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The murder of a lawgiver sends Kynyr Maguire
hunting for private justice and a way to prove that his mortal
enemy, Malthus Estrobian, was responsible for it. His wife, Kady,
unknowingly takes a viper into her nest when she allows her sister,
Larena to live with them--Larena is sleeping with the enemy.
Meanwhile, Kynyr's young friend, Cooley Blackwood, has strapped on
his blades and gone looking for the man behind his father's murder,
a quest that will lead him into the snares set by Malthus
Estrobian. Into this dangerous mix, rides a Creeyan military
intelligence officer called Stoneriver. Is he a friend? Or Kynyr's
worst nightmare?

 


 


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

Bob Freeman

Author of the Cairnwood

 


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

Gareth Owens, author of "Fun With
Rainbows"

 


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

Lyn McConchie
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In the beginning, there was the Godwar…

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

 

 

THE EXILE'S CURSE

 

When the Serpent comes, they all shall
perish,

The Redhands fall like sheaves of grain,

until only the Exile shall remain

of those who own their name.

When fireborn law breathes hot upon the
root

One born of fire shall perish for the
truth

The exile's victory shall be his pardon

Those he claims will rule

The prince from shadows shall emerge

To sit a blood drenched throne

.…Alistar Weems' dying words.

 

 

 

THE FIRST MOTHERS

 

 

We howled to the moon one winter's night

And she howled back to give us might

From all the packs gathered 'neath her
light

She chose among us one single wight

 

Tala took that male to her silvery home

She told the packs to hide, not roam

From that mating, Navaryn came

To make us men in more than name

 

Navaryn, first mother to us all

By her blood our shapes are tall

Pandeena, second mother to us all

When they howl, heed their call

 

They gave us laws, the ways, and speech

they changed all things within our reach

The ways of culture we were taught

To bring us from old Skawtsslund fraught

 

By dangers vile and dangers fell

So goes the ancient, ancient tale

Navaryn, first mother to us all

By her blood, our shapes are tall

 

The woodland god, at their pleading,

Opened a Gate Arcane to end our bleeding

On the strands of Skawtsslund fraught

With the dangers mankind brought

 

Pandeena, second mother to us all

When she howls, heed well her call

We passed between the pillars tall

To these new lands beyond man's pall

 

We settled here and built our lives

Where lycan kind can grow and thrive

In a new world of hope and promise

Beyond the reach of murdering Thomas.

 

 

 

THE THREE BROTHERS

 

Once there were three brothers; Brandrahoon
the vampire, Isranon called the Dawnhand, speaker to spirits, and
Waejonan the Accursed, first of sa'necari.  Isranon defied his
brothers and was destroyed, his descendants forced into the
darkness. 

St. Tarmus of Lorendon

 


 



CHAPTER ONE

FAMILY MATTERS

 


Kynyr Maguire stood beneath a patch of oak
trees in a secluded bend of the Bonnie Draw River that ran through
Redhand Manor's extensive property. Last night's autumn gale had
stripped the leaves from the trees and reduced the forest to
patterns of skeletal bleakness, except for the pines and evergreens
scattered throughout.

The rocky soil showed its teeth along the
river in a sharp slope to the far side with piles of wind and rain
smoothed boulders, worn flat and jutting out in layers. The near
side, although less steep in its descent to the deep waters, had
almost as many boulders and rocks as the far side. Stones, many of
them as jagged as a dragon's tooth, broke the surface of the creek,
and water eddied around them in foamy whirls.

He spied Searlait Redhand, youngest sister to
Chieftain Claw Redhand, sitting in her favorite spot, a large
smooth boulder that thrust out over the water from a root-tangled
shelf of dirt and rock.

The young prince's golden ginger hair, so
thick it bloused around his face no matter how tightly he tied it
back, hung at his shoulders in a clubbed knot. A narrow fringe of
close-cropped golden beard framed his face from sideburns to an
inch from his chin. His chiseled features, lantern jaw, pronounced
cheekbones with dramatic hollows beneath them, and cleft chin made
him irresistible to the lycan bitches, which gave him great
discomfort now that he had found and married the love of his life,
Kady.

Kynyr climbed to the shelf and settled beside
her. "I wish you'd stop coming here alone."

"I've been coming here since I was a cub."
Searlait cast twigs and soggy autumn leaves into the water,
watching them swirl around in frothy riffles, a distracted air
clinging to her. A willow tree sheltered the rock, pressed along
the right side, its roots humped across the edge and rear like a
confusion of dried brown serpents. The long skirt of Searlait's
blue dress spread out around her thin hips and legs, revealing her
ankles and the lower part of her age-withered calves. An inch of
cleavage showed above her tightly laced bodice, just enough to
tease in the current de rigueur of fashion among the upper classes.
Her only concession to the chill morning was a fringed kazamerie
shawl that matched her dress.

The majority of her dresses were blue and
Kynyr wondered if she had decorated the Blue Room on the second
floor of the manor.

"It's not safe, Aunt Searlait."

"So it's 'Aunt' Searlait now?"

Her spiky tone raked Kynyr's nerves like
claws. "You always were … you just didn't know it."

"They're calling you the Lost Prince."
Searlait threw another twig in the water. "You swore to me that you
had not come to claim your heritage."

"It was forced on me."

"Forced?" Searlait gave him an arch look.

"Sort of." Kynyr exhaled loudly, turning his
hand to show the signet ring that had been his grandfather's.

Searlait lifted Kynyr's hand to look at it
better. "I haven't seen this ring in close to eighty years. You do
realize that by accepting it from my brother, you're now the Crown
Prince?"

"Not at first. I wouldn't have accepted it if
I had." Kynyr experienced a whiff of discomfort. "Claw begged me to
wear it."

"Begged?" Searlait snorted. "My brother has
never begged in his life."

"I know. That's why I gave in. He said he
wanted to see it on my hand before he died."

Searlait studied Kynyr's face and then
laughed. "My brother can be a manipulative old sod when it serves
his purposes."

Kynyr gave her a startled look, which made
her laugh again.

"Just because I don't use the words, Kynyr …
does not mean I don't know them."

"Then you're not angry with me?"

"You? No. Not really."

Kynyr noticed a sudden tear run down
Searlait's cheek. "Is something wrong?"

"He's sent for Brock. Why does he need Brock
when he has you?"

It seemed to Kynyr that most of the family
had ambivalent reactions to the possible return of Claw's brother.
Brock had been banished by their father for unforgivable
transgressions that no one wanted to tell him about. He had heard
all the rumors about Brock, but did not know which ones to credit
and which to disregard.

"I told him I did not want to be heir. He has
my brother Bran and Merissa's twins. Why force something on me I
don't want?"

"So he's hedging his bets."

"I guess." Until Kynyr's relationship to
their family had been revealed, adding another young person to
their numbers; the members of the Redhand family had all been
elderly except for Claw's daughter Merissa who was a year younger
than Kynyr. Merissa had been a change-of-life child, born at the
end of Aisha's middle years.

Searlait nodded absently and tossed more
twigs and leaves into the water. "You told Lord Brodrig MacLachlan
that you were the prince and heir. It's all over Wolffgard."

"Myn would have died if I hadn't." Kynyr
studied the fading traces of Searlait's vanished beauty that had
lingered into her old age. She resembled her niece Merissa, with a
wealth of ginger hair that had begun to fade toward white with age
and a single ivory streak at her left temple. He imagined that
Merissa would look like Searlait when she grew old. "Brodrig
MacLachlan and Fergus MacFie were too inexperienced. I had to take
command … and once they saw the ring…"

"MacLachlan? Is that where my brother sent
you?"

"Hell's Widow. MacLachlan was there when I
arrived, but they couldn't find that nest of deatheaters. I took
Gram along and she located them. She scryed."

"Cahira?"

"Aye. I made her unhappy when I claimed my
heritage so I could plan and lead the attack. I killed their
leader. We got all of them." Kynyr averted his eyes, thinking hard.
"I got my myn home with three wounded, none killed."

"I see." A bittersweet smile teased the
corners of her lips and another tear squeezed from her eyes. "Holy
Mothers, you remind me of Tarrant. Seeing the portraits again after
all these years. The resemblance is uncanny. You act like him too.
If he weren't buried out back, I would swear you were him."

Kynyr could not think of what to say to that,
Tarrant had been Kynyr's grandfather and Claw's eldest son, so he
changed the subject. "I can't always be here in the mornings to
walk back with you."

"I'm not asking you to be."

"I don't want you out here alone. Promise me
you'll either stop doing this or you'll bring someone with
you?"

Searlait patted his shoulder. "Kynyr, I'll
think about it. How's Kady?"

"I haven't had a night home since I got back
from Hell's Widow. Caimbeul's murder…"

"A nasty business. Have you seen her at
all?"

"I stole a couple of hours with her
yesterday."

"You tell my brother that he needs to let you
spend more nights at home."

"I will."

Kynyr walked her back to the manor. He had
grown up in a large, loving family as the only son, smothered at
times by his six sisters, on a large prosperous farm in
northeastern Red Wolf. His nearest neighbor growing up, Finn
MacIver, had had the misfortune to be an only boy with eight
sisters. They had called their combined sisters the Dreaded Horde,
sometimes fondly and other times with a full measure of
exasperation.

"How is Cahira handling the fact that you've
finally acknowledged your connection to my family?"

"She's stopped yelling at me."

Searlait twirled a twig around in her fingers
as they walked along the quiet path back to the Redhand Manor. "Is
she still convinced there's a curse?"

"Yes. She beat it into us that if we told
anyone that our father was Tarrant's bastard son, the curse would
kill us."

"What about you? Do you still believe in the
curse?"

"Sort of." Kynyr pondered for a bit,
wondering if Searlait would think him crazy if he told about what
happened in Hell's Widow, and then decided to take a chance on it.
"When I killed Heironim Traxton, all the souls he had eaten came
pouring out of him."

"I thought that only happened when you killed
them with their own hellblades, the ones they use to take the souls
in the first place. That's what Isranon told me."

"That's what I thought." He patted the hilt
of Ladyfaith jutting above his shoulder. "A yuwenghau gave me this
sword, but never told me more than its name. I think the sword did
it."

"Interesting. Which one gave it to you?"

Kynyr grinned his reluctance to say more on
that. "It isn't the sword I want to talk about. You see, one of the
ghosts I freed told me that it isn't a curse. It's a prophecy."

"Oh, right. So now you're a legend in your
own time."

He blushed to the roots of his hair and made
a fending off gesture. "Didn't say that."

Searlait paused and looked at him with a
curious turn. "What does it say?"

"I don't know. Cahira only remembers a few
garbled words of it."

"So we still don't know anything."

"Someone knows."

"Who?"

"The ghost called him the 'boy with the
book.' She didn't say his name."

"I see. Do you still dislike Malthus?"

Kynyr sensed something in Searlait's tone
that made him cautious. Months ago, Searlait had taken Kynyr to
task over Malthus and told him to stop trying to interfere with her
niece Merissa's love life. Merissa had proceeded to inform him that
if he did not stop harassing Malthus, she would never speak to
Kynyr again. Fully aware of just how stubborn the Redhand family
could be, Kynyr had stopped persecuting Malthus whenever there was
any danger that he might get caught at it.

"Why are you asking me?"

Searlait averted her eyes, watching her feet
as she walked. "I'm starting to dislike him."

That confession surprised him. Searlait had
been one of Merissa's most vocal supporters in her desire to marry
Malthus. "There isn't much that I can do about it. As Caimbeul
liked to tell me ... shoved in my face really ... just because the
Redhands rule does not make them above the law."

"That doesn't answer my question."

"I guess it doesn't. Yes, if anything, I
dislike Malthus more now than ever."

* * *

He called himself Malthus Estrobian.

He lied.

His name was Malthus Tyrins, the bastard son
of Sidera Tyrins and the late Waejontori Lord Feodras Iagaris. The
Tyrins were a branch of the Romilays, a large extended family of
arcane toxicologists who specialized in creating poisons and
antidotes – although most of their wealth came from creating toxins
and very little came from curing them.

He claimed to have been serving as a
kandoyarin in a distant land when the Waejontori finally rebelled
against their conquerors and occupiers, the Sharani.

He lied.

Malthus was a bounty hunter with a reputation
for subtlety and resourcefulness. He was the Butchering Serpent,
guilty of genocidal experiments on lycans, toxin testing and
vivisections that left behind mass graves containing hundreds of
bodies. None ever saw behind his mask and lived to tell of it –
except for a few trusted allies.

He claimed to be human.

Malthus lied.

He was sa'necari-born; one of those
necromancers notorious for having stolen all of the powers and
abilities of the undead that they could take or control, assuming
them through their rites, mastering and perfecting them in addition
to their native arcane talents. This had been gained at a price,
for they also had the needs and cravings of the undead, the
unnatural appetites for blood. After generations of sa'necari being
created in the rites, their very genes had altered until more and
more of their descendants began to be born sa'necari with those
appetites and powers manifesting in puberty. Their rites of blood,
rape and death had become merely the means for increasing their
powers through the shattering of souls so that they could be
eaten.

The more rites they committed, the more
powerful they became. The greater the victim, the greater the power
they gained from it. Some created legacies of power passed from
parent to child through the rites. When a parent became too aged or
injured to survive, the child rited the parent as they were dying.
The late Waejontori prince, Mephistis de Waejonan, had set an ugly
precedent during the last Great War, riting his dying grandmother
and stealing the legacy that should have gone to his oldest
brother. With his mother's help, Malthus had taken that precedent
to its logical extreme: he had rited every sa'necari noble carrying
such a legacy that he could capture. Now, he was arguably the most
powerful sa'necari in existence, although few realized it. He knew
how to keep a secret and that it was better to be underestimated in
his powers.

Malthus used an embedded spell on the ring he
wore to mask his nature, scent and sa'necari eyes. They could
spellcord him, yet his eyes and scent would still be hidden. The
ring had been a gift from Lord Daemon, who appeared to have an
unusually substantial horde of early sa'necari artifacts.

When Tomyrilen Dovane de Waejonan had appeared
suddenly out of nowhere, claiming to be the illegitimate daughter
of the dead prince Shintar de Waejonan, and half-sister to the late
King Baaltrystan, nobles and commoners alike had risen to follow
her standard in revolt against the Sharani occupation forces.
Malthus had been hired to eliminate the ruling family of Red Wolf
and conquer it on the Queen's behalf. The valley would fall and
Malthus would be well paid in gold, land and slaves.

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

That morning, Malthus went looking for his
nieces. He had begun to regret bringing them with him to Red Wolf,
but he had needed them to pull off his deception. Malthus had
arrived in Wolffgard Town late last spring pretending to be a
refugee from the war. He had needed something to justify his moving
into the refugee camp called Sanctuary. A lone male would have been
viewed as suspicious and probably told to keep moving on. However,
the two little girls had gained him immediate sympathy, and the
ploy had worked so well that he had managed to seduce and marry
Merissa Redhand, the only surviving child of the lycan Chieftain,
Claw.

Marrying Merissa had made his job both easier and
more complicated.

His father had been nobly born, but Malthus came
from the wrong side of the blankets. He would have inherited
nothing, even had his father's estates not been burned by the
Sharani conquerors. Five siblings on both sides of the blankets had
been burned alive by the Sharani. Only Malthus and the two little
girls remained of the descendants of Lord Feodras Iagaris.

Failing to find his nieces in either their
suite or the manor, he walked out into the garden. The girls were
not supposed to be outside without a guard, however they sometimes
snuck out when no one was looking; and right then everyone was
caught up in dealing with the murder of the lawgiver, Padruig
Caimbeul, and the desecration of the Shrine to Willodarus and
Tala.

The garden appeared empty at first glance. He
walked the cobblestoned paths among the pines and evergreens,
certain that they would not have left the manor grounds without his
permission.

Near the rear of the gardens, in the
southeastern corner of the manor grounds, lay the Redhand family
cemetery. Short hedgerows lined the sides and back. A rose arbor
marked the entrance down a path lined with oaks. Rather than the
open spaces that most humans preferred as a place of burial,
lycans, especially the upper classes, preferred to clutter them up
with trees, bushes, hedges, and flowerbeds, arranging their graves
in sheltered rows. Until three generations ago, the Redhands had
burned their dead, burying the ashes in small urns and planting a
shrub over it. Both customs, old and new, had been designed to
prevent the sa'necari necromancers from raising those rotted
remains as undead monsters.

There were only four graves: Claw's parents,
Suleahan and Sorcha, and the remains of his twin sons, Tarrant and
Logan. The Redhands had considered it a kindness that the sa'necari
had returned the bodies of their sons for burial after riting them
for treason during the Lycan Rebellion. Claw had been forced to
watch the executions with Aisha, his wife, held hostage to his
cooperation. Malthus' grandfather had written in his diary of the
Lycan Rebellion that Claw had torn his hair and clothing and keened
like an old woman when his sons' bodies were dumped in front of him
after the sa'necari finished with them.

Lord Carneades Iagaris, Malthus' grandfather,
had not meant it as a kindness. He had believed that having to care
for their graves would serve as a constant reminder to the
chieftain of what it meant to oppose the sa'necari.

Instead, Claw had turned the manor into a
fortress, tripled his standing army, and according to rumor,
booby-trapped the bridge over the Eirlys River.

Malthus walked down the shaded path and gazed
at the graves of Claw's sons. The lycans were an emotional race,
touch loving and demonstrative. He wished he could have seen the
old bastard's face when they dumped the youths' mutilated remains
in front of him. His grandfather said the style of mortgiefan used
to execute them had been the Fifteen Piercings, one of the most
artistic – and brutal – forms of the rite.

He wondered what Claw would do if he
discovered the grandson of his sons' executioner was now married to
his daughter. Perhaps he would inform the old bastard of that fact
when he killed him.

A small-carved bear had been laid on
Tarrant's grave and it startled Malthus. Many times over the past
few months, he had found small offerings left there, but not on the
others. At one time, he had wondered who left them; a few months
ago he had learned that Kynyr Maguire was the son of Tarrant's
bastard offspring, Branduff. Eventually, Malthus had caught Kynyr
leaving those offerings.

He heard giggling and followed the sounds
around to the far side of the graves. His nieces sat upon
Suleahan's grave, smearing mud on the headstone.

"What the hell are you doing?"

Lyrri yelped and spun about. Ros thrust her
lower lip out and scowled at him. "Having a little fun."

"You must stop sucking on Darmyk."

"You mean the nasty little lycan cub?"

"He isn't lycan." He felt a flare of
annoyance that the girls insisted upon referring to Darmyk Redhand
as lycan, when he was Merissa's illegitimate sa'necari-born son by
her lover Isranon, who was currently in hiding with a bounty on his
head from Queen Tomyrilen of Waejontor.

Ros shrugged. "He came out of a lycan's
belly, didn't he?"

Malthus squatted on his haunches and looked
Ros in the eyes. "You're making him ill."

"So? You're going to kill him, aren't
you?"

"When the time is right." And send pieces
of his corpse to his wretched father.

"I don't know why you're upset, Uncle
Malthus," Lyrri interjected.

Malthus glanced at Lyrri, and then focused on
Ros again. "They mustn't know you've got your fangs already.
They'll spellcord you."

"They won't kill me for it." Ros tilted her
head with a diffident smile.

"They might." Malthus pulled Ros into his
arms and hugged her. "I love you, Ros. I would be heartbroken if
something happened to you. Please, for my sake, find someone else
to suck on."

"I have."

Malthus tensed. "Who?"

"Kissie's boy is quite tasty." Ros cocked her
head and licked her lips. "Timerly lets me play with his dangly
bits while I suck him."

"Have you blocked his mind?"

"I'm not a fool, Uncle Malthus." Ros' face
changed into a mask of pique.

Malthus sighed. "At least pick a less obvious
place for your sucking than the neck."

Ros shrugged again. "Okay."

Malthus walked away, uncertain whether he had
gotten through to them or not. Ros was a prodigy, closer to ten or
eleven intellectually and closer to sixteen or seventeen in terms
of her necromantic gifts and predilections.

Returning to the manor, he went looking for
his wife, Merissa, and found her in the carding room. She sat in a
large comfortable chair with three baskets of uncarded wool to her
left and two baskets of cleaned wool to her right.

Her heavy golden ginger hair was pulled into
a loose tail, leaving it bloused around her ears. One hand lay upon
her swollen belly. Malthus moved the baskets aside and knelt at her
feet, putting his cheek against her stomach. His twin sons moved
inside her, bringing a smile to his face.

"They will be kings one day." He filled with
pride at the thought of them.

Merissa flinched from his statement and laid
the carding combs aside. "Must you be so rough with Darmyk?"

The mention of his stepson irritated him. Her
first lover had been Malthus' half-brother, Troyes. Isranon, the
bastard child's father, had killed Troyes over Merissa. Malthus
tried for a moment to hold back his temper and then gave into it.
"The child is spoiled. I have to take him in hand."

"He's a good cub."

"He's not a cub, Merissa. He's sa'necari. He
needs a firm hand."

"Malthus, please…"

He rose to his feet. "I was going to suggest
a walk in the gardens, but now you've ruined my mood."

Malthus heard his wife sob as he stalked from
the room in high dudgeon.

* * *

Cooley Sinclair and his friends, the Scott
cubs, Rory and Hamish, sat on the common with earthenware cups and
a jug of a thick frothy beverage that John Donegal sold in his
candy shop on Locust Street. Cahira had given them a half-holiday
because they were being 'much too helpful' which they knew meant
they were getting under her feet.

They had been scrounging for returnable
containers along the alleyways and raiding people's trash.
Eight-year-old Hamish earned two pence a week plus lunch for
working five half days at Cahira's Potions and Notions, but often
put in far longer hours out of choice. Rory, two years older than
his brother, had recently become apprenticed to Cahira and now
lived with the Sinclairs above their shop.

Cooley always had pocket money. He had been
left well off, with substantial inheritances from his father,
Cullen Blackwood, and his Uncle Eideard Doyle. Nonetheless, when
his friends decided to go foraging, he went along without
complaint.

Small for his age, the cub looked more like
nine than just turned eleven. Not even the heels of his horsemon's
boots could add enough height to make him seem older. He wore his
white-at-the-edge-of-blond hair in a long tail. The only thing that
he had inherited from his Waejontori mother was his velvet brown
eyes.

Rory took a long swallow from his cup,
leaving a milky pink smear around his lips, and scratched at his
reddish brown mop of hair. Strawberry Delight was made from fresh
goat's milk and strawberry syrup with a few other secret
ingredients that Old John would not divulge. "We need weapons."

"What for?" Cooley gave Rory a long sidewise
glance.

Despite the shoes and new clothes that Cahira
Sinclair had bought for Rory, he still looked a scamp. He had a
snub nose and a sprinkling of freckles, reddish brown hair that
never stayed combed for long, and azure eyes that glinted with
mischief. The citizens of Wolffgard considered him the town sneak
because he always knew what was going on and showed up in unlikely
places. His pockets bulged with stones and the end of a sling
drooped from his left one.

"I gotta kill somebody." Rory ran his tongue
over his lips to get every last drop of Strawberry Delight and
hiccuped.

Cooley choked on a swallow of his drink.
"K-kill somebody?"

"Kynyr declared war on Malthus. We gotta do
our part."

"Where did you hear that?" Cooley earned a
scowl from his ten-year-old spiritbrother.

"I can't betray my sources."

Cooley knew he was in trouble the moment Rory
started sounding like Todd Sinclair. "You mean which door you was –
were eavesdropping at."

He had gotten into the habit of trying to
correct his grammar lapses in response to having them pointed out
at every turn by Cahira and Todd. However, it remained a hit or
miss effort.

Hamish put his knuckles on his hips in his
best imitation of Todd and demanded, "Spill it."

"Kynyr thinks Malthus killed the lawgiver."
Rory opened his hand and showed them a milky white crystal.
"Evidence is here. You gotta have a strong stomach to use it."

Cooley leaned close to see it better.
"Where'd you get that?"

"I borrowed it. If you're gonna look, you
better do it now. I gotta put it back before Kynyr knows it's
missing."

"Who we gonna kill?" asked Hamish, ever the
practical one.

"Rheu Lawson. He's a murderer."

Cooley chewed on his lower lip. He had
wondered for a long time at what point his friends would get in
over their heads and they seemed to have arrived at that point. "Do
either of you know how to fight with a blade?"

Rory and Hamish shook their heads at him.

"Then you've no business with one." Cooley
took a drink, watching his friends over the edge of his cup.

Rory had always told Cooley that he needed to
learn to keep his mouth shut; and in many cases, Rory had been
right. Yet there were many things that Cooley Sinclair, raised in a
brothel until last summer, had kept to himself.

"You don't know nothing about fighting,
Cooley."

Cooley's jaw clenched and then relaxed. "I
don't know much about using my fists, but I know knives. My dad
taught me."

"Does that mean you won't buy us weapons?"
Rory scowled at him.

"That's right. Stick to your slings."

Cooley shoved the stone in his pocket and
went home with his thoughts whirling. War was coming, if it was not
there already. Dark rumors kept drifting down from the north, and
it was impossible not to overhear at least a few of them. He had
heard a lot of them a month ago when he secretly entered his colt,
Goshwhomper, in the Blue Rock Derby. Cooley had won handily, coming
home with fifty crowns in his pocket and a reputation as a jockey
who knew how to handle a horse. It had also resulted in the adults
speaking more freely in his presence than they normally would with
a cub his age.

Speculating on that led to a flash of memory
that still made his stomach clench.

A pile of bleeding myn had materialized in
the room. Kady's chair toppled over as she jumped to her feet.
Todd, however, reached them first, settled on the floor, and
cradled his eldest son against his chest.

Trevor's eyes, dulled by pain and blood
loss, fixed on his father's face. He coughed hard and blood ran
from the corner of his mouth mixed with white froth. His lips
moved, but no words emerged. Trevor's eyes closed and he sagged in
his father's arms. Only the slight movement of his chest and the
froth oozing from his wounds with each struggling breath showed
that he lived.

Finn pulled the mon off Branduff, took one
look at his eyes, and cursed. "Bloody sa'necari." He snapped his
fingers at Kady and opened his hand. "Give me your knife."

Kady laid it in his hands. "They rise, don't
they?"

"This one's not gonna." Finn set to
finishing the job that Trevor's earlier blow had started.

The three cubs clustered behind Kady and
Finn, watching with macabre fascination as Finn sawed through the
sa'necari's neck.

Todd looked stricken, but in command of
himself. "Cooley, take Larkspur and find Pandeena."

Cooley ran out to the barn behind the house
as if someone had set his tail on fire.

He would never forget that ride as long as he
lived. Cooley had not bothered to saddle Larkspur, throwing himself
onto her back as soon as he got the bit in her mouth and the head
strap over her ears. They raced through town as if they were
chasing the wind and reached Pandeena in record time.

Cooley entered the shop and headed for the
hallway that led to the stairs to the living area. A flash of
movement made him pause and he saw Todd Sinclair emerge from the
backroom.

Todd was a living legend, accounted the
greatest armsmaster the clans had ever produced. He had studied the
fighting arts of the Fae, the Guild, the Creeyans and the Sharani.
Every time that Cooley thought he knew everything there was to know
about Todd, he learned something else that renewed his awe of the
mon. Cooley had seen Todd working out during the summer, bare to
the waist; seen the massive scars on Todd's chest and mid-section.
Few things could scar a lycan, but it looked as if Todd must have
encountered most of them – and lived to speak of it.

"You got that look in your eye, Cooley."

The cub froze and pivoted to face Todd. "What
look?"

"Trouble waiting to happen."

"I haven't gotten into a fight in weeks."
Cooley tilted his head to meet Todd's eyes. "Though Lani O'Connor
sorely tempts me."

That elicited a smile from Todd. 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
suggested a mon who did not go looking for trouble, but once it
found him would be utterly relentless in dealing with it.

"Cooley, you have an uncanny knack for
finding trouble."

"I don't find it, it finds me. My clothes are
clean, my hair is combed. You can see I ain't..."

"Haven't."

Cooley gave an exasperated sigh. "I haven't
been into any fights."

Todd came closer, forcing Cooley to crane his
head back to keep looking him in the eye. The big lycan stood six
foot three inches and weighed two fifty; yet despite his one
hundred and seventeen years of age, Todd Sinclair was still mostly
muscle and rock hard. His bright red hair was as much a Sinclair
trait as was his size.

"Doesn't mean you're not thinking about
it."

Cooley exploded. "I ain't some whore looking
to roll johns."

"It's a good thing that Cahira didn't hear
you say that." Todd chuckled.

"I'm trying hard not to talk like that ...
but sometimes ... it just gets the best of me."

"I won't deny you're doing better." Todd
patted Cooley's shoulder. "Iollen Newell stopped by a bit ago. Kady
sent you some cookies."

Cooley let out a whoop and ran for the
kitchen. Kady made the best cookies.

* * *

Late that night, Cooley remembered the stone
that Rory had loaned him. He rolled out of bed, took the chimney
off his oil lamp, and struck a lucifer to light the wick. Once he
had it burning good, Cooley put the chimney back on and fished in
the pocket of the trousers he had worn, which were draped across a
chair near his bed. He turned the milky crystal around in his hand,
examining it from all angles, and discovered the magical symbol
etched into one facet.

"Memory stone." His dead mother, Silkie
Faggini, had taught him all about such things. She had kept a box
of magical stones, jewelry, and vials of strange liquids stashed in
a secret compartment of her desk. "Whose memories I wonder?"

Cooley's hand tightened around the stone. He
closed his eyes, and sank into it as he had been taught. Then he
found himself within the mind of the mon who had made it.

There were myn around him wearing animal
masks. They had knives out and he could smell the blood lust
radiating from them. Pain shot through Cooley's chest and belly. He
glanced down at the knife shoved to the quillions in his stomach.
Panic roared through him. They were killing him.

Cooley let out a blood-curdling scream and
went rigid with shock.

His cry brought Todd rushing into his room
with a bearded axe in his hand. Cahira and Rory crowded in behind
Todd. The big lycan scanned the room for the threat that brought
that terrible sound from Cooley. Finding nothing, Todd laid his axe
on the bed and examined him, and saw that the cub's fist was tight
around something. He tried to open it without success and turned to
his wife.

"Cahira, I can't get his hand open without
breaking his fingers."

"Let me try." Cahira moved to the bedside.
She saw the axe and hesitated. "Todd, remove your axe. Put it away.
It's killed too many myn. I can't Mend with it this close to
me."

Todd carried his weapon from the room.

Rory crept closer, his eyes like saucers.
"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I didn't think it would kill him."

"What are you talking about?" Cahira favored
him with a severe expression.

"I borrowed it from Kynyr's desk. So long as
I put it back, didn't seem no harm in it."

"Caimbeul's memory stone." She sucked in a
deep breath. "Don't you ever borrow something without asking again.
Especially magic things."

"I won't. I won't ever do it again. Holy
Mothers Honor."

"Well at least I know what I'm up against."
She stroked Cooley's brow and her expression relaxed. "He only
caught the edge of it. It could have been worse."

Todd returned and glanced from Cahira to Rory
and back again. "Caught the edge of what?"

Cahira jabbed a finger at Rory. "Take him to
the kitchen and have a talk with him about borrowing things that
aren't his."

Once she was alone with Cooley, Cahira
extended her gifts to relax first the muscles in his arm and then
his hand and fingers. Cooley's hand opened and she scooped the
stone out, placing it on the table. Finally, she searched through
the rest of him, easing every bit of shock and tension from Cooley.
When she finished the cub had slipped into true slumber.

"By morning it ought to begin to fade," she
said aloud, "and be just a bad dream."

She tucked him in and then headed for the
kitchen, shaking her head. Cahira encountered Todd in the hallway.
"Cubs. You just never know what they're going to get into. I'll
never forget the time Trevor went missing and we found his clothes
abandoned atop Suicide Rock. I thought he'd gone and drowned
himself. How was I to know he'd been diving from it for
months?"

Todd embraced his wife and kissed the top of
her head. "You do the best you can by them and hope they learn
enough to survive. That's all you can do."

Cahira tensed, looking up into her husband's
eyes with sudden tears. "Jordy. He's still missing."

His arms tightened again around her. "Don't
fret about him, Cahira. If any of our sons can take care of
himself, it's Jordan."

 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO

A TALE OF THREE COUSINS

 


The coach wound its way through the rolling
hills of southeastern Red Wolf headed for Ellenton, Thanedom of
Heatherford. A week and a day had passed since Richenda Coombs'
departure from her lover's home in Heatherford Town. He lay upon
the seat with his head cradled on her lap, lost in the grip of
fever dreams brought on by an infected shoulder wound. She hoped
that he would be safer at his country estate in Ellenton than he
had been in Heatherford. Richenda had chaffed at every delay.
Hindely Lascar, the leader of the twenty myn guarding them, had
insisted upon stopping for lunches and overnighting at inns.
Richenda had wanted to make all haste, and to that end they had
brought a string of spare horses along. Hindely had overruled her
in all cases on the orders of Briggs, her lover's Heatherford
butler, who believed that a gentler pace would be less exhausting
for all of them.

Richenda's three children sat upon the
opposite seat of the coach: Dierdre, six months shy of coming of
age at fourteen; seven-year-old Charlotte; and nine-year-old Roddy.
Her son was a sickly cub, sitting in a corner of the coach wrapped
in a warm quilt. Her lover, Winston Doherty, stirred, muttering
names and speaking to people who were present in his hallucinations
alone. Richenda recognized some of the names he spoke and others
she had never heard before.

She had a sultry face,
large soul-consuming eyes the color of ripe acorns, golden brown
hair that waved past her hips when unbound, a delicate nose and
perfect lips. Everything about her was glorious to look upon. She
had 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. Instead, Richenda was relegated to the role of mistress in
his life. Her family had been poor farmers in Faircreek,
Heatherford, Red Wolf. Richenda had moved to Heatherford Town in
search of a wealthy husband when she was fifteen-years-old, but
ended up serving drinks at the Surly Frog Tavern and trading sex
for food and necessities. Three years ago, she had met Winston when
he visited the Surly Frog while slumming with his
cousins.

The heir to the heir of Heatherford, Winston
was everything Richenda had dreamed of before she became soiled by
circumstances and necessity. He had become one of her regular
customers, spending many nights in her bed, especially when
troubled by life. Two months ago, he made her his mistress, moving
Richenda and her family into his townhouse. Then a quarrel at a
upper class party ended with a knife in his shoulder and Richenda
desperately afraid that she was going to lose him.

Richenda stuck her head out of the window and
shouted at the driver, "How much longer?"

The driver, a stout bearded fellow in hunter
green and gray Doherty livery, bent his head to call down to her.
"Nearly there, Missus Coombs. Hindely's sent a rider to alert the
staff."

Richenda pulled her head inside, turning to
her eldest daughter. "Dierdre, when we get there, you get Roddy
settled and I'll stay with Winnie."

"Yes, Mum. Winnie's going to be all right,
isn't he?"

"I hope so. Holy Mothers, I hope so."

The coach turned up a cobblestone path.
Richenda felt the change of surface in the vibration of the wheels
and stuck her head out again. She saw an incredible four-story
mansion with dozens of gables.

"There she is," shouted the driver. "Glen
Ellen Manor."

She ducked back inside. Richenda kissed
Winston's sweating brow. "You're safe now, darling. You're safe and
you'll get well."

There were servants and nibari waiting in the
yard as the coach pulled close to the front of the mansion. A
footman opened the door and extended his arms for Roddy. Richenda
laid Winston's head on the seat, and handed her son down to him. A
servant helped Richenda and her daughters from the coach and then
another one climbed inside it to get Winston. Her lover was carried
from the coach by a pair of burly myn. She started to follow after
them, when a firm yet gentle hand on her arm stopped her.

"Missus Coombs?" asked a plumb, pleasant
looking bitch. She wore a gathered cap and coiled her gray hair at
the back of her head. "Welcome to Glen Ellen, Missus Coombs. I'm
Tabitha Marley, Master Winston's housekeeper. I've already sent for
the doctor. Please come this way."

Tabitha bustled into the house, leaving
Richenda no room for speech. She pointed out various rooms and
their uses as she led Richenda and her daughters through it. "I'm
putting you in the wife suite with access to Master Winston's
bedchamber, and Dierdre in the mistress chamber, also with private
access to the Master."

"You prepared very swiftly." Richenda finally
found her voice. She had wanted to stay with Winston and see him
settled in his bed, yet Tabitha's presence towed her along.
Richenda could not see an easy means to free herself before the
housekeeper had had her say.

"Oh dear no, Missus Coombs. We've known for
three days that you were coming. I received a couriered note from
Briggs. And speaking of couriers, there's a package for you on your
parlor table, Missus Coombs. A courier dropped it off two days
ago."

"Did Briggs send it?" Richenda doubted that
anyone would send her something at Winston Doherty's Ellenton
estate, except either his Heatherford butler, Briggs, or his cousin
Spencer. She doubted it would have been Spencer; he was the master
of 'don't get involved.'

"No. I said it was couriered, not brought by
household staff." Tabitha gave a sniff of irritation. "Come on
now."

The package was a wooden crate. Richenda sat
at the table and opened it. On top was a thick envelope. She handed
that to Tabitha. "Can you read? I never learned."

"And surely I can."

"Would you read it for me?" Beneath the
envelope was straw and Richenda dug through that, coming up with
bottles that she sat on the table beside it.

"Surely." Tabitha opened the envelope, took
out a sheaf of papers, and scanned the top sheet.

 


Dear Missus Coombs,

A mutual friend of ours suggested that I
have the blade that wounded Winston Doherty analyzed by an expert
in Iradrim. It proved to be 75% silver. That's more than three
times the legal limit. The rest was a blend of kendaryl and iron.
All in all producing an interesting and unusual alloy. It was also
coated with the venom of a brown-horned viper. Clearly his
assailant had been well-prepared to handle a lycan.

 


Instead of a signature there was a stamped
image of a scarlet asphodel. Asphodels were white flowers that
thrived on battlefields, fed by the blood of the fallen, and often
were referred to as the death flower. The scarlet asphodel was far
more rare, and said to grow only on the graves of heroes.

"Cheeky sod, calling himself Scarlet Death."
Tabitha went to the door, leaned out and shouted. A servant
appeared and the housekeeper sent him running. "There may not be
much we can do for Master Winston, but we can try."

"Dearest Holy Mothers." The color faded from
Richenda's face. Until the fight at the party, she had believed
that the familial animosity between Winston and his cousin limited
to verbal scuffling. She had also attributed the fight to lost
tempers. Now she knew how deeply and dangerously that enmity ran.
"Blake meant to kill him."

"Doubtless."

Richenda could not think for an instant, and
blurted out, "Scarlet Death? Is that what you called it?"

Tabitha tapped the paper. "Scarlet Death.
That's the fellow sent all this to you."

"I don't know him."

"I didn't think you did. I don't either." The
housekeeper laid aside the top sheet and read the next one. "Well,
well, well. That blackguard Tremayne is trying to break Old Master
Harrington's will. What kind of a bloody sodomite would try to
steal his own son's inheritance?"

"What do you mean? Can he take all this," she
swept her hand at the room, "away from Winston?"

"Not at all, but Master Harrington suspected
that Tremayne might try to pull something like this, so he set up a
group of safeguards to prevent it. Ellenton and the house in
Heatherford were birthday gifts. Tremayne can't touch them.
However, the bulk of Master Harrington Pippin's properties and bank
accounts are tied up in a trust administered through a proxy
company set up in Creeya. The Crown itself could not take these
properties away from Winston."

Richenda began to understand why Briggs had
insisted she speak with Tabitha.

"If Winston dies … will it go to his brother,
Jeremy?" If ten-year-old Jeremy inherited, then it might as well
have gone to Tremayne.

"For one thing, Missus Coombs, we're not
going to let Master Winston die. For another, it does not go to
Jeremy. Not a bloody copper. He's too young and Tremayne would get
his hands on it. No, a quarter of it goes to the first bitch who
bears Master Winston a child, no matter which side of the blankets
the cub is born on. The rest goes to said offspring."

"And if there is no offspring?" Richenda felt
a growing sorrow. Winston had mated with her as a wolf to turn her
hormones inside out so that she could not become pregnant in human
or hybrid form. He had many inhibitions concerning their primal
shape, and Richenda doubted that he would ever come to her like
that again.

"Then it goes to charity. I suggest that,
once he's well enough for it, you keep your legs open until you
catch one in the belly. There must be an heir. For all of our
sakes."

"Then I'll give it to him." A shadow passed
over her face. "What's one more bastard to a bitch like me? At
least this one will be a noble bastard."

"There's no sin in being poor, Missus Coombs.
You love him?"

"Yes, I love him." Richenda's mood turned
fey. "More than anything else in my life. I would die for him if
need be."

"Well, there'll be no dying if I have
anything to say about it. And I do." Tabitha folded her arms and
settled back in her chair, her jaw set and a determined light
glimmering in her eyes. "You're exactly what Master Winston
needs."

"Please, just call me Richenda. Let there be
no formality between us."

"As you wish, Missus – Richenda." Tabitha
lurched from the chair and hugged her. "What about your daughter?
Is she in love with him?"

"Not romantically. For Dierdre he's a
playmate that she opens her legs to. It's all a game of whimsy for
her. But she's devoted to him." For the first time, Richenda felt a
twinge of defensiveness over agreeing that Winston could have both
of them as mistresses. What had mattered most was that he had the
money to afford and willingness to provide the medical care that
Roddy needed.

"What if she gets the first cub?"

"She won't. Winston does not want to leave a
string of bastards the way that the rest of his family have done.
So he mated with both of us in wolf form and now refuses to touch
us that way."

"So that's how it is, is it?" Tabitha tilted
her head, considering it all. "The Dohertys have always been a
prudish pack of sluts. But we're not, are we, Richenda? No, we're
not. Just listen to me, and we'll have Master Winston riding your
back in no time."

Richenda laughed. The housekeeper would have
easily fit in with the crowd at the Surly Frog. "I hope so,
Tabitha. I truly hope so."

A servant entered. "The doctor is here and he
wishes to speak with you, Missus Coombs."

Tabitha scooped up several of the bottles,
tucking them into her apron pockets before following Richenda into
Winston's bedchamber.

The physician was a gaunt wolf, with light
brown hair and heavy eyebrows nearly black in color above large,
deep-set eyes. A slight half-moon of cheekbone underscored those
eyes, setting off the long flat planes beneath them, broken only by
a single deep fold and the curve that flared from the wings of his
nostrils to the edges of his wide, thin-lipped mouth.

Shirtless, Winston lay against a stack of
green pillows. Thick absorbent pads had been placed around him. The
wound in his shoulder had been lanced and was draining while the
physician debrided it further. He wiped the tiny blade that he was
using to remove the infected tissue, and pointed at a chair near
the bedside. "Sit."

Richenda seated herself and smoothed her
skirts in a gesture that was slowly becoming habit. All the
additional clothing, much of it skin tight, rendered shapeshifting
impossible to achieve without tearing it. She wondered sometimes if
the adoption of such restrictive forms of human clothing was a
deliberate attempt to make the upper class bitches hesitant about
shapeshifting.

Tabitha remained standing, arms folded and a
protective air about her.

"You're very fortunate," the physician said
brusquely. "Another few days of such improper tending and the
infection could have become gangrene. At the very least, Lord
Winston would have lost his arm, and at worst, his life."

Richenda went pale. "We did everything we
knew how to. I got him here as quickly as I could."

He dismissed her words with a gesture. "What
I want to know is why? There are several things present in the
Reading that I fail to recognize. Have you the blade?"

"No, I–"

Tabitha stepped between the physician and
Richenda. "This fellow has it."

The housekeeper handed the physician a single
page.

He scanned it, loosed an imprecation strong
enough to bring a flush to Richenda's cheeks, and then muttered,
"Well, now I know what I'm up against. Can't say I’m sanguine about
matters. There's a new drug being tested in Creeya – it's not a
cure, mind you – that has had a mitigating effect on silver
infection. The Guild developed it to treat silver infection among
their lycan scouts. However, it could easily take many weeks to get
my hands upon some of it – assuming that they would sell me
any."

Tabitha's expression took a smug turn. She
brought the bottles from her pockets and handed them to him. "Like
this stuff?"

He read the labels. His eyes widened, his
eyebrows and lower lip went in opposite, and then he ripped the
cork out of a bottle. After sniffing, the physician nodded. "Yes,
this is the stuff. However did you get it?"

Tabitha shrugged. "It's enough that we have
it."

Richenda lowered her eyes. If Tabitha thought
it better not to betray where it came from, then Richenda would
remain silent about it.

"So be it. I'd say that Lord Winston has a
fighting chance now."

* * *

Hindely Lascar, captain of Winston's guards,
stopped the servant at the door and took Roddy from him. He cradled
Roddy against his chest, tucking the blanket around the boy better.
Dierdre walked beside them, giving Hindely wayward glances. She
swayed her hips like a tart, sizing up every male they passed.
Hindely had been a frequent customer at the Surly Frog for years,
drinking alone in darkened corners, more of an observer than a
participant. He did not need to go out drinking: his salary
included a daily allotment of decent mead. Instead, he had usually
gone to the Surly Frog when he wanted a drink, but no company.
After thirteen years among the townies, they still mystified him at
times.

He also attended the same conservative church
that they did. The Church of the Holy Mothers had come closer than
most to how Hindely's own people viewed the divine trinity of Tala,
Navaryn, and Pandeena. Hindely kept his distance from the
congregation while attending Taladay services each week. Father
Varley had spotted Hindely ten years ago, when the guardsmon first
started going to his church. The canny old priest never missed
much, and ferreted the truth out of Hindely in short order. From
that point on, except for when Hindely was out of town, he had
dinner with Father Varley once a week and they spent the time in
sharp discussions of both the similarities and – more often – the
differences in their faiths.

All of that had kept him aware of Richenda
and her little family. Five years ago, he had started leaving gifts
on their stoop each Solstice Eve in the traditional manner: place
the gifts on the steps, give a sharp rap on the door, and then
vanish before they could catch sight of him.

Had he dared risk discovery of his true
nature, Hindely would have introduced himself to Richenda when he
first encountered her.

So while he knew Richenda and Dierdre well,
they did not know him.

He remembered the shattered look of betrayal
in Dierdre's eyes the day she started whoring. Two-thirds of the
regulars had dipped their wicks in her tallow that day. He
scrupulously avoided trouble, especially with the lawgivers, not
wanting to risk the possibility of arrest. The first thing the
lawgivers would have found on him would have been the little totem
he wore on a thong around his neck and then they might have lynched
him for a troublemaker. Otherwise there might have been a brawl in
the Surly Frog that day.

The feel of the fragile boy in his arms
touched Hindely. He had a fair idea of which of Richenda's
customers had sired him. Richenda probably did also. Looks did not
lie. Roddy's sire had been Ishmael Bropkin, the tailor. Charlotte
was still a cipher. Dierdre bothered him most. Her remarkable eyes
were rare, that clear lovely violet. One of the first three dogs to
get their bone into her that day in the Surly Frog had those same
eyes.

That night, Hindely had masked his face,
busted Jarrod Thornberry's teeth out, and blacked both of his
violet eyes.

The antechamber, which would have been a
parlor for an adult, had been turned into a playroom with shelves
and shelves of recently purchased toys. Roddy gazed about in
wonder. "This is mine? All of it?"

"Yes, Master Roddy," answered one of the two
nibari that had followed them inside.

Hindely turned to see what manner of
entourage had trailed in his wake. Two female nibari in modest
dresses and servant's aprons stood close. Little Charlotte had
followed them, clutching Briggity Anne, the ragdoll beloved of
Winston's late mother.

Entering the bedroom, a nibari threw back the
coverlets and Hindely laid the boy on the bed. He tapped Roddy on
the nose. "Get some rest, Scout. I'll be back later to check on
you."

Hindely needed to check the security of the
property and assign duties to his myn. Dierdre brushed against him,
demanding his notice.

She had a hungry bitch look gazing up at him.
"Any time you want some comfort, you know where to find me."

Hindely's nostrils flared and he could smell
the heavy musk of a willing female, a twist of damage and beneath
that a trace of the festering wound that had made her what she was.
"Don't go offering it around, Miss Dierdre. Don't look at all the
males the way you do. One of them's going to take you up on it and
he might not be gentle."

"Like you?" Dierdre wrinkled her nose and
made a moue, seeming all the more like a sensuous bundle of
trouble.

"Possibly." Hindely strode away from her, his
loins tight. She made him want to crawl all over her and howl.

* * *

Doherty manor sat upon a hilltop with
Heatherford Town spread out around it, the homes and businesses
clustered like clamoring supplicants at its feet. The capital of
the thanedom that shared its name was a busy place which the
Doherty thanes had ruled over for close to five hundred years. In
the aftermath of the Rebellion of 997, during which the lycans of
Red Wolf had risen against their sa'necari overlords, some of the
noble families had been wiped out and others had been reduced to
all but a single member. Thane Clennan Doherty was one of the
latter. His father and two older brothers had perished in the
Battle of Skeleton Creek. Only the fact that he had been crippled a
handful of years earlier had kept him out of the fighting. Clennan
made up for the loss of his family by fathering seven legitimate
sons, six daughters, and so many bastards that he had lost count of
them.

Exeter was the heir to Clennan's second son,
Selyv, blessed with a wealth of sisters and no brothers. He was
placid as a contented ox most of the time, and not given to
dramatic displays of temper. While his wits were not quick, his
plodding mind tended to be thorough. He kept the three rules of his
family as well as he could: no one crosses the Dohertys; Dohertys
do not cross Dohertys, they stick together; whatever the Dohertys
wish to do is good, right, and proper so long as it does not break
the first two rules.

When his father insisted that he start
sleeping with his betrothed, Irene Howarth, in order to force an
earlier marriage than planned by getting her with child, he had
worked at it diligently. His heart had not been in it, only a sense
of duty to his family. Exeter would rather have been with his
mistress, Fiona Malksham, his one true love. His father had
informed him that should he fail in his duty regarding Irene, Fiona
would be banished from the thanedom.

Exeter Doherty finished his practice in the
salle and headed for his chambers. He was a respectable hand with a
sword, but fared better with boxing and wrestling where his
tremendous strength worked to his best advantage.

His cousins, Mannuss and Denning, came
lurching down the corridor, shoving each other and laughing. Exeter
paused, watching them. He was trying hard to stay out of trouble,
which had not been an easy feat with Winston gone to Ellenton.
Mannuss spied him and pointed.

"Hey, Exeter, you going to go poke the cow or
you want to go slumming with us?" Mannuss asked and then snickered.
"Maybe you ought to put a sack over her head next time you fuck
her?"

Exeter exhaled heavily. Their constant
disparagement of his betrothed had become tiresome. Especially when
she was within earshot as it made her cry. She cried easily and it
often left him bewildered. While he was overly blunt and honest, he
was not by nature unkind. Her uncle was the Thane of Sandleston.
The planned marriage between Exeter and Irene had been arranged as
an alliance of houses between Heatherford and Sandleston. There
would never be love between Irene and him, but Exeter wanted to
believe that they could at least be friends.

He waited calmly for them to reach him, then
his huge hand shot out, seized Mannuss by the neck and pinned him
against the wall. "Don't speak of her that way."

Mannuss went stiff and still, not daring to
move with Exeter's hand on his throat. "I say, Exeter, you're
getting as touchy as Winnie. No harm was meant."

"She's my betrothed. Say it again and I'll
break your bloody nose." The harsh words were spoken as a bland
statement of fact.

Denning flinched and his hand went to his
nose, which had only recently had the splinting removed from having
it broken by Exeter. "We promise not to do it again, don't we,
Mannuss?"

"We won't ever do it again. Moon's Honor."
Mannuss swallowed and rubbed his throat as Exeter released him.

Exeter stared at the bruises he had left on
his cousin's neck and stepped back, a troubled gleam in his eyes.
He was seventeen years old and only two years ago he had
unintentionally killed a mon on the docks at Chandler's Rock with a
single blow. That was the point at which Exeter began to become
more conscious of his great strength and started trying to control
it. He could easily have broken Mannuss' neck. When his cousin
Blake had stabbed Winston, Exeter had reacted by snapping Blake's
wrist. Only the thinnest veneer of self-control had kept him from
crushing it. "Go away."

His two younger cousins scampered, but not
before Exeter caught the flash of fear in their faces.

When Exeter reached his suite, he found Irene
sitting in the parlor crying. His cousins were right that she was
not pretty. Yet neither was she ugly. There was, instead, a kind of
pleasant homeliness about her rounded features. The white tunic
made her look ghostly pale in the sunlight flooding in through the
east windows. She sat cross-legged in the middle of a sofa, her
small hands clenched together in her lap.

Exeter's first thought was that his cousins
must have come by looking for him and made some unkind remarks.
Mannuss was good at that kind of thing. "What happened?"

Irene lifted her tear streaked face with a
bittersweet smile. "You work fast."

"Work fast?"

"The midwife Read me. She says I'm three
weeks pregnant." She hung her head.

An expression of relief washed across
Exeter's features. "I'm free. From now one we can just be
friends."

"Friends," she acknowledged in a flat
voice.

"Of course we are." Exeter frowned in
confusion, his plodding mind trying to decipher her reaction. "It's
an arranged marriage. I never lied to you. I never said I loved
you. We weren't given any choice in the matter. But at least we're
friends. Right? We're friends?"

"Of course, we're friends. Always." She wiped
her tears on her sleeve, rose from the sofa and patted him on the
shoulder. "Go tell your father, and then, if you get the chance, go
see Fiona. I can't compete with her, so I'm not going to try. Nor
will I object to the time you spend with her."

Exeter bolted through the manor and burst
into the central parlor of his father's suite. "She's pregnant!" he
hollered, and then noticed that Irene's father was standing next to
his father, Selyv, and his Uncle Tremayne. A blush spread from the
roots of his hair to his chin as the three myn turned toward him.
"My betrothed is with child. Can I have a suite with linked
bedrooms?"

Selyv looked like a cat that had fallen into
a bucket of cream. "Wedding first. New suite second."

Exeter thought about that. "Can we have the
wedding tonight? A small one? And we get the suite right after the
wedding?"

Andrew Howarth shared a long look with Selyv.
"I've no objections."

"Good. That's done with." Exeter pivoted
sharply and headed for the door.

"Where are you going?" Selyv demanded.

Exeter stopped and half-turned, puzzled by
his father's harsh tone. "To tell Fiona."

Then, before Selyv could stop him, Exeter
rushed from the room. Selyv went after him.

Lord Andrew Howarth was quiet for a long
time, his eyes distant. "We had no illusions about this marriage.
So I am not offended. I only hope that your nephew will treat my
daughter with kindness."

"He will." Tremayne settled into a chair.
"There's not a mean bone in Exeter. He's slow at times, and blunt.
And we did insist upon consummation before the marriage. So
pregnancy was inevitable."

Andrew nodded. "My wife and I are fond of
each other. Comfortable. But there was never any romantic love
there, nor hope for it. Our marriage was arranged by our parents
while we were still in the cradle. She came to live with my family
when she was five, and when she was of an age to be bedded, I did
so. Irene will give Exeter many strong sons. And perhaps they too
will grow fond of each other."

* * *

Tremayne, heir to the thanedom, had all the
defining Doherty characteristics, from his lean whipcord body to
the overshadowing arrogance. At seventy-three, he was still in the
early stages of middle age, and worked hard to maintain his
fighting edge. His mustard yellow hair hung down his back as
precisely combed as the tuft of hair on his chin. A few strands of
gray showed at his temples.

He carried a demonblade, forged by the master
smith of darkness, Zarliche Blood. It had a blackened steel
cross-hilt with strange runes of gold and ivory inlay. More odd
squiggles showed at the edges of the leather braided over the grip
and upper part of the forte. The latter was to conceal the maker's
mark. Better to allow rumor to suggest the blade was demon-forged,
than for the fact to be confirmed by a glimpse of that mark. The
pommel was a howling skull with rubies for eyes. It had a name,
which Tremayne found appropriate and never tried to change:
Torment.

His fifteen-year-old wife, Sibeal, paraded
naked about the parlor. The stretch marks from her pregnancy had
faded and her stomach was flat and hard again. Her breasts were
heavy with milk.

"Come to bed, Trey."

"In a moment." He shuffled the pile of
letters on the small table where he was seated. "Claw has made it
known to my brother, Belgair, that he intends to issue a public
proclamation naming Kynyr Maguire his chosen heir."

"Kill the bastard prince." Sibeal slid into a
chair within reach of her husband, legs spread wide and pelvis
tilted at a suggestive angle.

"When an opportunity presents itself." He
sounded preoccupied, one finger tapping the letters.

"I could poison his mead when we finally meet
him." The bulge in his trousers betrayed him. Sibeal knew that she
had sparked his interest.

"That's a dangerous thought. The game of
power is not for bitches to play." His remonstration contained an
edging of fondness. His love for her went beyond Sibeal's ability
to spark his lust as she was doing then. "Leave the killing to the
ones who do it best."

"As you wish, my dearest."

"Not as I wish, but as I know must be. You're
too young and too inexperienced to understand the game, Sibeal. The
real threat is not this bastard prince, but Todd Sinclair. His fame
alone could bring the north, the midlands, even part of the south
to Kynyr's banner."

"He's old." A note of petulant impatience
entered Sibeal's voice. She flounced from the chair and covered
herself with a robe.

"You're missing it entirely, Sibeal. The
older thanes will remember him. Most of the younger thanes grew up
hearing tales of his prowess, valor and honor. They cut their milk
teeth on his legend. That's something a bitch would never
understand. While you were being taught needle work and weaving,
every lycan commander was studying Todd's strategies and
tactics."

"I have every confidence in you, Trey. You're
better than he is."

"Am I? I wish to bloody hell that Todd had
stayed on that farm of his. Kynyr alone we could handle. He's young
and inexperienced. He may be a good warrior. He may even be a fine
warrior. Todd is another story. And then there is his son, Jordan.
He's the foremost Bane Shepherd in all of lycandom, a young Todd by
all accounts. If I could discover where Jordan is, I would send
assassins after him."

"Faerwald and Lairgan could handle this
Jordan."

"Not bloody likely." Tremayne chuckled
darkly. "Say Jordan's name in front of them and they cower. My
father and I have been careful not to tell them that Todd is
Jordan's father. I would love to know what Jordan did that has them
so nervous. My father gets his hands on the best killers he can
find, and they develop a yellow stripe down their bloody backs at
the first whiff of Jordan."

"You don't like them?"

"Observant little bitch." Tremayne rose from
his chair and crossed the room, taking Sibeal in his arms. He
kissed the top of her hair. "I was raised to be my father's weapon.
And then he replaced me with them. My father said I was getting too
old for the job when I hit middle age. One day, Sibeal. One day, I
will prove to all our people that I’m the most dangerous swordsmon
in Red Wolf."

Then he swept her up into his arms and
carried her to the bedroom.

* * *

Spencer Doherty shoved two folders of
documents into the center of the table. Opposite him sat Lyncoln
Wescot and to his right hand sat Lyncoln's father, Thane Sedley
Wescot of Silvershire. "The one on top is what Tremayne has been
able to find out concerning Kynyr Maguire. The one on the bottom is
what I have personally discovered. I have not shared my information
with Tremayne, or with any of my family. However, the information
needs to reach all of the northern and midlands thanes."

Lyncoln grabbed the one on the bottom and as
he did so three drawings fell out of it. A huge grin spread across
Lyncoln's features. "Lovely bitches. I assume they're his wife and
mistresses?"

"His sisters. Unmarried."

Lyncoln winked at his father. "A prince with
beautiful unmarried sisters and me a poor widower…"

Sedley ignored that. "What is Claw's attitude
toward this bastard prince?"

"I hoped you would ask. Claw gave Kynyr the
heir's ring. They say he will be making a formal proclamation any
day now."

Sedley slapped the folder. "Anyone who is
good enough for Claw is good enough for me."

"Then you'll support Kynyr's claim when the
witan meets to affirm the heir?"

"I can't speak for the north, but I can call
a witan of the midland thanes and whip them into line behind him. I
assume the southerners will oppose him?"

"Tremayne wants to be king."

"You're a traitor to your family. That's a
sentence of death if your uncle finds out."

"I prefer to think that I instead honor my
ancestors. The Dohertys were not always as corrupt as they are now.
They were once the soul of nobility and honor. That's fallen by the
wayside."

"Your family is like a badly tossed caber."
Lyncoln's finger traced circles on the table. "It failed to land
solidly on the proper end and spun to the side. I'm not old enough
to have known Clennan's brothers, but I've heard the gaffers say
they were honorable, courageous myn."

Spencer nodded thoughtfully. "I've heard that
also. Allow us to stay in the moment, if you please, Lyncoln. I
cannot be present when they hold the witan of succession. The one
who keeps an eye on my grandfather, and whoever he takes with him,
needs to be someone they would never suspect."

"And you've chosen your caber tosser already,
have you?"

"Yes, I have."

"And who is that?"

"You, Lyncoln. Nutters go where angels and
demons fear to tread."

"And maybe I might get a princess for a wife
out of the bargain?" Lyncoln's joking had a twist of bitterness
beneath it. His habitual flirting had amused his late wife, because
Terry knew that no matter where he got his appetite, he always came
home for dinner. He was still heartsore over losing her to one of
the periodic epidemics that thinned their numbers. His father had
insisted that Lyncoln remarry to gain their family an alliance of
substance this time. So he gamely tried to make the best of it in
his own whimsical fashion.

"You never know, Lyncoln. You just never
know."

* * *

The evening of their arrival, Tabitha asked
Richenda and Dierdre to come to her little parlor behind the
kitchen. Tabitha lived in a small suite of rooms. Her parlor was
cozy with braided rugs upon the floor. A small square table, just
large enough to seat four occupied one corner. Cushions were tied
to the bottoms and backs of the spindle frame chairs. Cabinets
spread out behind it on two sides. A sofa and two overstuffed
chairs stood in the far corner, their modest fabric still managed
to suggest that Tabitha had more and better than the rest of the
household.

"It's very important that I understand the
situation in order to mind my steps better. There are things about
you both that Briggs either could not or would not explain in his
letters." Tabitha laced her fingers and rested her forearms on the
table. "My job goes far beyond keeping the place tidy. I also am
your protector and Master Winston's."

"So you want answers?" Richenda turned
wary.

"Yes, I do. And some of them are going to be
a mite personal, I fear."

Richenda considered that for several minutes
and then gave a nod. "Ask your questions."

"How is it that both of you, a mother and her
daughter, are sleeping with Master Winston?"

Dierdre bounced in the chair, flicked her
skirts and met Tabitha's eyes boldly. "Winnie's a good fellow. You
should have seen his face the first time I offered him some
comfort. I was wearing my whoring skirt." Dierdre indicated a long
slit. "He kept staring at my thigh and blushing. So I offered. And
I wasn't going to charge him for the ride either."

"I see." Tabitha had a considering
expression. "So you were both doing it?"

"Dierdre started working the street because
we could not afford the medicine to keep my son alive. I took dogs
to my bed in exchange for groceries. Serving drinks at the Surly
Frog barely kept a roof over our heads, much less fed us."

"You needn't defend your actions, Missus –
Richenda. It happened to my daughter. I'm a realist. There are very
few positions offered to husbandless bitches from our social class.
And most of them, at one time or another, demand that we open our
legs. My daughter was a chambermaid in a good house in Chandler's
Rock. When she became pregnant and ill, they threw her out. My
daughter died a few days after my grandson's birth. We never
learned who fathered him. However, I will always believe it was the
master of the house."

"I'm so very sorry…" Richenda brushed her
fingers across Tabitha's arm in sympathy.

"Don't be. I'm only telling you so that you
can be certain that I understand the life you lived."

"I appreciate that."

"Good. Then you'll understand my next
question. If either of you could give Master Winston – and yes,
we've danced the edges of this one before, Richenda – if either of
you could give Master Winston an heir, would you?"

Dierdre lowered her eyes. "Do I have to
answer?"

"Yes." Richenda eyed her daughter
closely.

Dierdre lifted her head again. "No. I'm very
fond of Winnie, but cubs? I wouldn't like that at all. I know the
old adage that the greatest sign of a thane's favor is a big belly,
but I just don't believe it. And I don't want it. I want to enjoy
my life."

"I see. Richenda?"

"Yes. I love him. Winnie gave me a bank
account and put enough money into it that, should he die, I would
be provided for. However, if he does die, I would gladly spend
every penny of it to have Blake killed."

A smile flickered at the corners of Tabitha's
mouth. "You're a hard bitch, Richenda Coombs. I see what Briggs
liked about you."

* * *

Dierdre walked around the parlor of her
suite, wearing a simple wool skirt that brushed her ankles and a
matching blouse tucked into the waistband. Nearly four months of
the latest Heatherford Town fashions had left her grateful to be
out of them. Bodices that laced too tightly and petticoats that
made her feel like a boat had grated on her nerves.

She had begun to reassess the night Denning
Doherty and his friends had forceably taken her in the garden and
no longer thought of it as rape. They had not injured her, just
held her down while poking her and shoving money down her blouse.
There was just something about her, Dierdre decided, that made all
the males want to poke her. That was probably the only thing they
thought about around her. And, it was not such a bad thing really.
After all it had gotten her a wealth of pretty clothes, expensive
jewelry and a sizable bank account.

Whoever had decorated the parlor had liked
mirrors. Every which way she turned, Dierdre saw mirrors hanging on
the walls in expensive gold frames. The only one with silver around
it was floor to ceiling and very wide. Dierdre pulled a chair and
footstool in front of that one and sprawled into the chair with her
legs wide spread. Then she pulled her skirt up to her waist and
stared at the reflection of her female parts, her head tilted to a
critical angle.

"That's the best part of me." Her lips
tightened. "That's all they like about me."

Dierdre pondered that for several minutes,
and then shivered as if a chasm had opened in her belly and her
heart had fallen through it. A sudden tear slipped down her cheek.
"I want… I…. Oh bloody hell, what does it matter what I want? I'll
just keep giving them what they want. Nothing else to do about
it."

She snatched a fringed shawl from the
wardrobe in the corner. The delicate kazamerie wool felt sensuous
against her skin. "You like it, Dierdre. You like what they do to
you. You know it. So just stop whining about it."

Dierdre could feel all the male eyes upon her
when she walked through the hallway and down the spiral of the
stairs. The bitches were all polite, but the males – well they were
looking at her like she was a pastry on a plate. At first it made
her skin crawl, and then she lifted her pert head high and favored
them with a cheeky suggestive smile as she passed them. She had
what they all wanted.

There would be no more of saying she was not
as pretty as her mother. No, it was not her mother they wanted: it
was her. Winston could have her mother. Dierdre would pick and
choose. She could have any of them.

Or all of them.

Any of them.

Any of...

Any.

Of.

Them.

She went out the back door into the garden
behind the manor. A high stone wall surrounded it. Dierdre had not
yet explored all of the vast labyrinth of hedges, trees and
flowering bushes; however, she had managed to find one of the
postern gates hidden among the evergreens and rose briars. The
roses were long gone, their flowers and leaves fallen to the autumn
frosts, and their naked stems slumbering as if dead until the
warmth of spring would awaken them.

The two hundred acre estate included
orchards, meadows and old growth forest. Mostly she walked the
cobblestone paths through the gardens. Living all of her thirteen
years in the cramped environs of a Heatherford slum, Dierdre Coombs
found life in the countryside delightful. Sometimes she wandered
over to the stables and watched the stablehands exercising the
horses. Winston had a passion for distinctively colored mounts,
especially coursers. Dierdre adored watching them. She had found a
spot nestled beneath the drooping branches of a pine tree from
which she could observe without feeling the eyes of lust crawling
over her.

Dierdre took the right hand path and headed
for the gate to the stableyard, touched by a desire to sit in her
hiding place and watch the horses. She got halfway there when she
spied Hindely Lascar, the captain of Winston's bodyguards, walking
towards her with two of him myn.

He was big, a smidgen over average height,
barrel-chested and heavily muscled. Hindely dwarfed Dierdre, and
the sheer size of him sent a delicious thrill of fear through her
at the thought of having his bulk crushing her into the soil of the
garden.

She waited for them to reach her, and smiled
at Hindely suggestively before doing a pretty little twirl.

He watched her, his expression guarded.
"You're safe enough here, Miss Dierdre, but don't go beyond the
garden wall. It's wild country out there."

Dierdre touched the long scar that ran from
his cheek to his strong jaw. Whatever had cut him had missed his
eye by a tiny fraction. "What made that?"

"A silver blade in the hands of a feral."

"A feral? You've met some ferals?" Dierdre
met his indecipherable gaze, finding his rich baritone delicious
and wondering if she dared to keep him talking.

"Aye. More than a few."

The two myn standing beside Hindely
chuckled.

Dierdre made a moue at him, lifted her skirts
clear of her ankles, and scampered away down the opposite path.

Hindely watched her go, his lips tight.

"She's a pretty little piece," remarked
Dondely, the smaller of his companions.

"Aye."

"I heard she was a prostitute in Heatherford
Town," said Culoren. "You think she's still opening them?"

Hindely tensed, swinging around on his myn.
"I find that any of my myn have gotten their bone into her, I'll
beat the unholy hell out of them."

The two myn averted their eyes, nodding
agreement.

* * *

She had been a fearless child until a year
ago, when her menses arrived and her breasts developed. Males she
had considered friends began to look at her differently. They made
sly jokes about getting her legs open and pinched her nipples if
she came too close. In the beginning it made Dierdre uncomfortable,
and eventually it made her afraid. However, it was the
sixty-year-old apothecary, Gabhan McGinty, who got his bone into
her first and then made a whore of her. Her brother, Roddy, had
come down sick again, only much worse than she could ever remember
it being. The medicine for Roddy cost more than her mother could
earn in a month. When Dierdre's efforts to reach Winston failed,
she became desperate. One evening she walked into Gabhan's shop and
pleaded with him for the medicine. His response had been to offer
her a trade. She spent the night with him. He sent her home the
next day minus her virginity, with her world in tatters and the
bottle of medicine in her pocket.

The next time one of the males, who
frequented the tavern where her mother worked, made a suggestive
remark, Dierdre quoted him a price. They went around to the alley,
where he put the coins down her bodice and she lifted her skirts
for him. Word of it got out fast and within two weeks Dierdre was
receiving customers at her home. Sometimes the sex was good, but
more often it was horrid. Most males wanted to just get it in, get
it off, and get it out. Winston had been different. Sex with him
was playful and enjoyable. Dierdre had become the aggressor when it
came to Winston, although he was the initiator with Richenda.

Two weeks of his being ill felt like an
impossible time to Dierdre, creating a restlessness in her that she
had yet to set a name to.

Dierdre woke early. Morning was her time of
day. When she had been taking customers, it had been the only time
that she could count on not being bothered by them. The males who
paid to mount her usually showed up at the house in the late
afternoons and early evenings, going straight there when freed from
their labors.

She haired over from the neck down with the
precise control of long experience and lifted her small clothes
from the chair. Dierdre dangled them from from her forefingers, and
then flicked them across the room in a sudden mood. Her muscles had
started to crawl beneath her skin with a nameless distress that
made her want to bolt from her chambers. The source eluded her.

Dierdre threw on a heavy wool blouse and
skirt dyed a shade of violet that matched her eyes. A midnight blue
sheepskin cloak, the furry side against her skin, went over it all.
Soft boots finished the look, and Dierdre scrambled from her suite
as if a pair of hellhounds were nipping at her heels. The servants
stared at her in passing, shrugged and went on about their
tasks.

Once outside, standing in the fresh air of
the garden, she halted. Her loins ached and her nipples had gone
sensitive. The blouse rubbing against her nipples as she moved on
made her feel half mad and irritable. There were times when she
considered cutting them off and had once bloodied her left nipple
with a kitchen knife, trying to make the sensitivity go away. No
physical sign of that attempted multilation remained: lycans did
not scar easily.

Taking the north path, Dierdre spied someone
walking and trotted to get close enough to have a look at him. She
came to a skidding halt within a few feet of him and stared. The
boy moved cautiously through the garden, tapping along the path
with a cane. A small bird rode his shoulder. His tunic and trousers
were well kept, his goldenrod hair clean and neatly combed
back.Someone took good care of him.

Dierdre followed him into a remote corner of
the garden, her head tilted with curiosity.

"Hello?" He paused, turning his ear to her.
"Who's there?"

"Dierdre."

A tiny smile blossomed on his lips. "Master
Winston's mistress?"

"That one." She studied him more closely,
deciding that he was not bad looking except for the milky sightless
eyes. "What's your name?"

"Bobby Marley. Tabitha is my grandmother." He
moved on and Dierdre continued following him.

"You can do me if you want," Dierdre said
indifferently, when he settled beneath a stand of evergreens. All
the males wanted her.

"Do you?"

"You know, slip it into me." She patted his
crotch. "No charge."

"Keep your pity." Bobby pushed her hand
away.

"It's not pity. I’m bored." Dierdre yanked
his cane away and tossed it into the bushes. "Do me. I want to see
what a blind mon's cock looks like."

"You're mean." He went to his hands and
knees, crawling in the direction he had heard his cane land. The
bird fluttered from his shoulder into the trees.

Dierdre pulled her skirts up to her waist and
squirmed into the bushes beside him. "Every dog I knew in
Heatherford got it into me. It's been that way ever since I grew a
pair of tits. What's wrong with you?"

"I can't see your tits." Bobby straightened,
crossed his legs and again turned his ear toward her. "Now where's
my cane?"

"I have nice ones. Let me see yours?" Dierdre
yanked the drawstring on his trousers, jerked them down and studied
his cock. "Not too shabby. Not as big as Winnie's, but sufficient I
think."

Bobby put his hand on her shoulder and felt
for her breasts. "You have nice tits. Now leave me alone." He
pulled his trousers back up, only to have Dierdre shove her hand
down them and grasp him. Bobby winced. "Stop tormenting me."

"Tormenting?" Dierdre released him. "I'm
trying to do you a kindness and you call it tormenting? Are you a
nancidawg or something?"

"No," Bobby snapped at her.

"Virgin?"

"Please stop it." He looked ready to cry.
"You're trying to get me in trouble with Master Winston."

"I'm not." Dierdre slipped out of her skirt
and small clothes. Then she shoved him on his back. She straddled
him, grabbed hold of his cock and got him inside her. "Feels
good?"

He sucked in a sharp breath and his eyes
leaked. A bright flush lit Bobby's cheeks.

Dierdre rode him to completion.

When she let him up, Bobby curled into a ball
and wept.

 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE

ARRESTED

 


 


Preece Malloy intended to take the day at a
crawl. While he could manage on four hours sleep, he had never
liked doing so. Vika Softpaws, the supervisor for the Sanctuary
Refugee Camp, had awakened him a couple of hours after sunrise,
asking why he had not shown up to work. He pointed her toward the
larder with six deer carcasses hanging from the ceiling hooks,
skinned and draining, which bought him another hour's sleep before
Shalto and Oswyl Beggins, who had also been rousted by Vika, pried
him out of bed.

Fourteen-year-old Rheu Lawson nestled on the
far side of Preece's bed, fast asleep. Rheu was the longest
relationship – if you could call it such – that Preece had ever
had: nearly three years. Rheu had been an eleven-year-old street
cub in Skeleton Creek when Preece rescued him from two slavers on a
whim and made the cub say 'thank you' by sucking him off. Preece
thought that was the end of it until he discovered Rheu had
followed him out of town on a stolen horse. The youth worshiped
Preece and never said no about anything. Preece liked that, and so
he kept him.

"I do my job ... I draw my pay," muttered
Preece, dragging his trousers on and tying them closed. As a
gesture to the chill autumn day, he pulled on a shirt and tunic
over his slouching trousers.

He snatched up his knife belt hanging from
the corner of a chair back and buckled them on, lashing the sheaths
to his thighs for an easy draw. His gaze drifted to the locked
chest at the end of his bed, where he had a cache of anonymous
blades with all identifying marks filed off. A bottle of poison lay
wrapped in cotton and nestled amongst them. Preece had not yet
applied it to those blades – he was saving it for when he found an
opportunity to stick Kynyr Maguire. Malthus was still holding him
back, or else Preece would have already done it.

Preece had a host of reasons for wanting to
kill Maguire, and could glibly offer one up whenever it served his
purposes. Kynyr's grandfather, Tarrant Redhand, had killed Preece's
grandfather, Alistar Weems. Then there was Kady. He had offered
brideprice for her, but Kynyr had gotten her removed from her
father's custody and married her himself. What Preece rarely said
was the simple truth: Kynyr just rubbed him the wrong way and
always had even before the guardsmon's ancestry came out.

Years of working in the sun had weathered
Preece's fair skin to a nut brown. 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 mustard brown hair in a tail at his neck. The
wolf was illiterate and uneducated , but he was not stupid. He saw
deeper, making more connections than the others as a result of
growing up in one of the toughest lycan ghettos in Waejontor.

Although Shalto was the leader of their
little gang, the Lycamornots, there was nothing at all impressive
about him. He had power and influence simply because Malthus loaned
it to him and Preece regarded him as little more than a wet-tailed
cub. The only thing interesting about Shalto was his black hair and
brown sideburns, indicating that in wolf form he was a black and
tan.

Shalto reached for Rheu to shake him
awake.

Preece's hand shot out, grabbed Shalto by the
wrist, and twisted him away from Rheu. "Let him sleep.''

Shalto sucked in a breath, flinching from
Preece's vacant eyes, and withdrew his hand. Preece gave no
physical clues to what hid behind his empty gaze; he never let
people know what he was feeling or thinking unless he wanted them
to know. He spooked Shalto. "Right."

Preece fondled Rheu's sleep mussed hair,
while giving Shalto a glance that sent a shiver up the younger
wolf's spine. "You don't touch him. He's mine."

"Aye." Shalto sucked in a steadying breath.
"Let's get on with it."

Preece dug a box and a silver tube from the
chest by his bed. He laid out two lines of White Fire and snorted
them. The drug hit his system fast, snapping him awake and
energized. He had acquired a pound of the illicit drug on Malthus'
tab at the Crimson Lady Brothel and sometimes bartered lines of it
for influence among the other young dogs.

"Hey, you gonna share?"

"No." Preece pocketed the box and tube. "You
earn it, you get some."

Chores went at a slow pace. In the early
afternoon, Preece leaned against a longhouse, chatting with a mon
who had settled her water buckets on the ground for a moment.
Children went about in little groups, raking leaves into piles and
then filling burlap sacks with them. The larger children dragged
the sacks to a shed where it would be added to the mulch bin. Yren
Maddox crossed the yard with an armful of firewood.

A shout drew everyone's notice to the camp
entrance. Six guardsmyn, led by Belgair Doherty, stood talking to
one of the camp's nibari slaves.

She pointed at Yren.

One of the guardsmyn seized Yren, who dropped
his wood. Preece frowned and listened without looking directly.
Rheu came over to Preece, and started to peer around the corner.
Preece shoved him back. "Stay out of sight."

"What's going on?" Rheu's eyes were wide.

"They're arresting Yren."

"They know we did it, Thorn." Rheu called him
by the nickname Preece had gained on the streets of Skeleton Creek
years ago.

"Shut it. Go home. Stay there until I come
for you."

Rheu scampered.

"I didn't do nothing," Yren protested. "I was
home all night. Ask my Ma."

"Bastard." Belgair hit Yren in the stomach,
doubling him over.

Another guard struck Yren over the head.
"Murderer."

Two guards looped spellcord around Yren's
wrists and clamped the seals on to prevent the youth from changing
shape. Yren struggled in their grasp. They pulled truncheons and
beat him to his knees in a rain of heavy blows. The scrawny young
wolf collapsed, face bleeding, blood spreading across the back of
his tunic. Yren covered his head with his arms, but the guards
jerked his wrists back and added heavy ropes to hold them behind
him.

The youth writhed and continued his
protestations of innocence, but the blows kept coming.

Preece sauntered over. "What's going on?"

"We've caught one of Caimbeul's
murderers."

Preece lifted an eyebrow. "Really?"

Belgair's lips curled into a snarl. "Yes. The
other one's Nesswen Goff. If you see him, send for me."

"Oh, I will. I certainly will." Preece's
jaded eyes gave nothing away as he wondered how they had fingered
Yren and Nesswen, yet had no knowledge of the fact that Nesswen was
dead. Caimbeul had killed him in the first moments of the
fight.

The guards dragged Yren to his feet and led
him stumbling away. Preece let them get out of sight, and then went
in search of Shalto and Oswyl.

* * *

Kynyr walked into the yard of the manor with
Searlait, content that he had gotten her home without a major
incident. He doubted the local ruffians would bother her, knowing
what kind of reaction Claw would have. The crusty old chieftain
would rip Wolffgard apart if someone touched his sisters. Yet he
could not let go of his gut instinct that matters were becoming too
dangerous for Searlait to go alone. Had he not long ago given his
word not to betray her secret place, Kynyr would have assigned
someone to guard her. He had stumbled upon her there by accident,
but that did not mean that someone else – someone who did not fear
the wrath of Claw – might not also find her.

"Searlait, please stop going alone."

She pressed her finger to his lips to stop
him from saying anything more. "I promised to think about it."

Kynyr started to argue and spied Belgair
returning with his myn. Yren hung trussed up and thrown across the
saddle of a horse. Kynyr grabbed Searlait around the waist and
hurried her to the door of the manor. "You don't need to see
this."

She squirmed around in his grasp. "See what?
Oooh."

Searlait went three shades of pale, gathered
her skirts, and went inside.

Kynyr turned and strode across the yard as
the guardsmyn began dismounting. "I see you got Yren."

"Aye," Belgair growled. "But there was no
sign of Nesswen."

"Toniqua says he's dead."

Belgair spit on the ground. "I'll believe
that when I see his dead body."

"She said the spirit was gone from his blood.
She took samples from the floor of the Lawgiver House."

"Spirit in the blood." Belgair favored Kynyr
with a contemptuous look. "I've never heard anything so
ridiculous."

The myn shifted uneasily, glancing from one
to the other.

Kynyr went cold inside. The past few months,
Belgair had begun displaying a smoldering resentment of Kynyr that
the prince could not completely figure out. In the beginning, it
had seemed as if Belgair were pushing for a fight after learning
about Todd Sinclair having trained Kynyr. But it had only grown
worse since the day Kynyr came out as Claw's heir. The chieftain's
failing health did not help the situation. Kynyr might have pushed
matters more strongly had he not recently learned that the old
rumors about Belgair were true: he was the son of Thane Clennan
Doherty; but more importantly, he was the nephew of Aisha Redhand.
If Aisha wanted Belgair around for the sake of her late sister's
memory, then Kynyr would not be the one to force him out.

Still, Kynyr could not resist trying once
more to make his point. "It's written about in the old texts."

"You don't know as much as you think you
do."

Kynyr let that pass. There was no point in
it. Todd had drilled it into Kynyr that trivial slights were not
deserving of a physical quarrel. "Time will tell."

* * *

Malthus strode from his chambers intending to
have a drink at the Difficult Horse with members of the
Lycamornots, a juvenile gang that Shalto Beggins had formed at
Malthus' urging. When he reached the foyer, the door opened, and
Belgair entered with four of his guardsmyn, dragging a scrawny mon
between them with his hands tied behind him and spellcorded. The
severely beaten youth sagged in his captors' grasp, barely able to
stand.

He lifted his head, made brief eye contact
with Malthus, and then looked away before betraying any connection
between them.

Yren.

Malthus stopped them. "What's going on?"

Pale and worn, Claw Redhand entered behind
them, and turned to Malthus. "A witness came forward and identified
this arsehole as a participant in the murder of Caimbeul. Nesswen
also, but we haven't been able to find him."

"Those two work at the Sanctuary. They've
always been good boys. I can't imagine them murdering someone."

"Well, they did. The witness is reliable,"
Claw growled.

"Who?"

"This isn't your affair." Kynyr Maguire
stepped into the foyer and stood beside his great-grandfather,
scowling at Malthus. "Get on with your business."

"So be it." Malthus gave a polite bow. "After
all, who am I to argue with a prince? I was just going out for a
drink at the tavern." He stepped away as if to leave, then pivoted
with a thin sneer. "Shouldn't you ought to be calling me 'Uncle
Malthus' now that you're family?"

"You're no uncle of mine."

Malthus dipped his shoulders, and then went
to the barns and ordered his horse, Devilton, saddled. His mind
reeled as he traveled the quiet road to Wolffgard. Malthus'
thoughts ran back over what had happened when they killed the
lawgiver Padruig Caimbeul, trying to figure out what and how much
could have been given away.

They knocked on the door to the Lawgiver
House, wearing animal masks over their faces: a cat, a dog, a lion,
a serpent, a bird, a bear, a frog and a deer.

"What do you want?" Caimbeul demanded.

He started to close the door, only to have
it shoved back in his face by Torquil hard enough to stagger him.
Caimbeul retreated.

The youths pushed in past him.

Malthus wore the same leering serpent mask
he had worn while carrying out his experiments in his lost manor:
vivisections and toxin testing on lycans. He held a long glass rod
in his hands, to make it look as if his magic came from the rod and
not himself.

"What's going on?" Caimbeul's hand dropped
to the hilt of his blade and he changed to his hybrid form. "Get
out of my house."

"We must protect ourselves," came a stern
voice from behind one mask, level and cold which, added to the
muffling effect of the mask, left Caimbeul unable to recognize the
voice.

"I'm not doing anything to you. Show me your
faces, and we'll discuss it."

Malthus wanted to laugh at the way Caimbeul
knew he was going to die.

Nesswen's dagger flashed in the lamplight as
it came at Caimbeul in an overhand strike. Caimbeul drew his knife,
sidestepped, and hooked Nesswen's blade, locking their hilts
together. Snapping his leg out, Caimbeul kicked Nesswen in the
groin, doubling him over, freed his blade and shoved it into
Nesswen's ribs. He turned to face another as Nesswen folded onto
the ground, groaning and weeping.

Torquil shoved his blade into Caimbeul's
belly. Caimbeul hit Torquil in the chest, slamming him into the
wall. Torquil straightened and lunged in. He seized the hilt of the
blade still lodged to the quillons in Caimbeul's body, jerked it
out, and swept it into a thrust from below. Caimbeul blocked it
with a shield hold on his knife – one hand on its hilt and the
other on its blade – forcing Oswyl's knife down.
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