Will you stay?"

Trevor nodded.  "When I'm feeling
stronger, will you show me the place?"

"I'll be happy to."

Kady's mood brightened as Mary and Trevor
began filling her ears with embarrassing stories of what Kynyr had
been like as a cub.

* * *

Redhand Manor had elaborate gardens
surrounding the back and east side.  A large barn and stables
swept out to the west side of it, blocking the view of other barns
and storage buildings.  The simple practicality of water
troughs and hitching posts in the courtyard contrasted sharply with
the elegance behind it.  Blue veins shot through the chinked
pale yellow stone of the manor house.

The three-story structure was not as large as
some sa’necari manors, but it had sixteen bedrooms 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 were alerted
by the packs of true wolves, the wild cousins that freely ran their
valleys, which were defensible areas in and of themselves. 
There were also several small packs of feral lycans, who had chosen
to live as wolves instead of humans, but they tended to avoid their
townsmon kin.

Kynyr dismounted in the yard of the
manor.  Lanky Georgie Rogan came out of the barns and took the
reins of his horse.  The head groom's gaunt, weathered face
held a full measure of sympathy and concern.

"I'm sorry about your father, Kynyr."

"Thanks, Georgie."  He gave a nod and
kept walking.  His insides were tied as tight as knots in a
rope.

Kynyr let himself into the manor, hoping to
avoid as many people as he could.  He should have known he
could not avoid Kissie, who popped out of the kitchen drying her
hands on her apron.

She was a nibari, one of the genetically
altered humans created by the vampires and sa'necari as cattle,
bred for thousands of years for complete docility; they were the
soul of compliance – unless directed otherwise by their
masters.  The Redhands preferred to call them servants, but in
reality they were slaves.

Kissie's ample bosom, revealed by the hang of
the drawstring neck of her blouse, heaved and she flicked back a
strand of blonde hair.  "Oh, Master Kynyr, I'm so sorry."

All he could do was nod, his lips
tightening.

When he started past the door to the Great
Hall, his spiritbrother, Finn MacIver, stepped out of it. 
"What happened last night?"

Kynyr stopped, his head lowered.  "War
in Longbranch.  They killed Dughan.  One of your cousins
got sliced pretty bad.  If you want details, go talk to
Todd.  I can't handle it right now."

He managed to reach the second floor without
encountering anyone else, only to have the one person he had the
least desire to see appear in front of him.

Malthus emerged from a room and stopped in
the hallway.  "I'm sorry about your family."

Kynyr's lips twisted back in a snarl, and he
spit in Malthus' face before he could stop himself.  "You
killed my father."

Then he started walking again, giving Malthus
no opportunity to respond to the accusation.  Kynyr had no
proof that would stand up in court, only Baroucha's dying
words:  'Malthus knows.  He'll kill you.  He'll
kill you all.'

"Not if I can help it, Baroucha," he muttered
under his breath.

He nodded at condolences and shrugged away
attempts at comfort.  There was only one person he wanted to
talk to, and he knew where to find her – the only member of the
ruling Redhand family who knew who and what he really was: Aisha
Redhand, the chieftain's wife.

Coming on top of his fresh losses, Caimbeul's
brief interrogation concerning the murder of Baroucha Seaver had
thrown Kynyr off stride, making him more determined than ever to
hold himself together while matters remained uncertain. 
Having thrown the gauntlet in Malthus’ face, Kynyr would wait to
see if his enemy picked it up.  He felt trapped by rules and
laws, and with Caimbeul breathing down his neck Kynyr could not
afford to simply call Malthus out – at least not until he had more
solid proof of what was going on.  Eventually, when the time
was right, Kynyr intended to again pit his training and skill
against those of Malthus – and this time the blades would be
sharpened, not blunted practice swords.

He schooled the grief and uncertainty from
his face, stride and carriage.  He ignored his throbbing leg,
focusing so far past it that no sign of his usual limp
remained.  Kynyr had been shot in the leg with poisoned arrows
two months ago, and it still gave him problems from time to
time.

Pausing at the door to the Rose Room, he
knocked.

"Come in."  Aisha's voice carried an
edge of strain, and Kynyr wondered what was going on.

The Rose Room was regarded as Aisha's private
preserve: small – by the standards of the manor – and decorated in
deep shades of rose and mauve.  A mural covered the south wall
of lycans at a picnic in the middle of a rose garden, the males in
hybrid form and the females in human while true wolves romped
around them.  The wall hangings were all of pastoral
scenes.  Sofas and chairs formed half circles around three low
tables, upholstered in matching rose brocades.  A woven reed
basket, containing knitting, occupied the corner of a sofa. 
Aisha sat there, knitting.  She straightened and adjusted her
skirts.

Aisha Redhand had gone grey with age. 
Very little of her youthful brown coloring remained in her heavy
hair.  The legendary beauty had long ago faded from her
careworn face, replaced by a maternal warmth that continued to draw
people to her.

Claw could call her spiky and crotchety all
he wished, Kynyr never would.  There might be a side of her
that he had never seen, but he doubted it.

"I'm only here for a bit, Gramma.  My
family needs me."  He sat down on a chair close to
Aisha.  He only called her 'Gramma' where no one could
hear.

She set her knitting aside, leaned forward
and patted his knee.  "I'm so sorry about your father.  I
wanted to meet him … see what kind of mon my son had sired."

"You would have liked him."  Kynyr tried
to smile, but grief and anger gave it a bitter twist.

"Is that what you came to talk about?"

"No.  I'm trying not to think about
it.  When it's not so fresh … I'll tell you about him." 
Kynyr clasped his hands together and glanced off at a point on the
wall.  "It's a selfish subject I want to talk about."

"Kady?"

Kynyr gave a small nod.  "Life becomes
more precious after a loss … and I've had too many of them this
year."

"During the Rebellion, my heart broke with
every death."

"Last night, as we were helping with the
wounded … Kady Called Courtship.  Now what do I do?"

His great-grandmother was the only person he
could talk to who had had a Wild Cousins' Courtship.  The
custom was ancient and had largely fallen out of favor, replaced by
various things adopted from the human realms, including the
practice of brideprice.  Kady had found the custom in an old
book, mistranslated and invoked it before either of them fully
understood the possible ramifications of doing so, locking them
into an extraordinary situation governed by Divine Law.  They
had a time limit on it, and were entering the final phases. 
Failure meant exiling himself from Kady's presence – forever.

"A step in the right direction."

"She keeps putting me off about
changing."  Kynyr had to chase her through the forest in wolf
form for the right to mate, repeating a pattern of chase and
capture until he quickened her womb – only then would they be
allowed to marry.

"So, you want to persuade her to change?"

"How did Claw get you to change?"

"Well, it was a far different situation,
Kynyr."  Aisha's expression turned thoughtful and slowly
dissolved into crafty.  "Gifts.  Wine.  Exercising
in the nude?"

Kynyr flushed.  "You're joking."

Aisha laughed and patted his knee
again.  "Not at all.  It worked for Claw."

"Thanks, Gramma.  I'll try all of
them."

* * *

Belgair Doherty, Captain of the Guard, sat in
Sorcha's Solar, a huge pepperbox turret situated atop a northeast
wing of Redhand Manor that had been closed off since the death of
Claw's sons in 979.  The east side of the large chamber had
huge windows, alternating clear and stained glass.  Small
tables with chairs clustered about them formed a half moon, dotted
in the middle by a larger, more formal table that could set
twenty.  Portraits of the Redhand family, done by the best
artists of their times, lined the west end along with a row of
built-in cabinets in dark wood.  A half-circle of couches
spread along the edge created an aisle so that people could walk
along and gaze upon the portraits.

He had removed one of the couches and placed
a small, square table there with chairs around it so that he could
spend hours gazing upon the one portrait that obsessed him. 
The young bitch, only seventeen at the time, had a bittersweet
smile and a fragile appearance.

Belgair sat at his table and treasured the
girl as if she could step out of the painting and speak with
him.  He raised his goblet of whiskey, filled nearly to the
brim, and toasted her.

"I love you, Fianait Redhand.  Someday I
will turn a corner and there you will be, smiling at me."

He shivered as the words left his lips.

I'm mad.  That young bitch no longer
exists.  Get ahold of yourself, Belgair.  Dear
Gods-All-Nine, I can't let go.  She's out there. 
Somewhere.  Waiting for me.  She's out there.

His mind rebelled against his heart. 
The bitch who had once been that lovely girl was now an old crone
who had passed the century mark.  Fianait was the younger
sister of his chieftain, Claw Redhand.  When he had first come
here forty years ago, the vestiges of that young beauty had still
lingered about the edges of Fianait's features.  As that faded
from her with the years, the girl in the painting had become
increasingly more real to him.

She had broken his father's heart when she
rejected Clennan's attempts to court her, and now her portrait was
breaking his.  She had been raped and ruined by her twin
brother, Brock, a few months after the portrait was painted. 
When Clennan, Belgair's father, tried to rescue her, Brock had
beaten him so badly that he was left crippled.  Clennan's left
arm and leg had been shattered.  Chieftain Suleahan Redhand
banished his son over it.  The Doherty clan considered that an
uncalled for leniency; Brock should have been executed. 
Suleahan had promised Clennan that much and then went back on
it.  Todd Sinclair – the same Todd Sinclair who claimed Kynyr
as his grandson – had persuaded Suleahan to exile Brock
instead.  Todd was supposed to have been Brock's
executioner.

Belgair fetched pen, paper, ink and a quill
from one of the cabinets, settled himself at the table again and
refilled his glass of whiskey before starting to write a
letter.

 

My Dearest Father,

The situation is becoming stranger
here.  An old healer named Baroucha Seaver was murdered
yesterday.  Coincidentally (perhaps not?) Kynyr Maguire's
family in Longbranch was attacked.  His father and a cousin
were slain.  I don't see the connection between those two
events.  However the lawgiver has been seen going to their
home.

Have you been able to find out anything more
about Kynyr Maguire's family?  I am haunted by the resemblance
between Kynyr and the portrait of Tarrant Redhand that I found in
the storage rooms.  I am certain that Tarrant must have left
some bastards scattered about.  What prince doesn't? 
Could Kynyr be the son of one of those bastards?

Please get back to me soon.

Your loving son,

Belgair

 

He blew on the letter to dry the ink, sealed
it up and then returned his supplies to the cabinet.  Finally,
he tucked the letter into the pouch at his waist, downed his
whiskey and left the room.  Belgair did not dare to use the
household messengers to carry it.  Instead, he would have to
make an excuse to go into Wolffgard and send it through a friend in
the Taverner's Guild, using their messenger service.

 



CHAPTER TWO

A KNIGHT OF SORROWS

 

 


As befitted their status as the Thanes of
Heatherford, the signs of wealth were everywhere in the Doherty
Manor, from the polished oak paneling to the elegant hard rock
maple of the finely detailed balustrades on the wide
staircases.  The manor had not been built for defense, but as
a country lord's show of wealth.  It sat upon a hilltop with
the city of Heatherford spread around it like muted
supplicants.  The manicured gardens could be seen from beyond
the wrought iron intervals attached to tall stone columns.  If
the sharpened spikes atop the fencing were not enough to keep out
the curious masses, the patrolling guardsmyn and housecarles
were.  The interior of the stone building had marble floors
and mosaics on the lower level and polished wood sheathing all
sides of the upper ones.  The wood paneling covering the stone
walls and the thick layers of carpet, as well as the size of the
family suites, tended to mute the sounds that managed to reach the
corridors.

Winston Doherty sat on the edge of his
curtained bed.  The heavy drapes made it warmer on cold
nights.  A rag doll lay between the pillows at the head of
it.  He picked it up and hugged it.  One leg caught on
the edge of his sword hilt.  Winston freed the leg, clutching
the doll tighter as he twisted the bright red yarn that made its
hair an idle manifestation of his misery.

Winston carried himself with the faintest of
arrogance due to his rank, an unconscious angle of shoulders and
tilt of his chin.  His hair was the same light mustard as his
father's, worn in a long tail down his back.  Lean as a
whippet and standing five foot ten, he fit his elegant clothing
well.  His large and well-spaced eyes of a stormy gray beheld
the world around him as if he expected to be launched into combat
at the drop of an insult.  Yet the storms of his gaze could
quiver and fade in unguarded moments to reveal the lost boy beneath
the surface.  His heavy sideburns ended at the bottom of his
jaw, clipped blunt.  His skin was fair and unblemished.

He had been hiding there ever since word went
out that his step-mother had gone into labor.  It looked to be
a long travail for Sibeal Doherty.  She was nearly ten years
younger than Winston, not yet sixteen, and first cubs were often
the hardest to deliver.

"I hope it kills her."  His words
emerged dull and depressed with a thin edge of bitterness. 
Winston's father, Tremayne Doherty, had married his very pregnant
mistress the day after the funeral of Winston's mother,
Golinda.  That had been three days ago.

His father had decided, out of the blue it
seemed to Winston, to have a skilled healer and Reader investigate
why it had been ten years since Golinda had given him another
child.  It came out that she had mated in wolf form with a
feral lycan.  The act turned her hormones inside out, and
Golinda could no longer get pregnant in human shape.  It had
been a premeditated action.  The family physician they had at
the time had informed Golinda that having another cub would
probably kill her.  The birth of Winston's little brother,
Jeremy, had torn her up too badly inside.  Tremayne made
arrangements for her to be cloistered, thereby giving him a
clerical divorce so that he could marry Sibeal Townsend, the
fifteen-year-old daughter of a minor lycan freeholder.  Then
he took Winston to tour the convent that would be her home for the
rest of her life.  While they were gone, Golinda committed
suicide.

Winston had found her body.  The image
haunted him.  She lay peacefully on her bed, an empty bottle
of Pollendine and a suicide note on her nightstand.  It all
looked very convincing, except for one niggling thing that bothered
Winston: the doll.

The rag doll that Winston held so tightly had
been Golinda's 'comfort doll.'  Golinda had had many beautiful
dolls, yet that worn and ragged doll had been the one she huddled
with whenever she was distraught.  Winston found the doll
tossed in a heap on the sofa of his mother's antechamber.  He
could not imagine his mother laying down to die without the doll to
comfort her as life faded.

A murdered wife or one who died under odd
circumstances was common in his family.  The Dohertys
considered themselves above the laws and customs that ruled lycan
society.  Many of the southern thanes did also, but not to the
same extent that the Dohertys did.  The Dohertys had three
hard and fast rules: you did not interfere with or oppose the
Dohertys; the Dohertys always stand united against the outside
world; if a Doherty did something to a non-Doherty, it was their
right and privilege to do so, for they were a law unto
themselves.

So, try as he might, Winston could not shake
the feeling that his mother had been murdered by his uncles. 
Possibly on his father's orders.

A knock at the outer door to his suite
preceded the entrance of his cousin, Exeter.  Had it been
anyone else, Winston would have summarily ordered them out.

Fiona Malksham hung on Exeter's arm. 
She was tiny and delicate, hair the color of fresh churned cream,
lips ruddy without artifice and cornflower eyes.  She had been
sleeping with Exeter since he was fourteen and she was
fifteen.  At seventeen and eighteen, their love had only
gotten stronger.  They would have married if Exeter's father,
Selyv, had allowed it.  However, Fiona came from the lower
classes and had risen to higher levels only because she was the
most talented Mender and Reader in all of Red Wolf.

Exeter had an awkward look about him,
betraying the fact that the family had apparently sent him as their
messenger.  The first words out of his mouth confirmed
it.  "Everyone's gathered in your father's parlor waiting for
news on the birth.  They want you there."

Winston sighed and paced the room, clutching
the doll.  His gaze strayed to Exeter's face from time to
time.  His cousin did not look like a Doherty.  He had
the blonde coloring, but he was sturdy and heavy boned. Exeter was
his Uncle Selyv's only legitimate son.  Selyv had three
daughters by his first wife, and all of them were far older than
Exeter's mother.

The tales of what happened to Selyv's first
wife, Murrin, were rife in the town and the manor, despite the
passage of forty odd years.  Murrin had refused to grant Selyv
a clerical divorce, which would have meant her entering a convent
for the rest of her life.  One morning Murrin was found dead
with no signs of a struggle.  It reminded Winston too much of
his mother's death, and his stomach clenched up thinking of it.

"I'm not going."

Fiona lifted her gaze to Exeter, distressed
and half-pleading even as she directed her words to Winston. 
"You're going to offend your father."

"My father be damned."  Winston's eyes
narrowed and his lips twisted into a knot of anguish.  "He
killed my mother."

"It was suicide, Winnie."  Exeter
regarded his cousin with patient sympathy.  "I know you loved
her.  But it wasn't murder."

"She was distraught, Winnie."  Fiona
emerged from the protective circle of Exeter's arms, reaching for
him.  "It's tragic, but far from murder.  She was getting
more and more unstable as the day to enter the convent neared."

"Don't play the healer with me, Fiona." 
Winston twisted away from her, stalking into his room, each step a
statement of angry hurt.  He jerked his closet door open and
snatched out a backpack, into which he shoved the doll and then a
change of clothing.  Rethinking himself, Winston grabbed the
clothes out and tossed them on the floor.  He had fresh
clothes at his townhouse in Heatherford.  Winston took the
doll out, tucked it under the blankets on his bed beside his
pillow, and threw the pack at the far wall.  It glanced off
his dresser and landed on the floor.

"Tantrums won't make it better."  Exeter
caught his arm.  "You have to accept the situation.  You
can't change it."

Winston jerked loose and swept past them to
the door into the corridor.

"Where are you going?"  Fiona started
after him.

"Richenda."  Winston paused, turning
toward them with tears running down his face.  "Or my
townhouse.  Or both.  I don't know.  I just feel
like there's a knife in my heart and a pile of stones in my
belly.  I have to get out of here before … before I hurt
someone."

Exeter started after him, but Fiona stopped
him.  Pity lurked in the corners of her eyes.  "Let him
go.  He's hurting.  Maybe Richenda can fix it.  She
usually can."

Winston fled to the stable, saddled his
favorite horse Fire-Eater and rode down the hill into the town of
Heatherford, which had grown up around the family manor.  He
had regained control of himself by the time he had reached the town
commons, which served as a public park.  His townhouse, one of
several properties that he had received from his late maternal
grandfather, overlooked the commons.  Winston left his horse
there in care of his grooms.

He went to the butcher's for a freshly killed
goose, then the bakery, a candy shop and the dry goods.  Then
he headed for Richenda's home with two huge burlap sacks of
groceries slung over his shoulders.

Richenda Coombs lived in a run down longhouse
at the lower end of the Black Dog District.  She worked as a
barmaid at the Surly Frog Tavern, where Winston had met her, and
made ends meet by taking an occasional lonesome mon home for the
night in exchange for groceries and other things that her three
children needed.  By not accepting money, she slipped around
the edges of the lycan ban on prostitution.  Sluts were
supposed to be run out of town, whether they were male or female,
but all of the barmaids in that impoverished district made up for
the dearth of significant wages in the same manner; therefore the
local lawgivers let them slide.

A year ago, Richenda had admitted to him that
she had no idea who had fathered her three cubs.  She had been
taking customers since she was fifteen, and had promptly caught one
in the belly.  That was her oldest, Dierdre.  After that
one of the older barmaids had taught her about herbs to prevent it
and tansy to lose it.  Richenda was only three years older
than Winston, but at times it seemed like decades; especially when
she took a mind to mother him.

Winston crossed the weedy yard, set one sack
down and banged on the door.  Deirdre answered and gave him a
coquettish glance that made him blink.  She was thirteen and
would not be fourteen until spring.  The buttons of her blouse
were undone halfway to her waist so that the shapely apples of her
breasts showed with only the nipples covered.  One brush of
his hand would expose them.  He fought down an urge to touch
her.  Then he noticed the long slit in the side of her skirt,
and realized that Dierdre was dressed for whoring.  As she
stepped back to let him inside, he could see the long lines of her
thigh and calf.  He forced his eyes away from the exposed
parts of her body.

She attempted a sensual, inviting look that
failed utterly, because there was no getting past the soulfulness
of her periwinkle blue eyes.  Her golden hair curled around
her delicate face in feathery strands like wisps of a halo.

"Is your mother around?"  Winston
reshouldered his sack and carried it into the kitchen section,
which was set off from the rest by a ragged sofa that divided the
room.

"She's working late."  Deirdre eyed his
sacks eagerly and started going through them as soon as they were
laid on the table.  She snatched a piece of horehound candy
from the second sack.  "If you've come for some comfort, we
can do it in my room."

Winston sucked in a breath.  "What would
your mother say?"

"Nothing.  She knows I do it."

"When did you start?"  Winston frowned
his disapproval.  He had known Richenda's family for three
years and remembered her vowing that her two daughters would never
have to trade sex for food.

The coquettishness departed suddenly as
Deirdre dropped into a chair with the piece of candy clutched in
her hand.  A tear slid down her cheek.  "Don't look at me
that way, Winnie.  Roddy got bad sick about a month and a half
ago."

"Why didn't you send me word?" 
Winston's thoughts raced.  Nine-year-old Roddy had always been
a sickly cub.  The Reader said Roddy's immune system did not
work properly.  Winston had paid for a healer more than
once.  However, he had not visited Richenda since the trouble
got bad between his parents.

"We tried.  But we're trash from the
wrong end of town.  The guardsmyn and housecarles refused to
let us in or take a note to you."  Deirdre buttoned her blouse
up as she spoke.  "The medicine was too expensive.  So
I…"

"Go on."  Winston patted her arm when
she hesitated.

"I traded the apothecary my–"  Deirdre
started to cry, mastered herself, and forced an indifferent tone
into her voice.  "Whenever we need more of the medicine, I
spend the night with him."

Winston's stomach tightened and he could not
think of what to say to that.  "How's Roddy doing?"

"Not good.  But the medicine does
help.  He's staying with Gram now.  She has more time to
look after him … and we – we didn't want him to know where the
money was coming from.  Charlotte is with them."

Winston considered all of that. 
Charlotte was just seven.  Sending her away with Roddy had
been a sound decision.  "I'll make better arrangements for
him, Deirdre.  You don't need to keep sleeping with that
arsehole."  He wracked his brains for a good solution. 
His father would throw a fit and cut off his stipend if Tremayne
discovered he was spending it to support the family of a woman from
Richenda's social class.  He had resources of his own, but
they were not as generous as what Tremayne gave him.  His
grandfather, Harrington Pippin, had bequeathed him several income
producing properties.  "You're using herbs, aren't you?"

"Can't afford them."  She sucked on the
hard candy between words.  "Tansy's cheaper."

Winston swallowed, troubled by that
thought.  Richenda periodically went out into the forests,
gathered, dried and ground her own supply of tansy.  "Have you
needed it yet?"

"No.  Ma says it will happen
eventually.  Once you start letting them slip it in, sooner or
later your luck runs out and you catch a bellyful."  Dierdre
ducked her head with a nervous swallow.  "I'm not ready to be
up the stick, Winnie.  But I don't know what else to do,
except risk it."

"Eelskins?" he asked hopefully.  Winston
always used eelskins with Richenda.  The very last thing he
wanted was to get a bastard on some poor bitch.

"All my johns say it ruins the
pleasure." 

"All your what?" 

"Customers.  It's a word I picked up
from Cullen Blackwood.  He said that's what the Waejontori
whores call them.  That's what I am now, Winnie.  I'm a
whore."

Winston's thoughts trailed off to
Cullen.  That military courier had been celebrated widely for
his ability to win races on his two near legendary mares, Glorygirl
and Larkspur, and infamous for his addiction to lifting the skirts
of every bitch he could get his hands upon.  Word of Cullen's
death had hit the racing circles hard.  Richenda had once
claimed that barmaids from every corner of Red Wolf had mourned his
death.

Dierdre recovered a bit, shifting in her
chair until she sat with her legs wide spread and all of her left
one exposed.  It was a classic 'mount me' pose that Winston
had seen numerous times among the barmaids of the Black Dog
District; however, seeing it from Dierdre threw him into a
dither.

Winston's eyes went to her leg and now it was
his turn for a nervous swallow as his cock hardened a bit more in
response to the whorish display.  The bitches of his
grandfather's court, from the lowliest servingmaid to highest
ladies, always sat with their legs together.  A memory flitted
through his mind of the day he lost his virginity.  She had
been an older bitch, highborn, and had been making suggestive
remarks to him for weeks before the day he finally did it with
her.  He had made his mind up, bribed a servant to get him
some eelskins, and brought them out as soon as he found himself in
bed with her.  She had been taken aback by it, admonishing him
with the old adage about thane's favors and big bellies.  He
never touched the ladies of his grandfather's court again.

"Eelskins," he muttered so low that Dierdre
failed to catch what he said as he groped for solutions. 
"Wolf form mating?  After that you can't get pregnant in
hybrid or human."

"Healer says that's an old wives tale." 
Her eyes told him that she did not quite believe it.

"It isn't."  Winston found the idea of
going completely over to wolf distasteful.  The nobility and
aristocracy of the southern thanedoms considered it an
obscenity.  He had never done it, but he felt certain he could
manage the change.  Winston put three silver nobles on the
table and then added a gold crown.  That was more money than
Richenda earned in a year, but he had no idea how far it would
stretch with all the medical costs for Roddy.  That meant that
he probably could not stop Dierdre from taking customers.

Dierdre's eyes widened at the amount, and
then realization struck her.  "You're going to poke me,
Winnie?"

"Wolf form."  His eyes roved the floor,
and a flush of shame spread across his cheeks.

"For all that money, you can have it any way
you want it."  Dierdre unbuttoned her blouse and pushed it off
her shoulders.

The sight of her breasts stirred his loins,
which in turn sent a fresh wave of shame through him.  "Do it
in your room."

"Oh right."  Dierdre led him to a small
addition at the back of the house that was barely larger than
Winston's closet at home, with just enough room for a small, rough
bed and a chest of drawers.  "Was it true about your
mother?  She cuckolded your dad with a feral?"

"She did it so she could not get pregnant
again."

"So it does work?"  Dierdre shimmied out
of her skirt and stood naked in front of him.

"Yes, it does."

Dierdre's hips had begun to widen in the
first stages of maturity, but she was still more cub than grown
bitch.  "You want to put it in this way first, Winnie?"

"Yes, but I'm not going to."  Winston
closed his eyes, feeling his cock harden in his trousers.

He disrobed, tossing his clothing into a
corner.

Dierdre's hand closed around his cock. 
"You want me to lick it?  Most of the johns want me to lick
it, suck on it for a bit."

"No!"  Winston removed her hand, his
flush spreading to his navel.  Her mother had sucked and
swallowed for him many times over the past couple of years, but the
thought of Dierdre doing it bothered him.  "Just change."

She flounced onto the bed and lay with her
legs spread.  "You certain you don't want to slip me the bone
like this first?"

Winston writhed inwardly, struggling against
an urge to do exactly that.  He wanted to throw himself atop
her and shove it in.  However, fucking her was not the point
of it all; keeping her from getting pregnant was.  "Change,
Dierdre.  Please?"

"Oh alright."  She rolled onto her side
and shifted smoothly into a pale wolf.

The change did not come easy for Winston, and
he became stuck for a floundering instant on the far side of
hybrid, his inhibitions hamstringing his determination.  Then
he recovered his nerve, went all the way and found his world filled
with an intoxicating intensity of scents, the strongest of which
was Dierdre's female musk.  It disoriented him and instinct
took over.  He mounted her before his conscious mind could
catch up with his actions.  Winston tried to keep thrusting
and found he could not.  He had swollen huge inside her and
they were locked together, just like the wild cousins.  He did
not know what he had expected, but this was not it.  Primal
ecstasy made him shiver as he laid his head between her
shoulders.

Dierdre whimpered, but he could not tell if
it was in pleasure or pain.

It seemed to take forever to pump all of his
seed into her, yet it felt so right and so natural that it made his
head swim.

The creak of the door opening caused Winston
to look as he neared completion.

Richenda stood there, her eyes
saucering. 

She had the mature sensuality that her
daughter lacked and the same delicacy of features.  Richenda
Coombs had a sultry face, large soul-consuming eyes the color of
ripe acorns, golden brown hair that waved down her back past her
hips, a delicate nose and perfect lips.  Everything about her
was more glorious to look upon than Sibeal.  The shock in her
eyes could not rob her features of their perfection.

Winston came loose from Dierdre, shifted back
swiftly in panic, and grabbed his trousers.  "It's not what
you think."

"Winnie?"  Richenda took a step
backwards.  "What should I think?  You're fucking my
daughter just like the rest of those nasty sods."

"I couldn't let them get her pregnant. 
I couldn't."

"Wolf form does that?"  Richenda chewed
her lower lip.  "You know there's a campaign by one of the
local priests to put a stop to wolf form matings?  He's saying
it's not the will of the Holy Mothers to mate like beasts.  A
healer has been helping him.  He's saying it does not prevent
pregnancy."

"It worked for my mother."  Winston
pulled his shirt on.  "Ten years without getting her belly
swollen."

"It also got her killed."

Winston veered away from that
statement.  "No one has to know about this.  About what I
did."

Richenda backed from the room without
answering him.  Winston trailed after her.

"I did it to protect her, Richenda."

"I know that.  You're a good mon,
Winnie.  You always have been."

"Richenda…  If I've done something
wrong, please forgive me."

She stopped at the table, put her finger on
the crown and ran it around the table.  "That's more money
right there than I have seen in eight or nine years.  I had to
take tansy three weeks ago.  It left me sick for days and I
had to work anyway."

"I'm sorry.  I don't know what to
say."

"The healer is lying, isn't he?"

"Yes."  Winston tried to tell where she
was going with these shifts.  "The moral agenda is what my
father is calling it.  It's his idea.  He's also raising
the taxes on the contraceptive herbs."

"Putting it out of our reach.  I noticed
that."  Richenda pulled the hem of her blouse out of her skirt
band.  "Do me, Winnie.  Wolf form.  Then I can thumb
my nose at the dirty sods who want to keep the bitches pregnant and
in chains."

She moved Winston's senses and played the
strings of his heart with a glance.  Had she been born into
his social class, she might have ruled the realm with her beauty
alone. She had a husky voice that stirred men's longings and
Winston adored listening to her whenever he fled to the sanctuary
of that little house.

He shed his trousers, plunging into the
change more easily this time.  Richenda achieved the wolf form
moments ahead of him, flicking her tail in his face.  Winston
loosed a joyous bark, and then he was upon her with wild
abandon.

Dierdre peeped around the threshold at them,
settled upon the floor, and then crept close enough to touch them
once they were entangled.  "It's good, Mum."

In answer, Richenda licked her daughter's
face.

* * *

Tremayne paced the floor of his bedroom,
staring intermittently at the door which linked his chamber to his
wife's.  He had retreated there from the parlor where his
family had gathered to await the news that a new heir had been
born.  Tremayne had not wanted them to see how nerve-wracked
he was becoming.  He had not shaved that day, and a coarse
stubble of mustard yellow hair linked his sideburns to the tuft on
his chin.

He worried as much about Sibeal as the son
she was giving him.  His first two wives had been arranged
marriages, and he had never cared for either of them.  Alma
had given him two sons and three daughters, taken them to visit her
relatives in the thanedom of Otterscreek, and been there when an
outbreak of smallpox hit.  They all perished.  He had
mourned the loss of his children, but not his wife.

By then he had already filled the belly of
his first mistress, Eliza Stanisfeld, and had a son on the
way.  Kendall Stanisfeld had proved to be a very loyal
bastard, and Tremayne provided for him handsomely.

Tremayne's father had waited close to thirty
years before forcing another wife on him.  That had been
Golinda Pippin, Winston's mother.  He had disliked her from
the start, but the marriage had secured a trading agreement that
had more than doubled the wealth of his family.  A week ago,
his brothers Mael and Selyv and his nephew Blake had killed her on
his orders.  She died quietly, leaving behind a forged suicide
note.

It had angered Tremayne to discover that all
of the wealth of Golinda's father, a spice trader, had managed to
elude his grasp.  Harrington Pippin had secured it all in a
trust fund that went to Winston upon the death of his mother,
rather than to Tremayne as tradition demanded.  Tremayne had
his solicitors hammering at it in an effort to break Harrington's
will, and had so far prevented anyone from informing Winston of his
inheritance.

A fresh round of anguished screaming from
beyond the door made Tremayne spin about to stare at the silent
barrier.  Every time Sibeal cried out in her suffering, he
felt as if his stomach had landed on his heels.  Silence from
her chamber settled and dragged on, swiftly becoming more ominous
to Tremayne than the screaming had.

Selyv sauntered into the chamber with a
bottle of whiskey and a brandy snifter.  "I've brought you
some courage, Trey."

"It shows that badly?"

"I’m afraid so."  Selyv filled the
snifter to the brim and handed it to Tremayne.  "That ought to
be enough.  Knock it all down and don't sip it."

It took three tries, but Tremayne finished
the liquor in short order and it hit fast.  He sank down onto
the edge of his bed, hands in his lap.  "I'm seventy-three
years old and I've never been in love before."

"Trey?"  Selyv swigged from the
bottle.  "You've gone through at least a dozen mistresses and
two wives before Sibeal.  Are you sure about that?"

"Yes.  It's all been lust until
now.  I've gotten my bit into every pretty hole that caught my
eye.  But Sibeal?  She's different."

"I'll give you that."  Selyv took
another swallow of whiskey.  "She's had every male in the
family lusting after her."

A flicker of possessiveness shone in
Tremayne's eyes.

"Not that any of us would act on our
impulses, of course," Selyv added quickly.  "Now, come
on.  Father wants you back in the parlor."

Tremayne took three staggering steps after
his brother and stopped.  He stood swaying.  "Damn."

"Nicely drunk I see."  Selyv returned to
his brother's side and shouldered his weight.  "Come on
then.   Back to the parlor.  Your son was born a few
minutes before I came in.  Doctor had to send for Fiona to
stop the bleeding.  You nearly lost Sibeal."

"Holy Mothers…"  Tremayne jerked loose
from his brother and pulled himself together, managing a halfway
steady stride to the intervening door and through it into Sibeal's
bedchamber.

Sibeal lay pale and weary, her head and
shoulders supported by the shelf of pillows.  Her heavy, dark
honey hair spread across them like a halo around her delicate
features.  The sensuality that had so attracted Tremayne had
been muted by the travails of childbirth.  Her full, perfect
lips still offered everything, and her eyes still locked the gates
against all save her husband.  Della, her childhood nanny who
now served as her lady's companion, hovered about her.  They
had cleaned her up and removed the soiled bedding.  The
blanket had been folded back to her waist, and her newborn lay upon
her stomach, suckling her breast.  Pale babyfur covered little
Clennan Doherty II.

Fiona looked almost as weary as Sibeal,
sitting in a chair beside her with Sibeal's wrist in her hands,
doing the final Reading of her body.  She looked up as
Tremayne entered.  "She'll be fine.  I caught it
all."

"Thank the gods.  Thank the
Gods-All-Nine."  Tremayne grabbed a chair and settled beside
his wife, drunken tears running down his cheeks.  "I couldn't
bear to lose you, Sibeal.  If fate demands that one of us be
lost, I would rather it were me."

* * *

Winston lay staring at the ceiling beams and
beyond that at the slatboards.  Richenda slept in the crook of
his arm, and the feel of her naked skin against his felt
pleasant.  Evening had deepened into night.  The
emotional noise in his head had quieted.  It always did when
he spent the night with her.  He felt comfortably distanced
from his family and did not wish to let go of that feeling.

He could hear the chatter of myn passing on
the street.  Shops were closing, and myn getting off work were
heading for the taverns.  Winston considered wrapping himself
around her and going back to sleep, but his stomach rumbled. 
He pressed his face into her hair, sniffing the sweet musk of her
skin, and then kissed her awake.

Richenda yawned and stroked his chest.
 "Wanting more, Winnie?"

"Later.  I'm hungry."

Richenda slipped from the bed and padded
across the room for her robe.  "I'll cook."

"I was thinking of getting dinner out. 
Somewhere nice."  His eyes traced the lines of her firm young
body, her broad pelvis, strong hips and shapely buttocks. 

Then she wrapped the ragged robe around
herself and hid it all from his view.  "Depends on what you
consider nice.  It won't be on your end of town.  Dierdre
and I don't have the clothes for it."

"You pick then."  Winston threw the
covers back and sat up.  His gaze flicked across the wet spot
their lovemaking had left.  It had been the first time he had
ever made love without an eelskin – he did not count the two wolf
form matings with Richenda and her daughter – and he had to admit
that his cousins were right: the sensation was far more
intense.

"Pig in the Corn has good fare.  But we
must be back at a decent hour."

"Why?"

"Dierdre and I always go to morning services
at the Church of the Holy Mothers."

Winston flushed.  He had forgotten that
tomorrow was Taladay.  "Shall I go with you?"

"Of course you can.  Father Varley's
sermons are a treat."  Richenda went to her dresser, took a
skirt and blouse from the drawer, and dropped her robe over a
chair, leaving Winston staring at her nudity again.  She did
not bother with small clothes as she dressed.  "Wake
Dierdre?"

Winston drew his trousers on and went to
Dierdre's room.  The young bitch was laying awake in
bed.  She grinned at him and threw the covers back, revealing
her nude body.  "Come for some comfort?"

Winston's loins reacted and he backed
away.  "We're going out to dinner at the Pig in the
Corn.  Wear something nice?"

"I haven't been there in a long time." 
Dierdre fetched clothes and started dressing.

Winston retreated to the living room table
and settled into a chair.  Richenda joined him.  He
looked up at her in confusion.  "Is it wrong of me to want
both of you?"

"You mean sexually?"  Richenda took the
crown from her pouch, laid it down and pushed the coin around the
table in an offhand manner.  "This coin says it isn't. 
All the kindnesses you've shown us, all the doctor bills you've
paid for Roddy, all the food you've put on our table.  All
that says it isn't.  If our bodies comfort you, then all that
comfort is your due."

Relief flooded Winston's features.  "I
do want both of you."

"Then you'll have us."  Dierdre wrapped
her arms around him from behind, and she rose on her tip toes to
nibble his ear.

A fit of bold whimsy struck Winston.  He
twisted in her arms, bringing Dierdre face to face with him. He
kissed her deeply, lingering with his tongue intertwined with hers
as he thumbed her nipples.  Then he pulled away, linking arms
with both of them.  "Come on.  I'm hungry."

* * *

The Pig in the Corn sat in the tradesmyn
district on the better end of Tiddly Street.  At one time the
inn had been on the edge of town, but Heatherford had grown around
and beyond it.  Built in a L-shape, the west end had been
extended over the old carriage path leading to the stables behind
it.  The common room was filled with heavy, well-cared for
round tables and lined with upholstered booths that gave the
patrons a limited amount of privacy.  It was quiet at that
hour with a dozen patrons scattered throughout it having a peaceful
late night dinner.

Winston had ordered for all of them, sitting
between Dierdre and Richenda.  Cock-a-leekie soup was followed
by howtowdie with drappit eggs.  Then they completed the meal
with clootie dumplings dripping with syrup. 

Dierdre crossed her eyes at her glass of
sherry before taking another sip.  "I don't believe I've ever
eaten so much in my life.  Nor so good."

Winston smiled contently at her over his
whiskey.  "I'm glad that you enjoyed it."

Richenda, on her second glass of sherry, had
turned thoughtful.  "It was wonderful, Winnie.  But I
can't help thinking about Roddy.  If he could eat like this
always, he might get stronger."

"Then I'll see that he does."  Winston
straightened in his chair.  "I'll take care of him.  I'll
take care of all of you."

"You're a good mon, Winston Doherty.  I
don't see how you can manage it regular.  Your family would
object."

"Let's not talk about my family.  I said
I'll do it and I will.  Tell me about Roddy.  When did he
get sick?"

"About six weeks ago.  A fever at
first.  Then vomiting.  He could not keep anything
down.  At least not until Dierdre got us the medicine."

That sent Winston remembering that Dierdre
had slept with the apothecary in exchange for the medicine, which
started her whoring, and it bothered him.  "I don't want
Dierdre taking customers."

"That's not reasonable, Winnie," Dierdre
protested.  "We need the money."

He shook his head.  "I'll provide for
you.  A stipend maybe.  I'll think of something."

Dierdre started to protest again, when
Richenda patted her arm to silence her.  "You've given us
enough money that Dierdre can stop for the time being.  And I
trust you to come up with a solution.  You always have
before."

* * *

When the lycans immigrated through the Gates
Arcane from their old world to the new, they brought with them the
trappings of religion as they had known it: churches, cathedrals,
shrines, temples, convents and monasteries.  What they left
behind was the god those trappings had grown up around, adapting
them to the female triad that formed their principal worship: Tala,
Navaryn and Pandeena.

The Church of the Holy Mothers stood at the
southwest edge of Heatherford in a quiet stand of maple
trees.  A conservative church, its stained glass windows
depicted scenes from the oldest forms of religious iconography:
Tala speaking to the wolves; Tala presenting the holy child,
Navaryn, to the wolves; Navaryn anointing the wolves with her blood
to change them into myn; Pandeena in wolf form suckling her seven
sons, the first chieftains; the opening of the Gates Arcane.

Winston had never been inside a church
before.  His family had a priest in residence at their manor,
and services were held at their private chapel.  The majority
of the parishioners wore the traditional wrap tunic, which hung to
the calves of the males and the ankles of the bitches. 
Richenda and Dierdre wore the same simple garments as the
others.  Winston, entering the church beside them, felt
glaringly out of place in his fine shirt, trousers and
overtunic.  He tried to be inconspicuous, glancing about
himself from the corners of his eyes.  Richenda led them to a
pew in the rear left of the church.  Dierdre genuflected, made
the sign of the moon, and slipped to the end before settling. 
Richenda did the same.  Winston hesitated and Richenda tugged
his shirt sleeve. 

"Winnie, kneel.  Make the sign and come
on."

He did so with his cheeks burning.

The altar sat upon a broad dais at the head
with a low rail around it.  Three broad steps led up to the
kneeler.  A separate platform for the small choir stood to the
left hand of it.  Three deeper steps made a crescent before
the choir's platform.  Winston noted that there was no gate
through the rail around that one, although there was one on the
side for the main dais.  Tithing baskets bracketed the
kneeler.  An ornate screen stood behind the altar. 
Winston suspected that it must conceal doors of some kind.

The choir filed in and took their
places.  As the first hymn rose, side panels that were hung
upon a swinging hinge moved to the left of them, allowing seven
lycans in full wolf form to enter and settle on their haunches
around the steps.  Charms of changing hung around their necks
to provide an illusion of clothing when required.  Winston's
stomach did a nervous roll at seeing such an obscenity on holy
ground.  Richenda had informed him that this was a
conservative church, but he had not had the foggiest notion what
she meant by that until he saw those wolves.

The choir's hymn ended as their voices rose
in a long intonation.  The wolves threw back their heads and
gave a long mournful howl that sent a shiver over Winston.  A
door opened to the right side, and a procession entered the
church.  Two black clad priests walked at the head, swinging
censers, followed by the senior priest in fine vestments of
brilliant greens and dark browns.  Winston guessed that had to
be Father Varley.  He carried an elaborate crosier carved from
a single piece of rowan. Behind him came two altar boys and another
pair of priests with censers.  The heady fragrance of
frankincense and myrrh filled the chamber. Father Varley mounted
the steps to the altar and lifted his hands as he intoned the
opening prayer.

"Holy Mothers, see what we have become by
your gifts."

As one, the members of his congregation
shifted into their hybrid forms and remained in it. Winston
hesitated, gaining himself a nudge from Richenda.  His insides
felt jumbled the moment he got a quarter of the way into the change
and he had to battle his inhibitions to reach the fullest degree of
the hybrid form.

Father Varley turned toward the seven wolves
and spoke the names of the seven sons of Pandeena, the Second
Mother, who were the founding chieftains of the first clans. 
As he named them, the wolves changed to their hybrid forms and
appeared in old fashioned clothing.  From that point on, they
shifted between forms on key throughout the services: wolf, hybrid,
mon, and back again to wolf.

Each step of the ritual deepened Winston's
feelings of discomfort.  At the conclusion of it, the
parishioners genuflected at the ends of each pew and came forward
to receive the sacramental goat's blood.  They placed their
offerings in the tithing baskets and moved to the kneeler. 
Winston fumbled in his pouch, dropping a handful of coins into the
basket: three crowns and seven nobles.  The altar boy watching
over the basket gave a startled look and visibly resisted checking
to see if he had really seen what he thought he saw.  Father
Varley moved down the line, placing a dab of sanctified blood on
the parishioners tongues in a symbolic reference to the blood by
which they were changed from wolves to myn.

As the services ended, Winston made his way
through the crowd to the lawn of the church with Richenda and
Dierdre beside him.  Clusters of parishioners had formed, some
sitting and others standing.  Richenda stopped to speak with a
friend.  Winston stood beside her, feeling awkward and out of
place.  Everyone had noticed him.  It could not be
avoided.  He did not belong.  They knew it and so did
he.

"Winston Doherty!"  Father Varley
stopped within spitting distance of him.  "Ma church is na
place fer slummin'."

His name on the the priest's lips had been
loud enough to attract attention, and it seemed as if the entire
congregation was staring at him.  A frown of consternation
furrowed Winston's brow and a defensive tone entered his
voice.  "I'm not slumming.  I came with my friend
Richenda."

Richenda slipped her arm around Winston's
waist.  "I invited him, Father."

The priest eyed her.  "I winna ask yer
tae stay away fra him, Richenda.  But know that evil is in
their blood."

Varley punctuated his statement by walking
away from them.

Winston flinched, felt the stirrings of panic
start in his stomach, and went after the priest.  "I won't
argue that, Father Varley."

The priest paused to wave his gnarled fingers
dismissively at Winston.  "Agreement is cheap."

Varley walked on.

Richenda caught up with Winston, grabbing at
his arm.  "Let it go."

"I can't."  Winston overtook Father
Varley again.  "But what about atonement and redemption? 
If one of my family wanted it badly enough, isn't it possible to
achieve it?"

"Blood an' death is the soul o' yer
family.  Blood an' death are the only things that can bring
salvation tae a Doherty."

"What about good works, Father?  Don't
they count?"  Winston persevered in his efforts.  "The
Holy Mothers appreciate kindness and compassion among their
children."

Father Varley hissed and spat on the
ground.  "Yeh cannae buy salvation.  Yeh cannae bribe the
Holy Mithers fa redemption o' yer soul.  Gi’ the Holy Mithers
a life o' service an' they'll still demand th' blood and
death."

A shiver ran over Winston.  "There's no
hope for me?  Simply because of what I was born?  That's
not what it says in the Holy Book."

 "An' what
would a Doherty know o' the book?  Ha' yer read it? 
Truly read it?  There's many a mon who's read it, an’ picked
through it fa their excuses."

"I'm not like that."

"He's a good mon, Father.  He's
kind."  Richenda's face filled with concern.

Father Varley shifted ever so slightly to
study Richenda's features and then snapped back to Winston. 
"What are yer intentions toward Richenda Coombs?"

"To provide for her and her family. 
Roddy needs a good physician and better food."

"An' yer family will allow it?"

"My family be damned!"  The words
erupted from Winston in a flare of anger.

"Just so."  Varley jabbed a finger in
Winston's face.  "Renounce yer family.  Renounce yer
name.  Renounce yer place as heir.  Devote yerself to the
Holy Mithers … an’ then mayhap, Holy Tala will not demand the blood
an' death be yers."

The priest pivoted and stalked off.

* * *

Winston lay awake in Richenda's bed, nestled
between her and Dierdre.  He had sated himself on both of
them.  Afterwards, they had fallen asleep, yet he had not been
able to.  Winston knew himself well, or supposed he did. 
He always had plenty of courage when he was angry and very little
when he was not.  His early rebellions against his father had
taken the form of running away from home.  He had lost count
of those adventures, yet could distinctly remember five of
them.  They always ended the same.  His half-brother,
Kendall Stanisfeld, and the housecarles would overtake Winston and
haul him home before he could reach the borders of Heatherford
Thanedom.  Kendall, Tremayne's son by his first mistress, had
frequently been held up to Winston as a paragon of Doherty virtue:
loyal to his paternal family and a brutal terror to those not of
Doherty blood.

Father Varley's words haunted him.  He
tried to think his way through it all, but the emotional noise in
his head was too loud to let him.  Winston considered the fact
that Richenda had been unable to reach him when Roddy became ill
six weeks ago.  The only way he could be certain that Richenda
and her children remained well cared for would be to live beneath
the same roof with them.

When he did finally sleep, it was
fitfully.  He kept waking up and thinking throughout the
night.  One good thing came of it: by morning, Winston had
gathered his courage.  He kissed Richenda and then rolled over
and kissed Dierdre.  It felt very right to him.

As he so often did, Winston had awakened with
an erection.  Dierdre blinked sleepily at him, gave his cock a
stroke and opened her legs compliantly without being asked. 
He expended himself inside her and left the bed.

"Get dressed.  If anything here is
precious to you, put it in a sack."  His gaze roved the shabby
room.  "There isn't anything here worth keeping. 
Especially the clothes."

"What are you about now, Winnie?" 
Richenda yawned as she sat up.

"I'm making you and Dierdre my
mistresses.  You're going to live in my townhouse. 
Charlotte and Roddy also.  I'll get him a good healer and a
skilled physician.  He isn't going to die on us."

"What will your father say?"  Dierdre
looked at him wide-eyed.

"My father be damned.  I have my own
income, not just what he gives me.  If you don't like the
townhouse, I have a country estate outside Ellenton."

"Oh, Winnie, are you certain?"  Richenda
rose and covered herself with the same wrap tunic that she had worn
to Taladay services. 

"Yes.  I am very, very certain. 
I'm very fond of you and your family, Richenda.  It will be a
comfortable arrangement.  I promise."

"I'd like that, Mum."  Dierdre glanced
hopefully at her mother.  "Winnie doesn't say things he
doesn't mean.  Not like the others."

"Then you have a pair of mistresses." 
Tears started in Richenda's eyes; she wiped at them and
smiled.  "And you'll get good care for Roddy?"

"I said I would."

They gathered what few treasures they owned
into burlap sacks and followed Winston through the town to a large
home framed with elegant gardens.

Deirdre stared at the columned portico in
amazement.  "Here, Winnie?  Oh, you can't mean here."

"This is it.  It isn't much
really.  Not compared to the manor or my place in Ellenton,
but you'll like it here."

The young bitch hesitated again as Winston
led them into the foyer, hovering behind him as if expecting to be
thrown out.

The townhouse had been Harrington Pippin's
primary residence during the childhood years of Winston's
mother.  Grandpa Harrington had given the house to Winston for
his fifteenth birthday, complete with servants and more than enough
income to keep both the place and Winston in good stead.  So
far as his grandfathers went, Winston had always preferred
Harrington to Clennan.  Golinda had been Harrington's only
child.  When he died five years ago, Winston had been
heartbroken and his father had been enraged.  Winston would
never forget Tremayne's icy rages.  Harrington's properties
should have gone to Golinda on his death and thus into the control
of Tremayne.  However, there had been some kind of trust or
other complication set up in Creeya – Winston had never been able
to grasp the details of it and remained uncertain about the
particulars – and the end result had been that he could not get his
hands on the fortune.  It occurred to Winston, standing there
in Harrington's early home, that it might be time to find
out.  The one to ask was probably Spencer; however his cousin
rarely allowed himself to become involved in such matters.

The butler, a rotund lycan, greeted them in
the foyer.  He ran his gaze up and down Dierdre and Richenda,
taking in their worn clothing and the burlap sacks they
carried.  "New servants, Master Winston?"

Dierdre winced from his tone and stared at
her feet, twisting the sides of her skirt in clenched fists. 
A touch of shame colored her cheeks.

Richenda drew herself up into a poise of
defiant lower class pride.  "Tell him, Winnie."

"Briggs, I want you to meet my mistresses,
Richenda and Dierdre Coombs.  Place them in the rooms that
have access to mine and send for the seamstresses."

The flicker of shock on the butler's face
vanished swiftly and he gave them a dignified bow.  "As you
wish, Master Winston."

"They are the ladies of my house and will be
obeyed.  Understood?"

"Of course, Master Winston."

Winston took Dierdre to her suite while
Briggs showed Richenda to hers.  The ante-chamber was nearly
as large as the living room of their old home.  A modest
dining table with four chairs filled one corner, and a comfortable
grouping of brocade cushioned sofas and chairs clustered in the
center around a low table.  Two huge wardrobes bracketed a
walk-in closet, and a bookcase had been squeezed in between a set
of dressers.  Dierdre drifted to the bookcase and took a book
down, hoping for pictures; but there were none. So she put it
back.

"If those books don't appeal to you, there's
hundreds of them in the library."  Winston moved nearer to
Dierdre.

She ducked her head, a fresh bloom of shame
on her cheeks.  "I wanted to look at some pictures.  I –
Winnie, I can't read."

"Oh."  Winston put his arm around her
shoulder and she leaned against him, her head on his chest.  A
surge of protectiveness hit him at how small and delicate she
seemed.  "I'll get you a tutor.  You'll love
reading."

"I'm sure I will."  She turned around
slowly.  "Where's the bed?"

"In the bed chamber."  Winston pointed
at a door Dierdre had missed.

"Two rooms?  I have two rooms all to
myself?"  A note of fresh wonder crept into her voice and she
slipped away from him and headed for that door.

She hesitated on the threshold.  "Oh
my.  It's beautiful.  Are you certain it's mine?"

"Yes."  Winston took her hand and led
her inside.

The thick carpets were woven in patterns of
deep violet and pale mauve to match the drapes on the huge bed,
which was large enough to sleep four.  The windows had deep
sills and windowseats, with an outer layer of heavy drapes and
light linen curtains beneath.

Dierdre walked around the room, touching
everything.  She stroked the soft comforters atop the
bed.  "I never dreamed of living in a place like this,
Winnie."

She sat down on the deep feather mattresses
and let out a squeal of delight.  "Soft!  It's so
soft."

Throwing herself backwards and sprawling, she
bounced delightedly. 

"Holy Mothers, I've never lain on anything so
soft."

"You like it?"

"Oh yes indeed!" Dierdre gave another squeal
and flicked her skirt back, revealing that she wore no small
clothes.  "Do me, Winnie!  Do me right now."

He felt tempted, but instead he just kissed
her forehead and brushed his lips across hers.  "Later. 
I have things to fetch from the manor, and we still have to send
for Roddy and Charlotte."

She made a disappointed noise and rolled onto
her side, spying a door.  "Where does that one go to?"

"My bed chamber."  Winston opened the
door so that she could see into it.

Dierdre darted to her feet and through the
door.  She sprang into the middle of his bed, bouncing and
giggling.  "Be a sport, Winnie.  Do me here."

He pulled his boots off, tossed them across
the room, and then sprang onto the bed.  They tussled for
several minutes in mock warfare, pulling at each other's clothing,
until Winston pinned his squirming bundle of happiness and gave her
what she had asked for.

* * *

Spencer Doherty, the eldest son and heir of
Ysgonan, had chill, distant eyes that their color – a vibrant
cornflower blue – could not warm.  He was viewed as the family
tragedy, rendered impotent by a riding accident a year after the
birth of his only child, Quaid.  Quaid and his mother,
Spencer's wife Rilletta, lived on a country estate near the border
that Heatherford shared with the Thanedom of Chandler's Rock. 
Spencer visited them as little as he could get by with.  He
had a suite of rooms in the family manor at Heatherford, three
bedrooms and a parlor that he shared with no one.  The space
and the privacy suited him.

He returned from the salle, bare to the
waist, sweat glistening on his lean body, and his shirt thrown over
his shoulder.  Closer to middle age than to youth at
fifty-three, Spencer worked hard to keep his weapon skills
up.  He was the oldest of the male cousins who were counted as
heirs to six of Clennan's seven sons.  The seventh, Spencer's
Uncle Belgair, was unmarried and childless, which was even rarer
among their family than Spencer's lack of a string of bastards.

Spencer's manservant, Belvidere Jenkins, sat
waiting for him at the parlor table with a small wooden crate in
front of him.  Straw stuck out around the edges of the
crate.  Spencer smiled when he saw it and walked over to a
cabinet with a jutting shelf that held a wash basin and a large
ewer of water.  He tossed his shirt across a chair, filled the
basin, and cleaned the sweat from his face, chest and under
arms.  Spencer intended to have a bath drawn later, but this
would do for the present.  Toweling off, he joined Jenkins at
the table.

"You have another of them?"  Spencer dug
in the straw and brought out a delicate cloth doll with a porcelain
head.  The clothes on the doll were old-fashioned.

"It's the last one."  Jenkins eyed his
master curiously.  "So long as the shelf remains crowded, she
never notices that she's missing a few."

"I guessed that would be the case."

"Why do you have me stealing dolls, Master
Spencer?"

"They were Golinda's.  Sibeal only
claimed them to hurt Winnie."  Spencer carried the doll to
another crate and added it to the collection of fine dolls within
its straw cushioned interior and put the lid on it.  "I would
like to see Winnie's face when he next visits Ellenton and finds
they've been rescued."

"Master Winston is a good one."

"You'll not speak a word of this,
Jenkins?"

"Of course not, Master Spencer.  
You can count on me."

Spencer knew that he could.  Jenkins had
not needed to say that, but Spencer appreciated hearing it. 
His servants were exceedingly loyal, because he treated them
fairly.  Unlike most of the southern nobility, he did not
regard them as invisible people.  Since servants and slaves
were considered beneath notice, they were rarely noticed by their
masters.  Spencer regarded them as a rich source of
information and a fine tool to be employed from time to time in the
discreet game of power he had played since childhood.

"What's the general consensus among the
servants regarding Lady Sibeal?  Has anything changed?"

"She's a mean one, Master Spencer."

"Agreed.  Winnie did not start falling
out of favor with the family until Uncle Trey brought her back from
Dunlinfeld with him."

"Master Winston is popular with us.  If
there's ever a thing we can do to help, we will."

* * *

As soon as Winston had Richenda and Dierdre
settled into his town home, he returned to the manor. 
Servants were sent running to fetch chests in which to move his
belongings.  The stablemaster had been ordered to ready some
wagons and bring his favorite horses from the barns. 

Once the chests arrived, he packed up
everything he thought he might need and then went to his bedroom
for the doll.  It lay on his pillow.  He picked it up and
pressed his nose into the yarn hair.  The rag doll still
smelled like his mother.  It both saddened and comforted him,
making Golinda feel close again.

"You have been gone three days." 
Tremayne's icy voice cut through the quiet, forcing Winston to
pivot with the doll in his hands.

Winston set his jaw, prepared for a
fight.  "I'm going to stay in my townhouse from now on."

"Because of Sibeal?"

"No."  A smug turn entered Winston's
voice.  "I just moved my mistresses into it."

"More than one in the same house is asking
for trouble."

"Not in this case.  They're mother and
daughter.  It's three in a bed."

"I see."  Tremayne considered that.
"Does this mean I'll finally see some grandchildren from you?"

"No."  Winston held the doll tightly to
his chest.  "Unlike you, I don't intend to fill the corridors
with my bastards."

"They'll still say that you're corsach,
unless you get one of them swollen.  Preferably both of
them."

Winston deflated, lost a bit of his courage,
and fought to reclaim it.  He felt certain that his cousin
Blake was the source of the rumors that he was homosexual, yet they
still hurt.  While his people did not openly condemn
homosexuality, they considered it a flaw in a mon's character and a
sign of weakness.  "They can think what they will.  I’m
not corsach."

"You'd better not be, Winnie.  You're
twenty-five years old.  I should already have several from
you."

"I'm not a stud horse, Father.  You
can't just order me to breed."

"I can order you to marry, Winston. 
That's within my power under the law."

"And I can make her miserable and ruin
whatever alliance you hope to gain from it."

"I'll put that to the test."  The lines
of Tremayne's face hardened.  "You haven't asked about
Sibeal."

"I never intended to."

A tic started in Tremayne's cheek as his
anger rose and he haired over.  "My son was born at
midnight.  My wife is doing well.  And you weren't here
to toast their health."

"I didn't want to be."

The sound of someone clearing their throat
interrupted the two myn.  Winston saw that the servants had
arrived to take his chests to the wagon.  He turned his back
on his father and placed the doll in one.

Winston could feel his father's eyes on his
back as he gestured for the chests to go.

Once they were alone again, he heard a low
growl from his father and turned to face him.  Tremayne had
gone hybrid in his growing rage, snouted and covered in hair.

"Don't defy me, Winnie.  I can make your
life very miserable."

Winston shivered and his cheeks lost their
color.  "No more than you've already made it.  You took
from me what I most treasured.  My mother."

Winston strode briskly from the room, leaving
his father smashing furniture in fury.

 


CHAPTER THREE

SPIRITWORKER

 


 

Odhran Lafferty, a tinker by trade, worked
mostly as an odd jobber, doing anything and everything.  That
day he wore his Civilian Bridge Watcher tabard, the chocolate
trimmed in claret of Red Wolf with a foam blue bar sinister across
it.  The deep waves of his butterscotch hair ended in a flair
of elusive strands that framed his long face and teased the edges
of his blunt jaw.  The earnest look in his tawny eyes
suggested a willingness to lay hold of whatever jobs he could
find.

Someone was always required to vet human
merchants and others who wished to cross into Red Wolf territory,
usually on their way to Creeya or Iradrim.  The job fell to
three groups, other than the guardsmyn who formed the Bridge
Watchers unit: the lawgiver, the priest, or the members of
Wolffgard Volunteer Militia who were familiar with those merchants
and others who most often passed through.  Odhran belonged to
the third group.  He opened the front door to Cahira's Potions
and Notions just enough to poke his head inside and glance
around.  "Is Pandeena here?"

"She's in the infirmary."  Kady paused
in the middle of shelving jars and eyed his civilian bridge-watcher
tabard.  "You must have more jobs than a cat has lives."

"Rather."  He crossed the threshold and
headed for the stairs, then stopped at the door into the hallway
and glanced back at Kady.  "But I'll be back at the house
tomorrow and finish the wainscoting."

"You'd better."  Kady raised her hand in
mock threat.

Odhran ducked with a grin and headed for the
stairs.  He found Pandeena in the infirmary tending the last
two wounded who still remained in Wolffgard.  Her perfect
features, golden hair and flawless form always caused a physical
reaction in Odhran, and he pressed his legs together, hoping she
failed to notice it.  She was the only bitch in Wolffgard that
could walk into a room and have every male present – even the
gaffers – react.

Trevor sat propped up with a bed table across
his lap, a bowl of stew and a glass of water in the middle of
it.  Mary spooned stew into his mouth.

Pandeena stood beside the next bed over,
working on Wallace Callaghan.

"Pardon me, Pandeena.  There is a fellow
on the bridge asking for you.  He wants permission to enter
Red Wolf.  I've never seen him before."

Pandeena finished changing Wallace
Callaghan's bandages.  "All done."

She walked to the table and rinsed her hands
in a basin of clean water.  "Have Caimbeul talk to him."

"He's asking for you.  Says to say Dyna
sent him."

Pandeena's expression changed in a flash to
one of hope and pleasure.  "Dyna?  Let's go."

* * *

Mary held Trevor's wrist, Reading him
again.  It had only been a week since the attack, yet the arm
wound had already closed nicely and, although it ached a bit,
Trevor now insisted upon feeding himself.  Betrys, their
oldest child, had arrived the day before from Longbranch.  A
month shy of fifteen, she had tales to tell about how she and the
cubs had lined up on the roof and fired at the charging Waejontori
cavalry.  Like all the Sinclair kin, she had been trained for
battle since earliest childhood, but had only now gotten her first
taste of it.  It had also brought changes in her that Mary and
Trevor were still struggling to interpret.

Her mood swung back and forth between moments
of breathless 'death or glory' descriptions of the fighting and
crying over her slain uncle and cousin.  One thing, however,
remained the same.

"Is he married?"  Betrys' eyes trailed
Odhran from the room.

Trevor ducked his head with a lopsided smile,
leaving it to Mary to deal with her.

"No, dear.  He's not married.  But
he's an odd jobber and more than twice your age."  Mary
remained patient.  Betrys had asked that question about every
new male she had met that day.

"What about the little scruffy one?"

"Willy Galloway?"  Trevor raised his
head and took firm notice of his daughter.

"Yes, that one.  He's a friend of
Kynyr's.  And he's kind of cute."

Mary gestured at her husband for silence and
took charge of the conversation.  "Your father and I have
already decided that we don't want you marrying a soldier."

"Why ever not?"  Betrys twiddled with a
strand of her pale copper hair.  "You know, Mum, you've
objected to every single one I pointed out to you today."

"If no one acceptable has offered for you by
next year's Autumn Faire, we intend to make a Faire Bride of
you."

"That's a ghastly thought."  Betrys
wrinkled her nose in distaste.  "Don't I get a say in the
matter?"

Mary sighed, weary already of the discussion
which they had been through countless times before.  "If
someone decent decides to court you, we'll consider it."

"Consider it?  That's all?  How
would you like to be mounted and ridden by a complete stranger your
parents foisted on you?"  Betrys shivered theatrically and
rolled her eyes.  "I want a say in the matter.  I ought
to have one."

Mary shared a look with Trevor, and then they
both said together, "No!"

* * *

Tree trunks formed the support columns of the
bridge that spanned the canyon which had been cut through the sheer
stonewalls by the deep cataract known as the Eirlys River. 
The rushing roar of the Eirlys filled the air, drowning out the
calls of circling birds.  On three sides, the land descended
into rugged canyons and twisted valleys that looked like a giant
had ripped his fingers through the soil.  The lycan clans
preferred to make their homes in hard to reach places, areas that
could easily be defended against invasion.  The half-walls of
the bridge's sides offered limited shelter, while not blocking the
view of people approaching it. 

The bridge guards lounged on benches set back
among a thick stand of fragrant white pine and cedars three spear
lengths beyond the bridge on the lycan side, where a heavy barrier
of brush and briars offered them concealment from people
approaching from the opposite end.  They had a policy of
getting a look at anyone arriving at the bridge from the Waejontori
side before showing themselves.

There were ten guards in the unit, which was
called the Bridge Watchers, and an officer.  The Bridge
Watcher contingent of the Redhand Guard numbered seventy members in
all, under the command of Sergeant Lon Anglesey.  Unknowns and
suspicious types who crossed the bridge were held until the senior
lawgiver, a priest, or the civilian observer – usually a member of
the Wolffgard Volunteer Militia – could judge them worthy of being
allowed into the Red Wolf chiefdom.

On a bench across from the guardsmyn, beneath
a thin strand of aspens, sat a small mon in a knee-length brown
tunic, split to his hips for riding, over a pair of loose-legged
trousers stuffed into short boots.  His beardless face had an
effeminate sensuality, full pouting lips in a narrow face, and a
long, straight nose.  Large, long-lashed eyes, the color of
glistening black pearls, dominated his features.  His racial
characteristics marked him as conspicuously human when compared to
the fair-skinned lycans.

Odhran pointed at him.  "Luciano
Albertus."  He thumbed at Pandeena.  "Our priest,
Pandeena Moonbow."

"You wanted to speak with me?"  Pandeena
approached him.

Luciano stood up and extended his hand,
fingers half-curled in a lycan gesture that invited sniffing as a
means of confirming his nature. 

His automatic use of the custom surprised
Pandeena.  She brought his fingers to her nose.  "You're
hu… mage!" she yelped.

Embarrassment glowed in Luciano's face as he
shook his head.  "I'm a spiritworker, but I used to run a mage
shop in Skullbones."

"The Scarlet Angel?"  Pandeena schooled
a flash of irritation from her face.  She had never expected
the owner of Padruig Caimbeul's favorite mage shop to show up in
Wolffgard – the ones where he always purchased contraceptives known
as seed crystals that absorbed and stored the fertile parts of a
male's ejaculate so that he did not impregnate his string of
doxies.  Pandeena had always blamed the shop for selling them
to him as much as she had blamed Caimbeul himself for using them
during their marriage.

"Yes.  Dyna sent me to you.  Queen
Tomyrilen's forces are pushing hard along the borders, and I had to
flee.  The sa'necari don't like spiritworkers.  They rite
us when they catch us.  Can we talk privately?"

"Certainly."  Pandeena walked farther
into the trees and then turned to face him.  She could not
deny safety to him, since he was pledged to her ally.

Luciano opened his tunic and pushed it off
one shoulder, revealing a squiggly Dynannan Godmark.  "Touch
it."

Pandeena touched the mark and her eyes
widened.  "It's real.  Now I've seen everything.  A
Waejontori Dynannan Spiritworker."

"There's far more Dynannans among my people
than you might realize, and we're all coming here."

Pandeena rolled her eyes.  "We'll be
inundated."

"Well, nothing so bad as that."  There
was a quiet at the verge of shy confidence to him as he spoke, and
a tentative smile flickered at corners of his lips. 

"The only single males we have at the Refugee
Camp are the lycans that work there."

"I don't need to stay at the camp.  I
want to open a shop."

Pandeena scanned him.  "With just the
clothes on your back?"

Luciano reached in his pocket and brought out
a tiny carrying globe.  "My Lady loaned this to me."

Pandeena laughed before she could stop
herself, knowing that the globe probably carried the entire
contents of the store Luciano had abandoned.  "Then you can
afford to stay at an inn until you find a shop to buy?"

"A refugee I may be, but poor I am
not."  Luciano shoved the carrying globe into his pocket and
patted his pouches.  "Can you take me there?"

"If you'll buy me a drink."

"I'll be glad to."  He retrieved his
staff from where he had left it leaning against a tree.

Pandeena blinked and then rubbed her
eyes.  The simple staff shimmered and went out of focus. 
"There's a glamor on your staff."

Luciano froze in place and then sucked in a
deep breath.  "Come, come.  Far into the trees away from
everyone."

Pandeena followed.

"It seems I can hide nothing from you." 
Luciano appeared somewhat disappointed by it.  And he released
the glamor.

Pandeena stared.  "That's Sunrise."

"A gift from My Lady.  The Trickster has
reopened her armories."

"A powerful present.  Especially in the
hands of a spiritworker."  Pandeena nodded and then gestured
for him to follow her.  "You have a choice of the Scarlet
Goose or the Four Horsemyn.  The Goose caters to
merchants.  It's expensive.  Horsemyn is mostly the lower
classes who find themselves traveling.  The Goose might be a
safer spot for a human."

"Yes, but which one do the locals
frequent?  I want a feel for the place, since I intend to be
here for a long time."

"The Four Horsemyn then.  Hopefully no
one will bother you while I'm there."

Another quiet smile touched Luciano's
lips.  "I can take care of myself.  I get along easily
with most people."

"I'm beginning to see why Dyna chose to send
you here."

* * *

Luciano had never been in a lycan town
before, and he fell in love with it instantly.  Trees and
shrubs abounded.  The houses had been built up instead of
out.  Gardens and yards surrounded every one of them, even
along Main Street.  The homes and shops all had rooftop
gardens and potted plants on the balconies.  The lycan love
for the natural world radiated from every corner.  Passing the
town common, Luciano saw the first sign that even the lycans paid a
price for their civilization: the scaffolds.

A shift in the breeze sent a shiver over
Luciano, for it seemed to carry the smell of death on it.  "Do
you have many executions here?"

Pandeena paused to see what Luciano was
looking at.  "Oh, the scaffolds?  No.  I've been
here since late spring and seen ten or twelve floggings, but no
hangings."

Luciano relaxed again.  "In my country,
dead things are hung all over.  The scaffolds are never
empty."  He made a sign against evil.  "Some nights the
weeping of the lost souls and grieving spirits keeps me
awake.  I expect I'll get a good night's sleep here. 
First in years and years."

"It must have been hard."  Pandeena led
him to Parrot Street and three blocks past John Donegal's candy
store.

Luciano's eyes roved the place as he tried to
frame a response that would not offend Pandeena.  "Yes and
no.  I was five years old when the Sharani swept through,
conquering everything in sight.  They liberated us from the
ruling sa'necari, but held us in suspicion as a people.  On
the one hand, it made it safer for me.  On the other, we
became second-class citizens in our own land."

"Why didn't you leave?"

"Where would I go?  What realm would
welcome me?"  He swept his hand at the lycans who had paused
to stare at him.  "I'm Waejontori.  I'm not sa'necari,
yet I am stained by the fact that they ruled us for thousands of
years."

"Looks like they will again."  Pandeena
led him to the door and they went inside.

"Ah, yes.  The return of the
queen."  Luciano scanned the common room.

The Four Horsemyn was a long, three-story
rectangle with nine gables.  A low, split rail fence enclosed
the front lawn, which was a broad expanse of grass with a few
scattered clusters of rose bushes.  Two goats were tethered in
the yard, reducing the weeds and lowering the level of the
grass.

The place was filled with tables that would
sit six in the center and smaller table along the walls. 
Straw covered the floor, which made it easier to clean.  A
long bar with stools took up the far wall, flanked by a door to the
kitchen on the left and stairs to the rented rooms on the
right.  The room was filled with tradesmyn and laborers in
rough homespun trousers and wrap tunics.  Nibari waited on the
tables, the females in knee length skirts with a side split to the
top of their thighs and the males in trousers and unlaced
shirts.

Luciano scratched his cheek.  "Pick a
table, Pandeena.  I'm undecided."

His dark skin drew every eye in the place as
he followed Pandeena to a small side table.  A rumble of
discontent and disparagement trailed them, yet Luciano continued to
smile as if he failed to understand a word they were saying. 
He was fluent in Lycan; however, it seemed best if he did not let
anyone know that yet.

"Another fecking human…"

"Stay on their own side of the river…"

"Sa'necari lovers.  Bet he likes it up
the arse…."

Seeing that Luciano was ignoring it, Pandeena
did also.  They seated themselves and a nibari came to their
table with a tray of tankards.

"Mead?" the nibari asked in common.

"Yes, for both of us."  Luciano put a
silver coin on the tray as she placed the tankards in front of
them.

The nibari flicked her skirt back, revealing
her dark brown thatch.  "Care for some comfort also? 
Half a noble."

"Very nice, but no thank you."  Luciano
took a sip from his tankard.  "I want to rent your best room,
preferably with a view of the street."

"Thirty pence a night.  One noble and
ten pence if you wish company."

"Just the room."  Luciano placed a
silver coin on the tray.  "Three days paid in advance
then."

The nibari nodded and left, swishing her hips
at the customers she passed.  Luciano watched her, his
expression reflective.  "Odd, I thought prostitution was
illegal in Clan realms."

"It is.  Nibari, however, are outside
the law here.  Their owners can do whatever they wish with
them."

"I see."

"What I can't understand is why your people
are supporting the queen."  Pandeena took a long swallow of
her drink.  "Knowing what the sa'necari are…"

"We're not as long-lived as you are." 
Luciano ran his finger around the rim.  "Most of us do not
remember, or were born after sa'necari rule ended.  The old
days look much prettier from a distance.  A wealth of
traditions lends an aura of legitimacy to it all."

"Caimbeul calls it perceptions of
authority."

"Perceptions of authority.  I like that
phrase."  Luciano gazed at her over the edge of his tankard,
his quiet smile now filled with a seasoning of imp.  "Can I
buy you dinner also?"

A low growl came from the rear of his table,
followed by harsh, guttural words.  "Get out of here,
human.  You're not wanted."

Pandeena straightened in her seat, frowning
at the three laborers in hybrid form who stood in a half moon
behind Luciano.  "Peace, brothers.  Luciano is with
me."

"Our problem is not with you, priest. 
It's with him."  The largest of the three, who seemed to be
the leader, thumbed at Luciano.

The spiritworker gave them an idiot
smile.  "Sorry, but I don't speak your language.  Can we
discuss this in common?"

The leader seized Luciano by the arm and
jerked him from the chair.  Luciano twisted about, counter
grabbed the lycan's wrist, and slammed his head into the
wall.  The lycan crumpled.  Luciano whipped his
opponent's arm around and put his foot on the lycan's neck.

"I'm not a mon of violence.  I really
don't like it at all, but make the slightest move and I'll break
your neck.  And then I will pray for your soul."

"I yield."

Luciano released him.  Startled by their
companion's swift defeat, the other two had stepped back and now
seemed reluctant to push matters.  The lycan got shakily to
his feet, rubbing his head.  "Where did you learn that?"

"Creeya."  Luciano rose and faced the
room.  "I'm a spiritworker.  I'm here to open a
shop.  And I read palms.  Tonight I will do free
readings.  Come here, show me your hands, and I'll tell you
your future."

His defeated opponent was the first to
respond, extending his hands with a tentative grin.  "I'm Judd
Hastings.  Tell me what you see."

Luciano examined both of his palms, compared
them and made eye contact with Judd.  "Your wife is carrying
twin sons.  They will be strong, hardy men."

A flush spread over Judd's cheeks.  "I
ain't married her yet.  But you're right.  Midwife says
twin boys."

"Then you'd best marry her.  All of your
luck is connected to your heart line."

"Thank you."  Judd ducked his
head.  "I'll go do that right now."

Luciano spent the rest of the evening happily
reading palms and making friends among the lycans.  Pandeena
had dinner with him and then excused herself, certain that Luciano
would be fine.

 

 



CHAPTER FOUR

FAMILY MATTERS

 


 

"Fiona?" Winston called out as he stepped
through the front door.  Fiona never locked it during the
day.  She saw patients on the first floor and lived in the two
floors above it.

"I'm back here, Winnie."

He followed her voice to the rear treatment
room and found Horace Walton's father, Anthony, standing behind the
chair that held his youngest son, Terence.  The boy's eyes had
a look in them that suggested he had been given a dose of fire
poppy.

A servant stood beside Anthony Walton,
watching the cub, whose leg was propped up on a small stool.

Fiona knelt beside the boy, slitting his
trouser leg.  She drew back the blood soaked fabric and
Winston flinched.  The broken bone protruded where it had torn
through the skin.

"This is a hideous break."  Fiona
frowned.  "We'll have to set it before I can Mend it."

The Menders art was simple: they grew things
back together.  They were not touch healers in the truest
sense of the word.  Instead they were caught halfway between
the talents of the lifemages and the skills of a fine surgeon.

Fiona shifted smoothly into her hybrid state
to have more strength to manipulate the bone, instructed the
servant on holding the leg steady, and then pulled the bone back
into place.  Returning to human, she extended her gifts and
sealed the break.

"Make certain that he stays off it for a few
days to let the Mend settle."  Fiona straightened, weary-eyed
from the strain.

Anthony Walton gave Winston a polite nod and
a measuring look as if seeing him for the first time in his entire
life.  Then he had his servant carry Terence from the
house.

Winston stared after him for a moment,
wondering what that had been about.  Then he leaned against
the wall, trying to look nonchalant, but only managing to seem
awkward.

"I need you to ride out to Faircreek with me,
Fiona." 

"Whatever for?"  Fiona tossed the blood
soaked rags into the basin and washed her hands.

"My mistress' son and daughter are
there.  The boy's ill."

"I'm a Mender, Winnie.  Not a
physician.  I don't do diseases.  Wounds and broken bones
I can handle.  In fact, I'm better than most surgeons and
without as much trauma for the injured.  But I'm not a
lifemage."

"At least you could help us bring him home
comfortably?"

"I suppose I could do that much."  Fiona
grabbed her case from a shelf and threw a wrap across her
shoulders, since the morning was still chilly.  "I heard about
your mistresses last night.  You have two of them?"

Winston flushed to his ears.  "Yes."

"So who is it that captivated your loins so
thoroughly?  Are they anyone I know?"

"A mother and daughter.  I'm sleeping
with both of them."

"Winnie!"  Fiona made a face at him in
mock outrage.  "That's seriously debauched.  I never
expected that of you."

He lowered his eyes.  "I guess so."

"Who are they?  You've got me as curious
as a cat."

"Richenda and Dierdre Coombs."

"Oh my gods, Winston.  Your father is
going to have conniptions.  Couldn't you have just kept
sleeping with them at her place?"

"No.  Roddy's sick and I want to take
care of them."  Winston raised his eyes to hers, getting a
stubborn look in them.  "I don't give a bloody damn what my
father thinks."

"You ought to.  Sibeal's making noises
about how your father should disinherit you.  Blake is
encouraging her and so is your uncle Selyv."

"To Hell with them."

Although defiance had crept into his voice,
Fiona could not miss the undercurrent of hurt.  "Is it all
right with you if Exeter comes along?"

"I don't want to wait for him.  My coach
is outside and we're ready to go."

"You won't have to wait.  He slept here
again.  When matters get out of hand – and they are out of
hand right now, Winnie – he sleeps here."

Winston softened.  "He sleeps here
frequently even when they aren't out of hand.  It's a pity
that Uncle Selyv refused to let you two marry."

A shadow passed over Fiona's face, and for an
instant she looked close to tears.  "Yes, it is.  But
that's neither here nor there.  Our social classes are simply
too far apart for Selyv to ever allow it.  Besides, come
spring, it won't matter any longer."

"What do you mean?"

Fiona paused by the door and turned to face
him with a forced smile that looked closer to a grimace. 
"Then you haven't heard?"

"What are you talking about?"

"Two days ago, Selyv announced Exeter's
engagement.  He's marrying Irene Howarth.  Thane Norman's
niece.  She and her parents should arrive next week. 
They'll be staying on at the manor until after New Years. 
They want to give Irene and Exeter time to get acquainted before
the wedding."

"I'm so sorry, Fiona.  I don't know what
to say."  He hugged her, and she nearly burst into tears at
his touch.

She tried unsuccessfully for a brave
face.  "We knew it would happen sooner or later … sooner
always arrives too soon."

Then she pulled away from him and ran
upstairs to fetch Exeter.

* * *

Exeter and Winston planned to ride alongside
the coach on a pair of sleek coursers.  Winston was already
mounted when Fiona emerged from the house and locked her
door.  He had always favored off color horses, and his was a
skewbald risling, which his stablemaster had acquired for him from
Claw Redhand's herds.  Because of Winston's odd taste in
horses, his stablemaster maintained contacts throughout Red Wolf
and more than a few in Creeya.  The prize of his stable was a
hot-tempered, blue roan brindle stud which Winston tended to ride
when he was wearing his ego on his sleeve.  Fiona had long ago
decided that Winston's choice of mount was a fine indicator of his
mood.

Exeter stood with the reins of his bay
gelding in hand, which was a far more sedate creature than
Winston's mount.  The skewbald risling still remembered what
it had been like to be a stallion.  Exeter helped Fiona into
the coach and then mounted.

The coach gave a lurch and set off. 
Fiona settled her skirts about her before lifting her eyes to
Richenda and Dierdre.  She blinked and looked again.  A
breathtaking transformation had occurred, and Fiona almost failed
to recognize them.  Had she not known them for three years,
having met Richenda around the same time as Winston, she might have
mistaken them for members of the upper classes.  Richenda wore
her hair upswept with jeweled pins of white gold and darkest turtle
shell.  Her dress was expensive kazamerie wool trimmed with
imported silk, and a wealth of petticoats made it fluff around her
legs.  The cut of the bodice allowed a tiny glimpse of
cleavage.

Dierdre, on the other hand, was dressed as
modestly as the underage girl that she was.  Her hair hung in
a thick braid.  Her dress matched her mother's, except for the
neck line which allowed no such display as Richenda's.

Fiona recovered from her surprise and smiled
at them.  "Well, how lovely you both look."

"Thank you."  Richenda returned her
smile.  "Winnie kept the seamstresses stitching frantically to
prepare us for this journey."

Dierdre's response was to duck her head with
a blush and clutch at the sack on her lap.

Silence settled.  Richenda and her
daughter had never been this quiet around her before, and the only
reason for it that Fiona could think of was their changed
circumstances.  No one seemed certain of how the other would
respond to it.  Fiona found herself at loose ends and tried
again despite it.  "What's that on your lap, Dierdre?"

"Toys for Charlotte and Roddy.  Winnie
bought them."  Dierdre's face lit up with happiness.  "He
had the playroom redone and filled it with toys and games."

"Toys?"  Fiona felt a twinge of
suspicion, wondering whose idea this had been and whether they
might be taking advantage of Winston.

"You should have seen him!"  Dierdre
burst into excited chatter.  "He took me along.  Asked me
what to get them.  I told him a doll for Charlotte and a toy
soldier for Roddy.  But Winnie kept going back and getting
another and another.  I told him to stop it.  But he
didn't listen to me.  I told him they wouldn't know what to do
with all of this.  And he told me to shut it.  That's
what he did.  He told me to shut it.  When they see all
of it, it's going to be like a Faery Queen's Solstice."

"Shut it?  He really said that? 
That's a bit harsh, isn't it?"

Dierdre blushed more deeply than she had the
first time.  "Well, actually he said something like, 'be
quiet, I'm thinking' but you get my drift?"

Fiona softened and melted into
bemusement.  "Yes, I think I do."

The Mender lowered her gaze with a tiny
smile.  In Winston's grieving heart he had replaced his mother
with a family.  Good for you, Winnie.  I hope it all
works out.

* * *

Faircreek was a farming village; little more
than a cluster of thirty-odd homes, a handful of shops, a
blacksmith and a tanner.  The tallest building that Winston
could see was the watermill on the south end, built on the banks of
Idyll Creek.  Myn stopped to stare at them.  The grand
coach and the fine horses alone would have merited more than a
stare or two; however, the Doherty livery on the driver and footman
got them far more.  It proclaimed to all and sundry that a
member of the ruling family had entered their little
community.  Many paused to dip their shoulders and lift their
hats.  Others, quick to gossip, sprinted ahead of the
coach.

Richenda's mother lived in a modest two story
home that had sprouted over the original longhouse by way of
numerous additions over the years.  A neat vegetable garden
surrounded it without a flower or flowering shrub in sight.  A
pair of middle-aged myn stood upon the long porch with a mon of
around Winston's age beside them.  The surprise on their faces
as Winston rode into the yard tickled him. 

He dismounted as the coach rolled to a
stop.  His footman jumped down, opened the door, and helped
Richenda out.

The bitch on the porch gaped, her mouth
quivered for an instant, and then she rushed to greet her daughter
and granddaughter.  "Richenda!  Dierdre!  Dear Holy
Mothers."

Winston watched them, a bit uncertain of what
to say or do next.  When the three of them burst into
teary-eyed laughter and frantic hugs, he shrank back a step. 
The elder of the two males stepped up to him with his hand
extended.  "I'm Hiram Coombs, and your lordship's name
is?"

"Winston Doherty."  Winston accepted
Hiram's calloused hand and gave it a firm shake.  "We've come
for Roddy and Charlotte."

"The heir of the heir."  Hiram sized him
up with a flicker of dubiousness.  "Well, that puts a lot to
rest."

"What do you mean?"

"Richenda has been writing us about you for
nigh on three years.  We figured it was all poppycock until
now.  I don't mean to be rude, but what are your intentions
toward my daughter?"

Winston flinched.  Despite their
poverty, the Coombs family appeared to be a proud lot. 
"Marriage is out of the question, Mister Coombs.  Our social
classes are too far apart.  Your daughter has agreed to become
my mistress."

"I see."  Hiram Coombs sounded
accepting, but not entirely pleased.  "So now you'll be
filling her belly with a string of noble bastards.  Or have
you already landed her one?"

Winston shied from the statement.  If he
denied it, the rumors of his being corsach would spread still
further.  "I'm very fond of Richenda, and I intend to provide
for her and her family.  I've brought a healer for Roddy, to
keep him comfortable on the journey to my home."  He indicated
Fiona, who stood chatting with Richenda's mother.

Hiram thawed a fraction.  "That's good
of you.  We're all worried about him."

"I have been worried also.  Roddy's a
good cub."

"Well, now.  All of you come along
inside."  Hiram led the way.

The younger male had stayed on the porch,
watching them with furrowed brow.

Hiram paused beside him.  "Athelstan,
this is his lordship, Winston Doherty."

"I heard," Athelstan snarled.  "Doherty
bastards."

"This is my home, and you'll be
polite."  Hiram frowned at him.  "You hear?"

Athelstan spat on the porch at Winston's feet
and then fled.

"What was that all about?"  Exeter
joined them on the porch.

Richenda's cheeks colored.  "He wanted
to marry me."

Her statement threw a pall over Winston's
mood.

* * *

Richenda's mother, Maureen Coombs, settled
her guests in the living room on tattered sofas that had been
patched and repatched. Winston tried not to stare at the poverty of
the place.  The worn slatboard walls had chipped spots in the
painted surfaces.  The small tables standing before the sofas
had nicks and imperfections.   Yet it was clean and
tidy.

Maureen then informed Winston's footman and
his driver that they could have tea and a bite to eat in the
kitchen once they had tended to the horses.

Charlotte appeared and climbed into her
mother's lap.  She was a pretty little cub in a patched
homespun dress, heart-faced with a pert nose.  "I missed you,
Mama."

"Before we get too comfortable, I'd like to
have a look at Roddy."  Fiona rose to her feet.

Maureen showed Fiona to Roddy's room. 
Winston and Richenda trailed after her.  The room was small
with just a narrow bed, a chest at the foot for his things, and a
small nightstand.  A patchwork quilt covered the boy. 
The cub was skin and bones, gaunt as an old mon.  Roddy's
condition appalled Winston.

"All he keeps down most days is a bit of
broth," Maureen told them.

Fiona sat on the edge of the shabby bed,
brushed her fingertips across his brow, and frowned. 
"Fever."

She took his limp wrist and Read him. 
"I'm not certain what it is, but we can treat the symptoms right
off."

Fiona opened her case, setting out several
bottles and jars.  A dosing cup with markings along the side
and a glass rod for stirring followed.  She measured and
blended until she had what she wanted.  "Lift him up,
Richenda."

Roddy's eyes glistened and his lips struggled
to speak.  "Can't … swallow."

"Try, poppet.  It will make you
better."  Richenda looked at the verge of tears as she held
him.

Dierdre slipped into the room with the sack,
fished inside it and came out with a finely carved wooden horse,
which she placed on her brother's lap.  "Take your medicine so
you can play with him."

Roddy's face lit up in weary pleasure. 
"He's mine?"

"A gift from Winnie."

It took several tries, but Roddy managed to
swallow the medicine.  Fiona Read him again.  "I see part
of the problem now.  There's some kind of scar tissue causing
a partial blockage.  I'll see what I can do about it."

Fiona extended her gifts, altering as much of
his body as she could.

Roddy got an odd smile on his face. 
"Tickles."

"Mending often does."  Fiona returned
his smile.  "He ought to be able to at least keep soft foods
down now."

Maureen shot Winston a startled look. 
"She's a Mender?"

"The best in Red Wolf.  You may have
heard of her.  Fiona Malksham."

"Holy Mothers…"  Maureen began to weep
at the thread of hope it gave her.  "You're a miracle, Master
Doherty."

Winston blushed and the warmth spread all the
way to his toes.

"I wouldn't call him a miracle yet," Fiona
interrupted.  "Once we strengthen him up, Roddy should see a
specialist in Creeya."
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