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Kady Maguire's husband made her promise that
if something happened to him, she would flee to their allies in
Creeya and not come back without an army. That's exactly what she
did. The legendary lycan armsmaster, Todd Sinclair, is her general
and there's going to be hell to pay.

 


 


"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 20,000 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.

 



CHAPTER ONE

THE PRINCE MUST DIE

 


My Dear Malthus,

This bastard prince, Kynyr Maguire, that you
mentioned in your last dispatch, must die immediately. I have sent
an observer to be certain that it is done. No more delays. I grow
impatient. You will receive no further supplies or units from me
until you have eliminated the entire ruling family. It has been
eight months since you infiltrated Clan Red Wolf's territory and
yet there have been only two deaths in their family. You have until
winter solstice. If the goal has not been accomplished by then, I
will replace you.

Furthermore, I am no longer negotiating for
you to send me the bitch and her cub, I am ordering you to.

Yours,

Lord Hoon.

 


"I have no intention of giving you my wife or
my stepson, Brandrahoon."

Malthus Estrobian crumbled the letter up,
snarling under his breath, and tossed it onto the fire in the
hearth. The pressure was building to give the filthy vampire
results to present to their queen. Kynyr might yet succumb to the
poison, but Hoon wanted those results now. A bold stroke went
against Malthus' nature. He preferred discretion and subterfuge.
Furthermore it would mean sacrificing a key pawn.

He had not planned to become obsessed with
Merissa Redhand to the point of marrying her – at least not at the
time he wrote Hoon about her. Darmyk was the bastard son of Merissa
and a sa'necari apostate, Isranon. Rumor had it that Isranon was
the impossible mage known as Dawnreturning. Both the god-queen of
Minnoras, Gylorean Galee, and Lord Hoon had placed bounties on
Isranon's head. That prompted Malthus to write both of them about
Darmyk to see who would make him the better offer for the boy.
Galee wanted just the boy; Hoon wanted both the boy and his mother.
Malthus regretted those letters.

Over the months that had passed since he sent
them, he had learned that his brother Troyes, who disappeared in
Red Wolf four years ago, had been killed by Darmyk's father in a
quarrel over Merissa. There was not enough money in the world to
buy the boy from him – when Malthus planned to chop the child up
and send the pieces to Isranon.

Stalking to the window of his study, Malthus
threw the heavy brown drapes open and stared out at the flurries of
snow swirling across the stableyard. That light dusting would not
impact upon Malthus' plans for the day, unlike a week ago. A large
barn and stables swept out to the west side of the yard with more
buildings concealed behind them. The Redhand grazing lands sprawled
to the northwest beneath their white blankets. The simple
practicality of water troughs and hitching posts in the courtyard
contrasted sharply with the elegance behind it.

Troubled and restless, Malthus began pacing
back and forth between the window and his desk, thinking furiously.
Lord Hoon was not someone whose desires could be safely ignored,
and Malthus wondered what kind of devil's bargain he had entered
into. Lord Hoon was a powerful Lemyari vampire of many aliases, of
which Hoon was merely his favorite and best known. His true name,
which he used only when he wished to intimidate, was Brandrahoon –
which meant fire dragon in an old language. Had he known at the
outset that he was dealing with Brandrahoon, Malthus might have
turned the job down. On the one hand, Malthus was the most powerful
sa'necari necromancer in existence. On the other, Brandrahoon was
his equal and opposite number in the dark ranks. No one knew the
full extent of Brandrahoon's power: the vampire preferred
calculated deception and subterfuge to pyrotechnics. Malthus shared
his reticence, seeing no point in the use of conspicuous force when
dissembling and treachery would suffice.

Sa'necari were the only serious rivals within
the ranks of darkness that the vampires like Lord Hoon had. They
had stolen all of the matchless 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.

The rite of mortgiefan made them what they
were, triggering the final transition from human to sa'necari. They
took a life in a rite combining sex and death, sticking their
victim repeatedly with their hellblades while sheathing themselves
in their bodies, finally killing them at the moment of sexual
climax, causing the victim's soul to shatter so that the sa'necari
could suck pieces of it into themselves, enhancing their powers.
The more lives they took in the rite, the more powerful and nearly
unkillable they became. Even when slain, they had to be properly
destroyed or they would rise undead, like vampires. Their eyes were
the single most condemning evidence of their true nature. The first
time they took mortgiefan their eyes changed to amaranthine,
lacking in iris, whites and pupils.

Most concealed it with a minor glamour.
Others went still further, imbuing the deception on an item of
jewelry they wore so that the spell could not be defeated by the
use of spellcord or detected by a Reader. The latter was the option
that Malthus had chosen and the innocuous golden band on his right
hand concealed his sa'necari nature beneath an effective guise of
humanity. It accomplished that task by chaining his sa'necari
attributes and his power had become bound up in it. He could
release the power levels through the ring and he had never tested
the fullness of his capabilities, yet he was certain there had
never been a sa'necari to match him.

When King Baaltrystan's fortress had been
destroyed by the Sacred King, the surviving sa'necari lords had
fled in all directions. Most of them, the most powerful of them,
had vanished. They had had legacies of great power passed from
father to son for generations through mortgiefan perpetrated on an
aged or injured parent by their offspring. With his mother's help,
Malthus had captured and rited all of them. Malthus estimated that
he now contained the energies of over a hundred thousand souls. One
day he would put it to the test. For now, it was best that his
rivals did not know what he had done.

Malthus' gaze wandered to a curious device
lying on his desk. He lifted and held it where the glow from the
lamp could best illuminate it. The glass tube had a plunger at one
end and a hollow needle at the other. Various groups of healers had
been attempting to create something similar for years, inspired by
the way that a viper's hollow fangs injected venom into its victim.
Malthus paused, trying to recall what Larena Wiggins had told him
they called it, and then it returned to him.

"Syringe. Devilishly simple thing."

She had stolen it for him at his urging.
Things that could heal could also kill and killing was more to
Malthus' liking. He wondered at the strange markings on it 'cc' and
'ml' at different lines across it. That had to be some kind of
measurement, but Malthus was uncertain how that related to using
it.

He laid the syringe in a bed of wool within a
small wooden casket, opened the drawer to his desk, and took out a
golden chain with small globes strung on it like glass baubles. He
studied the globes. Some were red, others amber, and a few were
green. Malthus tapped a green one with a word of command and three
crates appeared atop his desktop.

Like it or not, he would have to risk Larena.
If they captured her, the death command he had placed in her brain
would kill her the moment they asked her the first question.

Taking a leather-bound book from the crate,
he opened it to consider his options. It was a catalog of poisons
arranged according to the Romilay scale with one being the mildest
and ten the most deadly. Starting with level four, many of the
poisons mimicked the effects of known diseases in such a way that
the average Reader would be forced to diagnose the disease rather
than the poison.

He had employed a poison that misled the
healers into thinking that Prince Kynyr had Black Mountain Fever, a
disease spread by the bite of infected ticks found in the moist
marshy regions of Waejontor. The disease had a ninety percent
mortality rate.

The Assassins' Guild, the holy avengers of
the nethergod Hadjys the Dark Judge, had involved themselves and
had determined that Kynyr had been poisoned. That obviated the need
to continue the pretense and Malthus no longer ordered Larena to
dose the prince with it. The time had come to administer something
more lethal before the Guild found a way to cure him. The syringe
had given Malthus an idea. Kynyr's death would satisfy Lord Hoon
and buy Malthus more time to complete his assignment.

Malthus thumbed through the book, scanning
the charts that applied to lycans. When it came to a knowledge of
poison, Malthus had few peers. His name was not Estrobian, it was
Tyrins. He was the bastard son of Sidera Tyrins and the late
Waejontori Lord Feodras Iagaris. The Tyrins family 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 came across a level eight that appealed to
him, certain that he had it in stock. Malthus tapped the golden
globe on his string and six cases of jars and bottles appeared on
his desk. Going through them, he found a bottle of hedysmorte.
Primarily an arrow poison, he judged that it would work well with
this new invention. He could get more into Kynyr with it than he
would have been able to by coating an arrowhead.

Malthus filled the syringe completely with
the nacreous liquid and returned it to the little box. He had no
idea how his poisons would work injected directly into the body
like this, but he suspected it would be faster and more efficient.
He pocketed the box, returned everything else to the carrying
globes, and shoved them into the drawer.

Stepping into the corridor, Malthus glanced
to see who was about at that early hour. The last time he had gone
out this early had been the morning that he drowned Searlait
Redhand, Chieftain Claw Redhand's youngest sister. Malthus had
lived in the manor since mid-spring, having married Claw's daughter
Merissa. That both gave him easy access to his targets, and forced
him to be more circumspect since he had the eye of Claw's guardsmyn
upon him.

The manor was built mostly of stone with wood
layered over portions of the interior. Tapestries and paintings
lined the walls. Malthus passed two servants as he returned to his
bedchambers to grab a coat and a heavy cloak to put over it. His
eyes trailed the delicate blonde Kissie until she disappeared
around a corner.

Merissa sat staring out the window in the
antechamber of their suite, a blanket wrapping her swollen belly.
Malthus' twin sons were due in early spring. She had already been
pregnant by him when they married. It had irritated him that
Merissa waited until a month after the wedding to inform him of
that fact.

He noted the tears running down her face and
then the chilliness of the room. Merissa had allowed the fire in
the hearth to go out again.

Malthus knelt at the fireplace, filled it
with wood from the bin, and got a fire going. "You must stop doing
this. You'll catch your death of cold."

"Would you care?" Merissa's voice sounded
hollow and lifeless.

"Of course I would." Malthus snorted. He
snatched a long doeskin coat, a heavy wool cloak, and a scarf from
the closet.

Merissa watched him dressing. "You're going
out?"

"I have unfinished business to take care
of."

"Kynyr?" A sob caught in her throat.

"You're learning." Malthus tied his cloak on
and crossed the room. He cupped her chin, his nails digging into
her left cheek as he forced her to meet his eyes. "He'll be dead by
nightfall."

"Please don't."

Covering her lips with his mouth, Malthus
breathed a spell down her throat. "You won't be telling on me."

Merissa grimaced at a sharp pain in her head
and blinked as if to clear her eyes. "Don't hurt me."

"Don't tempt me."

He had placed so many spells of coercion
within her mind and body over the past few weeks that his wife
would die rather than betray him. Her love for him had faded;
however, arcane methods existed to restore it once he had destroyed
her family.

Malthus left, walked down the corridor to its
end and turned right. He passed the landing to the stairs he had
shoved Claw down a month ago. It would have killed a human, but all
that Malthus had achieved was to break Claw's spine and put the old
bastard in a wheelchair.

Reaching the servants' stairway, Malthus saw
Darmyk's tiger-striped cat sitting on the landing, licking his
paws. The cat gave Malthus an indifferent look and went back to
ignoring him. His stepson called the cat Kerry. Although clearly a
domestic cat, the creature was the size of a lynx, fifteen inches
at the shoulder and weighed at least thirty-five pounds. Malthus
kicked Kerry in the ribs. The blow caught the cat and lifted him
into the air, sending him across the landing and into the wall.
Kerry struck hard, but recovered quickly. Malthus sucked in a
breath and backed away as Kerry, instead of fleeing as other cats
would have, stalked hissing and spitting toward him, showing every
intention of attacking.

The sa'necari reached for his knife, spooked
by the uncanny beast.

Before matters could go any further, a small
boy darted onto the landing, scooped Kerry into his arms, and
draped the cat over his shoulder. Kerry's hissing changed into a
purr as Darmyk wrapped protective arms around him.

"I hate you," his stepson snarled at Malthus.
"I hate you."

The boy spun about and ran off with his
cat.

"You can both die," Malthus murmured, his
lips tight.

He descended the stairs and went out the side
door into the garden. His breath made little puffs of mist in the
frosty air. This put him at the north corner of the garden, and on
a whim, he headed for the Redhand family graveyard.

* * *

On the morning of the 18th of
Macellae, the last month of autumn, Cooley Blackwood and his
friends, the Scott brothers, Rory and Hamish, had stolen into the
southeastern corner of the snow-clad gardens at Redhand Manor where
the family graveyard lay.

Small for his age, the Cooley looked more
like nine than eleven years old. Not even the heels of his
horsemon's boots could add enough height to make Cooley Blackwood
seem older. His white at the edge of blond hair hung in a long
tail. The only thing that he had inherited from his Waejontori
mother was his velvet brown eyes. His knee length doeskin coat with
a sheepskin lining concealed the fighting knives he carried
strapped to his thighs for an easy draw.

Most cubs his age might own a small belt
knife for utilitarian purposes, but only Cooley – in all of the
town of Wolffgard – went armed with fighting blades. Lycan knives
were among the best of their kind on the continent, with an edge, a
curved back edge that ran a third of the way up the blade, and
strong quillons. They had evolved over the centuries out of the
hunting knives carried by rural folk. They well served the
practical lycan nature, which viewed with contempt the human habit
of carrying a sword whether they knew how to use it or not.

Short hedges 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.

The graves of Suleahan and Sorcha Redhand,
parents of the current chieftain, Claw Redhand, lay in the farthest
corner to the northeast. The remains of Claw's twin sons, Tarrant
and Logan, lay buried south of those graves. 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. Lord Carneades Iagaris 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.

The fifth grave was only two weeks old.
Searlait Redhand, Claw's youngest sister, had drowned in the Bonnie
Draw River. Cooley had heard it whispered that Searlait's death had
been murder and not an accident.

The three cubs had come to keep a promise
they had made to Kynyr Maguire. Eight-year-old Hamish acted as
lookout, crouched beneath the low hanging branches of an evergreen
tree. They did not have permission to be there and never thought to
ask for it. Kneeling beside the grave of Tarrant Redhand, they
cleared the snow from the headstone, and placed sprigs of rowan and
mistletoe along it.

Cooley froze when he heard Hamish sound the
alert with three hoots in perfect mimicry of a snowy owl. He and
Rory faded back into the shelter of an evergreen, stepping
carefully on rocks and clusters of windblown debris so as to leave
no tracks.

Malthus walked down the shaded path and gazed
at the graves of Claw's sons, then moved to Searlait's grave.
"Don't worry, Searlait. They will follow soon."

He opened his trousers and urinated on her
headstone.

Rory's eyes bugged. "Did you see that?"

Cooley jabbed his finger into Rory's shoulder
and shook his head. Normally, Rory was the sneakier of the two, but
Malthus' desecration of the grave had shocked him.

As Malthus turned to walk back, he noticed
that Tarrant's grave had had another visitation. He frowned and
knelt by it.

"Who's doing this? It can't be Maguire. What
makes Tarrant so important to someone?"

Malthus scanned the winter-clothed cemetery.
The rows of hedges lining the place, brown knots of bushes
sprinkled with white. The trailing evergreens beyond it. And saw
nothing.

Crouched down and tight-lipped, the three
cubs watched him leave.

Cooley turned to Rory. "He's creepy. You
think he poisoned Kynyr?"

Rory shook his head. "He wouldn't get his
hands dirty. He'd get someone else to do it."

"Let's get out of here. He might come
back."

They stole out of the manor grounds to a
place in the woods where Cooley had two of his horses tied. He had
loaned Glorygirl to Rory and mounted his big sorrel, Larkspur. Rory
climbed into the saddle and Hamish got up behind him.

* * *

Malthus had been meeting Larena Wiggins, Kady
Maguire's sister, outside the hawthorn hedge circling the Maguire
Estate ever since he planted Larena in Kady's household to poison
Kynyr. The hawthorn hedges' thick, strong tangle of growth set atop
a three-foot embankment prevented livestock from wandering, but a
mon could slip through easily. Malthus sat on a heavy blanket
concealed in an evergreen thicket on a patch of cleared ground,
resisting an urge to pace. A carefully constructed blind hid him
from the road, spelled to appear as an accidental fall of branches
should anyone stumble upon it, and sheltered him from the winds and
breezes. The sound of someone moving through the trees brought him
to full attention.

Larena's buxom form appeared, her belly
rounded with his child. She smiled at him, letting her hood back.
Her waist-length flaxen hair bloused around her shoulders and she
pulled it free of the neck of her cloak. A tentative smile brushed
the edges of her mouth.

"You're late." He snarled at her, letting his
needle thin fangs show.

She flinched with a whimper. "The place is
crowded. It was difficult to get away unseen."

"But you managed?"

"Yes."

Malthus embraced her, nuzzled her neck, and
let his fingers trace her stomach. "How is our poor prince?"

"Stronger."

"That won't do." Malthus reached into his
pouch and brought out a small wooden casket. "I've been
experimenting with that object you brought me. What do they call
it?"

"A syringe. That's what the Guild calls
it."

"They've made some interesting discoveries in
that ancient library." He opened the box. The filled syringe lay
there in a bed of cotton. "I assume they leave you alone with
him?"

Larena nodded. "We all take turns sitting
with him."

"Give him all of this at one time." Malthus
mimicked pushing the plunger in. He knew the risks. If they caught
Larena, he would lose his only pawn in Kynyr's household. She could
not betray him because of the coercions in her brain. It was a
gamble, but the injection would be quick and efficient compared to
his past efforts.

"That looks different from what I was giving
him."

"It is." Malthus closed the box and handed it
to her.

Larena slipped it into her pouch. "Will it
kill him fast?"

"In minutes."

"Good. I'm sick and tired of living under my
sister's thumb."

"Once he's dead, I'll move you to a better
place. Do it as soon as you return and then wait for me at my
cottage."

Malthus pulled her down, pressed his body
over hers, and pushed her skirts up. He made no pretense of giving
her pleasure – it was too cold for it. Unlacing his trousers,
Malthus shoved his erection into her hole and began his ride.

* * *

Cooley and his friends circled around, riding
through the clusters of evergreens along the hawthorn hedgerow
heading for the rear gate as quiet as they could. They heard the
groans and grunts of sex and glanced at each other. Rory slid off
Glorygirl with a grin. Hamish followed. They tethered the horse to
a tree.

"What are you doing?" Cooley whispered.

"Going to have a look." Rory slipped into the
trees as quiet as a fox.

Cooley sighed. One of Rory's previous
expeditions had nearly gotten the three of them killed, yet the
cub's curiosity and general nosiness remained indefatigable. Cooley
dismounted and reluctantly followed the Scott cubs as they stole
from cover to cover among the evergreens.

Rory grinned. "I heard folks doing it before.
I ain't never had a close look at it though."

"Haven't ever," Cooley corrected him. "I seen
it plenty of times. There's not much to it."

Cooley, raised in a bordello, had known what
sex looked like almost since he could walk. He had seen so much of
it that he had wearied of the topic long before his first wet
dream. Whereas Rory and Hamish had only the vaguest notions from
catching glimpses of domestic animals.

"Bet you have." Rory stole closer to the
sounds. "I always wanted to watch it."

"Don't go playing peeping john, it's rude."
Kady and Cahira would be appalled if they learned what the cubs
were doing. Cooley put a lot of effort into schooling his tongue
and not doing or saying anything that might offend them.

Rory ignored Cooley, darting to the next
cluster of trees. "It's Malthus."

Cooley caught a sharp breath and joined Rory
crouching by the tree. His side twinged and he placed his hand on
it. One of the town toughs, Rheu Lawson, had stabbed Cooley in the
side. Cooley killed him. However, the blade had been coated with a
blend of Devil's Silver, which had slowed the healing. Cooley's
side remained tender and Mary Sinclair kept it bound tight.

For the first weeks of his stay in Wolffgard,
Cooley had been stalked by Malthus, which left the cub so rattled
that he quit his job working for Georgie Rogan in the stables. The
fight with Rheu had given Cooley an edge that he had not had
before. More and more he tried to act with the same courage his
murdered father had always shown. He had begun to lose his fear of
Malthus, but not his wariness.

He squinted through a parting in the
branches. The flaxen hair spilling around the bitch's face was the
wrong shade of blonde to be Malthus' wife Merissa. "Who's he
poking?"

"Don't know." Rory's eyes remained locked on
Malthus' buttocks. He darted to the closest cover he could find and
squatted as low as possible, hoping for a flash of skin. A flush
lit Rory's cheeks as Malthus reared back and he finally got a peek
at the important parts. "Damn, that dog's big. He's stuffing her
good."

Cooley glanced around and then dashed over to
Rory. "Sonuva dirty mare," he muttered sotto voce. "It's
Larena."

"Ginny, ginny cumtwig," Hamish murmured,
watching fascinated alongside his brother.

For once, Cooley made all the possible
connections first. Rory and Hamish were too caught up in their
peeping to think about anything else. Cooley backed away,
remembering Rory telling him that if Malthus wanted to poison Kynyr
that he would get someone else to do it for him – and he had
someone else to do it: Larena. Cooley withdrew silently, and the
moment he was well out of sight he bolted for his horse.

* * *

Kady Maguire watched the snow drifting down
across the yard of her home, as she sat at her husband's bedside,
feeling numb past tears. His chiseled features had become gaunt,
his cheeks sunken. Dark purple shadows made pools beneath his eyes.
Kynyr could not keep down solid food, and subsisted on water and
broth. Day by day, he was wasting away while she watched.

He had been poisoned with an arcane substance
that mimicked the effects of Black Mountain Fever. The physicians
and healers were treating the symptoms while looking for a cure.
Drugs reduced Kynyr's fever, eased his pain and mitigated the
seizures. The most frightening thing to Kady was the fact that
Kynyr's legs stayed cold and cramped despite anything they did. He
was in constant pain throughout his body, especially his muscles.
Lesions had formed in spots along his spinal column. The high-level
bio-alchemical Readers, loaned to Kady by the Assassins' Guild of
Hadjys the Dark Judge, had found them days ago.

Kynyr Maguire would never walk again. She had
forbidden the healers and others from informing him of it. After
his grandfather, Claw Redhand, had been crippled by a fall on the
stairs, Kynyr had told several of his closest friends that he would
rather die than live like that.

The possibility that Kynyr might try to take
his own life once he knew the truth overshadowed Kady's hopes. She
would rather have him crippled and alive than lose him to
death.

She thought about how every time that the
enemy had knocked him down, Kynyr had picked himself up and gone
after them. He had defeated them at Hell's Widow, wiped out their
followers in Wolffgard, and then ... they finally managed to bring
him down for good.

'Death would have been kinder.' Every
time that Kady overheard one of Kynyr's friends say that it made
her stomach clench. It made them seem like traitors in her
heart.

Death might yet take him, but Kady refused to
surrender him to it without a fight.

He lay propped against a pile of pillows. His
heavy blond hair had become so matted from sleeping on it that Kady
had – regretfully – cut it short. Kynyr's Aunt Mary brought a bowl
of broth in, placed it on the bedside table, and withdrew. Kady
lifted a spoon of broth to Kynyr's lips.

He turned his head away, refusing it with a
dull listless expression. "I'm not going to make it, Kady." He
sounded so weary and forsaken that it tore at Kady's heart.

"Don't say that, Kynyr. Don't say that.
You're not going to die."

Finn MacIver came into the room. He had white
blond hair that he wore in a tail down his back, a long narrow
face, slightly flaring at the cheeks, and a hound dog nose that
overpowered the rest of his features. He and Kynyr were
spiritbrothers, friends since infancy, united against the Dreaded
Horde – their name for their combined sisters, Finn's eight and
Kynyr's six – who were always trying to prevent them from going
fishing. He settled into a chair next to Kady. "Claw gave me an
extended leave so I could keep you company, Kynyr."

"How's Searlait?"

Finn tensed and glanced at Kady for
permission to tell him. Kady averted her eyes with a tiny nod.
Finn's lips tightened and he expelled a breath through his
nostrils. "She's dead, Kynyr. She drowned."

"When?" Grief harshened Kynyr's voice.

Searlait had always enjoyed sneaking from the
manor at dawn to sit by the Bonnie Draw River and think. Kynyr had
discovered Searlait's secret place and walked her home each morning
to ensure her safety. Two days after Kynyr collapsed, Searlait died
in the swirling waters of the Bonnie Draw. Most said it was an
accident, but a few like Finn believed she had been murdered.

"Just over two weeks ago."

"I begged her, Finn." Kynyr struggled with
his words. "I begged her … to stop … going out alone."

"Sheradyn says that she must have had a
stroke and fell in."

"We need a lawgiver," said Kady. "There must
be one we can get."

Lawgivers were chosen by the position of the
stars and moon at the time of their birth, and trained from
childhood by the oldest lawgiver in the community. Most of their
people were illiterate or semi-literate, so the laws and customs
were committed to memory, often in the form of poems.

Finn looked thoughtful for an instant. "You
know, I just remembered. Old Phelan at Three Stones. He's got three
in his family."

"That's a two week ride northeast, isn't it?"
Kady glanced hopefully at Finn as she removed the empty bowl from
Kynyr's bed table and then the table itself.

"Closer to three or four in this weather. Two
in good. And that only if you're mounted on a courser."

Kynyr's face twisted into a grimace, his eyes
narrowing into a slant of suffering as his brows knit, and his
color faded. He stiffened, his fists clenching against the pain.
"Gaahds. Bad one."

Kady gestured at a table across the room and
Finn lunged for it. "Narcantha and Amphereon."

She filled the syringes as Shaheeramat had
instructed her, making certain there was no air in the cylinder,
cleaned Kynyr's arm off with a swipe of astringent and injected him
with the drugs.

He eased and settled against his pillows,
sliding into sleep and breathing easier. The only way to stop the
episodes of seizures and pain was to sedate him so heavily that
nothing woke him.

Last summer those syringes, which Kady had
begun to appreciate, were just pictures in an ancient text from the
lost civilization of Louistrana. Cahira Sinclair, Kynyr's
grandmother, had translated most of one book and the Creeyans were
already busy trying to recreate the simpler things.

"You ought to get something to eat." Larena
sashayed through the door.

"I don't think I could swallow anything."
Kady averted her gaze to hide a frown. Larena always disappeared
for a few hours in the morning, and Kady suspected that her sister
was simply trying to avoid doing her share of the chores.

"Think of the cub, Kady." Larena gave her a
look of firm and insistent concern.

Finn nodded. "Come on. She's right. You need
to eat something."

Kady exhaled heavily. She could argue with
Larena, but not Finn – all past attempts had failed. "Take good
care of him, Larena. I dosed him for pain, so he should be out for
a while."

"I'll take very good care of him."

Kady rose and walked slowly toward the
stairs. The closer she came to the stairs, the more her feet
dragged. The kitchen was on the lower floor. It had always been her
favorite place to sit and visit before Kynyr's collapse. Visions of
all the times she had sat there with him filled her mind. Kady laid
her hand upon the balustrade and then drew back. "Bring me
something up, Finn?"

"Where will you be?"

"The north drawing room."

The mansion had so many rooms that Kady had
long ago given up trying to count them. Before she had gotten so
far into the pregnancy, she had enjoyed exploring and making lists
of them. The larger her belly became, the more tired Kady felt. She
was close to three months pregnant, but some inexplicable quirk of
her innate magic was making the cub she carried develop faster than
normal and she looked six months along instead of three.

* * *

Cooley raced through the orchard gates, past
the guards that Kady had stationed. He had been forced to go the
long way since he could not get his horse through the hedgerows.
They knew Cooley and made no effort to interfere with him.
Slumbering fruit trees gave way to a sweep of walnut trees and
ended at the edge of a wide courtyard defined by bushy hedges.
Benches, stone water troughs and elegant stone tie rails stood like
stark sentinels among the remnants of the frost-slain gardens. A
broad carriage path veered to the cub's right, leading to the
stableyard. Last night's snowfall had been cleared from its
surface, but the afternoon flurries had lain a fresh white drape
across the golden orange of the cobblestones.

He rode into the stableyard as if someone had
singed his tail and threw himself from the saddle. "Fychan! Take
Larkspur."

Fychan Helmsley, the head stablemon, came out
of the barn. His nose, grotesque on his withered face, sat amidst a
wealth of seams and folds of sagging skin, weathered to the
appearance of old leather. He caught hold of Larkspur's reins.
"What's got ya riled?"

"No time."

Cooley went in the side door that led in
through the kitchen. Since Kady returned from Creeya with help from
the Fae and the Grand Master, the place was always filled. Cooley
did not know and had not bothered to get acquainted with most of
them. Before Kynyr's illness, Cooley would have gone straight to
him with the information. He might have gone to Kady, but the
further into the pregnancy she got, the crankier she became. Cooley
knew that worrying about Kynyr caused part of that. He did not know
whether Todd was there that day or not – otherwise he would have
gone to Todd.

He pushed through the room, past a chattering
band of Fae and burst into the hallway, trying to decide whether to
check the front room or the salle for Trevor Sinclair, Kynyr's
uncle.

The front room was closer. Cooley darted down
the hallway and poked his head through the door. Myn turned to
stare after him. He scanned the crowd and failed to see Trevor, so
he went to the stairs and climbed to the second floor. As he walked
down the corridor, Cooley started trying to compose his words to
get the most important fact first.

Trevor stood in the center of the mats,
working with Tiderider, performing with the practice version of the
deadly fans the Fae fought with. For all of Trevor's size, and he
was a big mon, he had speed and grace.

Tiderider had golden skin, eyes, and light
caramel-hair with golden highlights. He wore the latter in a tail
that exposed his pointed ears. He stood nearly six feet tall – an
effect of the unbridled magic still found around the edges of his
homeland. His eyes, like those of all the Fae, were like slits in
his face from the double epicanthic fold of skin at the edges of
them. That characteristic was more strongly pronounced among the
Fae than with any other of the sylvan races.

His eyes flicked to Cooley, and then he
ignored the cub.

Cooley sucked in a breath. "Trevor, I need to
talk to you."

"Can it wait?" Trevor never missed a movement
as he and Tiderider worked their way along.

"It's about Malthus."

That got Trevor's attention; his bushy
cinnabar eyebrows went up and he excused himself from the mat with
a bow, putting the fans away on the shelf. The entire family
suspected that Malthus was the mon behind all the dark happenings
in and around Wolffgard, but they had been unable to find proof of
it. "What about Malthus?"

"He's over by the hawthorn hedge."

"On this property?"

"Other side. He's jacking Larena."

Tiderider joined them near the door. "Kady's
sister is sleeping with the enemy."

"How long ago, Cooley?"

"I was up on Larkspur, so I had to go through
the orchard gates. But I went fast."

Trevor patted Cooley's shoulder. "Good cub."
Then he turned to Tiderider. "If she came directly back, she could
have gotten home ahead of Cooley by squeezing through the
hedgerow."

"We must find her."

As they went through the house, Trevor and
Tiderider set people to searching with instructions to secure her
in the basement. If the cub Larena carried belonged to Malthus,
then it explained why she was so reticent about the name of her
lover.

Trevor saw Kady coming out of the kitchen.
"Where's Larena?"

"Sitting with Kynyr. Why?"

Alarm flashed across Trevor's face with a
sudden realization and he ran for Kynyr's bedroom. "She poisoned
him."

* * *

Larena sat by Kynyr's bed, clasping and
unclasping her hands. Her confidence had begun to waver the moment
she found herself alone with him. Giving an injection seemed far
more complicated than slipping a few drops of poison into his food
and drink at every opportunity, as she had been doing for weeks.
She dreaded the possibility of being caught and likely hanged for
it. Her people did not hang pregnant bitches – no, they put them in
a cell until the bitches delivered their cubs and then they hanged
them. Larena rubbed her neck, imagining the feel of the noose
around it.

Nervousness magnified the task in her mind
until it seemed as if it would take forever to complete. Although
Larena had seen Shah and Kady administer the injections, the
thought of doing it herself intimidated her. The longer she
procrastinated, the more likely she was to be caught. Larena rose
from her chair and stepped into the antechamber, scanning the room,
trying to decide the best way to prevent anyone from walking in and
catching her in the act.

She locked the outer door and dropped the bar
across it. Lycan homes tended to have excessive amounts of security
compared to those of humans. Where a human would have a bar across
the doors to the outside only, lycans tended to have them across
many private rooms within their dwellings also. Larena ran her
fingers along the bar. If anyone discovered the locked door, she
would simply tell them she had gotten frightened.

Yes, that's it. I got frightened. After all,
they're saying that Searlait's drowning might not have been an
accident. There's been murders and rumors of murders all around
me.

In an effort to control her nerves, she
reminded herself that Malthus had promised this would be the last
thing he asked of her. He would send her away to a wonderful place
where she would be treated like royalty because she carried his
child. Her hand went to her rounded belly and caressed it. All her
dreams would soon come true.

Larena returned to the bedroom. She took the
box from her pocket, laid it on the nightstand, opened it and took
the syringe out. Her hand trembled. She stepped to the bedside and
stared down at Kynyr's sleeping face.

"You were so handsome. Now you look like a
corpse."

She wrinkled her nose. If Kynyr had been
given his usual dose of Narcantha, then it would be hours before
anything short of an earthquake could wake him. Larena flicked the
edge of the blanket back. She glanced at the syringe and depressed
the plunger a tiny bit to see how it worked. Larena held the needle
close to his bicep and hesitated. Gathering her nerve, she jabbed
it in quick with a motion like throwing a dart at a board, lost her
tentative grip, and winced. The syringe had gone deep and jutted
from his arm. Sucking in a sharp breath, Larena grasped it again
and pushed the plunger all the way to the bottom, emptying the
contents into him.

She withdrew the syringe and stood back
trembling with relief. It had been easier than she expected. A
sense of triumph followed swiftly on the heels of her first
reactions, making her giddy. All that remained to be done was to
hide the syringe and unlock the door.

"No more Kynyr. Always calling me a slut.
Treating me like trash."

Kynyr gave a wheezing groan and convulsed,
his chest heaving. Pain forced him back to consciousness. "Larena …
aaah gahd."

"Hurting, dear Kynyr?" Larena sneered,
brandishing the empty syringe. "Would you like a little more?"

"Whaaat … have … you … done?" He groaned, his
limbs trembling and then seizing up again.

"Killed you."

He tried to speak, and failed as the
convulsions worsened, racking his body.

The doorknob rattled. Someone pounded on it,
and then Trevor's voice shouted. "Open the door, Larena! Open it
now!"

Larena's lips parted. She hyperventilated in
panic, glancing from Kynyr's thrashing body to the outer door and
back again. "Die faster, damn you."

Her gaze fell upon the syringe. She fumbled,
trying to get it back in the box. She could not get her fingers to
work right as fear flooded her.

"Please don't kill him, Larena. Please."
Cooley's voice begged her, nearly drowned out by Trevor's assault
on the door.

It burst into flame and fell away into
ash.

Larena shrieked, threw her hands up, and the
box flew from her fingers, skidding across the threshold into the
next room. The lid popped off and the syringe rolled across the
carpet.

She met Trevor's enraged eyes for an instant
and defiance flared. "He's dead. He deserved it."

Larena slammed the bedroom door, locked it
and dropped the bar. She headed for the window, shifting into her
hybrid form.


CHAPTER TWO

DUCKING AND DODGING

 


Dierdre Coombs' life had been one series of
hairpin turns after another since she first got her menses at
eleven. Her mother, Richenda, had waited tables at the Surly Frog
tavern in Heatherford Town, ruling seat of the Heatherford Thanedom
in the chiefdom of Red Wolf. Richenda's wages and tips barely kept
a roof over their heads, so she had taken dogs to her bed in
exchange for groceries and other necessities. Richenda Coombs had
always insisted that her daughters, thirteen-year-old Dierdre and
seven-year-old Charlotte, would never have to trade sex for food.
It had been medicine that doomed Dierdre. Her young brother, Roddy,
had always been sickly. She traded an apothecary her virginity for
the medicine to keep him alive and a week later had become a child
prostitute to continue paying for each month's supply of the
medicine from that point on.

Six months later her life seemed to have
taken a turn for the better when she married a rich mon's
bodyguard, Hindley Lascar. Their happiness lasted a matter of weeks
before his past caught up with them. Hindley was a renegade feral,
named Skyhorse. The ferals kidnapped Dierdre as a wife for their
young chieftain, Airgh-lann – Silverblade – and butchered Hindley
when he tried to rescue her.

Pregnant by Airgh-lann, Dierdre struggled to
adapt to her circumstances. The ferals of Blue Hawk clan had
decided that she was the avatar of a slain priest, Darkeyes.
Airgh-lann had been given the honor of stealing, conquering, and
then marrying by force the avatar of Darkeyes.

The ferals had been traveling for weeks,
heading for their wintering grounds at the Ruins of Englysveld. The
males ruled on the march and in the bed; but from first snow to
spring thaw, the Mother Elders and the Seven Sacred Brides ruled in
Englysveld.

Dark-of-the-Moon arrived. Silverblade ordered
the sentries doubled, for that was an ill-omened time of the month.
The ferals built up the central fires and the bitches began their
communal task of cooking dinner for the camp. Like the dogs, the
bitches wore only a doeskin loin cloth with a rope belt. A heavier
belt carried pouches. The males had lycan knives bound to the
heavier belt, a sword hanging at their shoulders from baldrics, and
many of them carried either a spear or a pair of javelins. Most of
the weapons were crude, utilitarian, yet effective. A few of the
males, like Silverblade, had townie-forged blades. While they held
the ways and things of their town-dwelling cousins in contempt, the
ferals admired the quality of their weapons and had no compunctions
about acquiring them.

Their fur kept them warm. They all went about
in some degree of the hybrid form. The males with their canine
muzzles and the females with fur covering their otherwise human
faces. They had dense, water-resistant undercoats that insulated
them against the cold and an upper coat of tough guard hairs that
repelled water and dirt. As a result, Dierdre felt no physical
discomfort going semi-nude in the frosty cold. The psychological
discomfort of having her body exposed to view had faded.

Silverblade threw down a doeskin blanket and
Dierdre settled upon it. He kissed her fondly and rubbed her belly,
which had grown somewhat puffy, but not yet noticeably swollen with
his child. When Dierdre had first arrived she had found their odd
dialect and pronunciation hard to understand. Gradually she had
begun to find similarities to her own language, which shared the
same roots as the ferals' comhartaich. She could now grasp
two out of three words and make a decent guess at the third.

Like most of the hunting bands that spread
out in the spring, this one had a revered elder with them: the
mother crone, LittleBadger. And since it was the gesith of the
chieftain of Blue Hawk clan, they also had a priest: Silverblade's
sister, Foxwillow.

LittleBadger appeared promptly with Foxwillow
and two others in tow: Moonshadows and Goldenthorn, who saw to
Dierdre's every need. While it pleased Dierdre to have their
attentions, she was not overly impressed by it. She had met Hindely
after her mother became Winston Doherty's mistress. Winston, who
had been Hindely's employer, was the heir of the heir to the
thanedom of Heatherford, and wealthy in his own right through his
inheritance from his maternal grandfather. So Dierdre had already
become accustomed to far better than the crude conditions of the
ferals.

Goldenthorn, a black-haired bitch, carried
her infant son in a sling and her belly was already swollen with a
second cub. The tiny boy, covered in pale babyfur, made hungry
noises. Goldenthorn shifted the sling about and put her nipple in
his mouth. While he suckled, Goldenthorn worked a brush through
Dierdre's hair and then braided green-enameled ceramic beads into
the long strands.

Silverblade leaned against a tree, watching
them. Once the bitches had finished, he chased them off. They fled
laughing. Silverblade settled beside Dierdre, cupped her breast and
kissed her. She pressed body into his, signalling her readiness. He
wrapped a second blanket over them and pushed her gently onto her
back. Dierdre relaxed beneath him, opening her legs. She no longer
perceived him as threatening; she had long ago accepted his needs
and, therefore, no longer misread his body language. Dierdre moaned
softly as he sated his lust upon her while the rest of the ferals
moved about the camp as if nothing were happening.

Disaster came upon them as they were settling
to sleep.

Dierdre was still burning in the aftermath of
passion when a sentry screamed.

The yowl of a big cat followed.

"Rakshasha!" Silverblade rolled from the
blankets, snatched up his swords and charged toward the sounds of
fighting.

Bitches stuck branches in the fire, herded
the cubs to the center of the camp and formed a circle around them.
Dierdre quailed. A handful of tavern brawls had not prepared her
for this. She glanced around her frantically, saw what the other
bitches were doing, and shoved a branch into the flames of their
camp fire. Then she retreated to the group. The bright flames made
an impenetrable curtain of darkness beyond it and Dierdre could not
see the fighting.

A lycan death scream followed, and then
another. The sounds of it chilled her. All she could tell for
certain was that they were losing.

Foxwillow drew Dierdre aside, hard-eyed and
raging. "They're killing our men. It's only a matter of time before
they reach us."

A Waejontori shouted, "Capture the bitches.
They're mine."

The sound of his voice told her that they had
been found by one of the raiding parties, which she had heard rumor
of in Heatherford. He came into the firelight wearing the crimson
and black uniform of a Waejontori officer, moving with the soul of
arrogance. Dierdre saw his eyes when he stalked toward them. They
were the dark amaranthine of the steeped-in-death sa'necari.

Foxwillow charged him, swinging her brand. He
gestured at her dismissively. She let out a shriek of anguish,
dropped the brand and collapsed to the ground, clutching her middle
and sobbing. He spotted the crone among them, and flicked his
fingers at her. The crone's eyes bulged, the breath rattling from
her lungs as she clutched at her chest. She collapsed to stare
unseeing at the night sky.

The rest of the bitches quailed in terror.
Sa'necari were not something they could fight when he could kill
them all with a wave of his hand.

He eyed them, and his gaze settled upon
Dierdre. "Such a pretty one. You'll bring a good price."

The words were scarcely out of his mouth when
he stiffened, his eyes wide with shock. A tremendous bearded axe
flashed in the firelight and the sa'necari's head flew from his
shoulders.

A big red-haired lycan stood there. He wore a
chain mail hauberk over his tunic, the hilts of a pair of
longswords jutting above his shoulders, with knives strapped to his
thighs, and he held a bearded axe in each hand. The light glinted
off the Bane Shepherd runes hanging from his neck. "Stay together.
There's more of them."

Another mon appeared out of the darkness. He
was clearly a feral, despite some differences in his attire. Bare
to the waist, he wore soft doeskin trousers, with bones and beads
woven into long strands of hair at his temples. A totem hung from
his neck alongside the runes of a Bane Shepherd scout.

The Shepherd pointed at the bitches. "Stay
with them, Ten Feathers." Then he turned and walked off.

A cry of feline anguish sounded. Several more
followed it. Then silence fell, broken only by the anguished canine
noises of the wounded ferals.

Dierdre crept close to Ten Feathers. "If our
males could not stop the rakshasha, how can he?"

Ten Feathers eyed her curiously. "You're a
townie."

Dierdre nodded. "Shouldn't you help him?"

"No need. He's the greatest Bane Shepherd of
all time. If anyone can stop them, it's he. He's the son of Todd
Sinclair."

"The legend?"

That made Ten Feathers chuckle. "One day, he
will not be the son of the legend. Todd will be the father of the
legend."

The Bane Shepherd reappeared with
Silverblade, shouldering the feral's weight. "Forgive me for not
arriving sooner. I misjudged it and did not expect them to hit your
camp. I'm Jordan Sinclair. Bane Shepherd of the Northwatch."

"I'm Dierdre Coombs." She remembered her
nudity in a rush and her cheeks burned. Dierdre folded her arms
across her breasts to cover them.

"You're not a feral." He lowered Silverblade
to the ground and gave him a suspicious glance. "Bride stealing?"
Jordan repeated the word in the ferals' language.

Although Silverblade bore a deep cut across
his chest and another across his belly that came close to splitting
the skin and spilling his entrails, he still managed to give Jordan
a dark look. "She's mine."

Dierdre dropped to her knees and pulled him
close. "He's my husband."

Jordan took that in, his face unreadable. "So
be it. We'll discuss it in the morning after your dead have been
burned."

* * *

Jordan Sinclair, Trevor's youngest brother,
studied Silverblade for a long time before he spoke in flawless
comhartaich. "I did not come looking for you, Airgh-lann.
But now that I've found you, I'd like to get the truth out of you
about Skyhorse."

"He's dead." Silverblade eyed Jordan warily.
Pale and weak, Silverblade's eyes remained bright and sharp.

"So I've been told over and over again the
past few weeks. I've considered calling you out over it."

"I didn't kill him, Stormbear."

"I'm told you gave it to him in the back. A
dishonorable kill. I'm within my rights to kill you."

"Who would accuse me of such a thing?"

"His totem hangs from your belt."

Silverblade's hand went to the wealth of
totems hanging from his knife belt and settled upon the winged
horse carved from rowan. Each one was a trophy of the ferals he had
killed in duels. "It was given to me by the one who killed
him."

Dierdre, sitting on the ground beside
Silverblade, straightened with a flash of fear. "Airgh-lann didn't
kill him. TwistedKnife did. I was there. Skyhorse was my
husband."

And it all spilled out of her. TwistedKnife
had stepped aside as if to allow Skyhorse to take her. The moment
that Skyhorse bent to release Dierdre from the tether they had tied
her to, TwistedKnife shoved a spear through his back. When
Foxwillow learned of that, she had summoned her priest gifts and
placed the mark of the coward on TwistedKnife's face. Then
Silverblade had exiled him. Bearing the coward's mark, TwistedKnife
could be slain out of hand by any feral that met him.

"Your gut instinct?" Ten Feathers reminded
Jordan.

The Shepherd nodded. "I knew the coward was
lying, just not about what."

Silverblade glanced from the scout to the
Shepherd. "What will you do?"

"Skyhorse was a Bane Shepherd scout.
Therefore his murder falls under my jurisdiction."

Ten Feathers grinned wickedly. "That means I
can shove a blade into him, Stormbear?"

Jordan eyed Ten Feathers sidewise. "You have
my permission once we find Iceclaw."

A grim smile touched the corners of the feral
scout's lips. "I shall enjoy it."

"Iceclaw?" Silverblade sounded both curious
and concerned now that the tension had broken. "He's missing?"

"When is the last time you saw him?" Jordan
returned his gaze to Silverblade. He had been going from one feral
meeting place to another, cave after cave, camp to camp, with two
sightings of his spiritbrother by their people as his only hope of
finding the mon alive. Sixty lycans, led by Balfour Ducane –
Iceclaw to the ferals – had escaped the Iudris Meadow Massacre
early last summer. Jordan had been going on sheer stubbornness
until a feral elder, Owlwits, confirmed that Ducane had indeed
survived. Yet those myn never reached safety. They were either dead
or trapped somewhere.

"Two moons before I get my wife, I saw him.
Near Misty Glen River, north of Whiteford."

"Damnit. He's going deeper into the area
those Waejontori units are raiding, not further from them."

* * *

Dierdre wore only her loincloth, a triangle
of buckskin attached to a rope around her waist. She had considered
wrapping herself in a blanket, having a clan wolf in their midst
made her conscious again of her unclad state. Then she rejected it,
shouldered the straps of seven waterskins, and trudged to the
stream to refill them. Out of twenty warriors, only seven had
survived the attack, none unscathed. This meant there was even more
work for the bitches to do.

She knelt down by the stream and began
filling the waterskins. She did not hear Jordan's approach until he
spoke. "Did they steal you?"

Dierdre flinched from the compassion in
Jordan's eyes. "Yes."

He curled his finger under her chin and
lifted her head. "How old are you, girl?"

"Thirteen. I'll be fourteen in the spring.
26th of Chrysae."

"I can get you out of here. It will mean
killing a lot of them. But I can get you out."

"No." She tilted her head away from him in a
listless manner. "I don't want to go home."

"Why not?" Jordan persisted.

"I'm pregnant. Silverblade is kind to me.
Home wouldn't be home now. Not after what's happened."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes. Besides, they need me. I'm the only one
who can go into the towns for things. The wounded will need
medicines. I can get them."

"Not without proper clothing. They will judge
you a feral and try to cheat you. Or recognize you as a stolen
bride and try to reclaim you. Neither of which you want …
apparently."

"Then I don't know what to do." Dierdre
ducked her head and pushed another skin into the water.

Jordan nodded. "We're close to Ten Oaks. I'll
get you some clothes, medicine and supplies. Then I'll get your
pack as far as the next meeting place near Longbranch."

Dierdre mustered her courage and met his
gaze. "Would you send word to my mother that I'm alright?"

"Certainly. Who is she and where do I find
her?"

"Richenda Coombs. She's Winston Doherty's
mistress. We were at his country estate at Ellenton when I was …
stolen."

"Doherty?" Jordan lifted a betraying eyebrow.
"I'm astonished this pack was not slaughtered to retrieve you."

The tale of all that had happened since
Winston first took Dierdre's family to live with him came rushing
out of her, mixed liberally with tears, and concluded with the
night Dierdre had been stolen as a wife for Silverblade.

Jordan looked thoughtful, his eyes fixed upon
the water riffling around the rocks. "So Winston is different from
the rest and his family is trying to kill him for it. Can't say
that I understand it. After all, Winston is the heir of the
heir."

"They're saying that he's corsach and
unworthy to inherit."

"Is he?"

"No. He gets hard the moment I take my
clothes off." Dierdre indicated her body and then blushed with
shame at her nakedness.

"When I finish the tasks at hand, I'll look
into this. Understand, Dierdre, it's not my jurisdiction. However,
there are things that I might be able to do. Meanwhile, I will get
word straight to your mother."

"Thank you."


CHAPTER THREE

NOT FAST ENOUGH

 


Word flashed through the mansion concerning
the threat Larena posed to Kynyr as soon as Trevor, Cooley and
Tiderider left the salle on the third floor. The first myn they
encountered ran off to inform others. People began to fall into
step behind them and Trevor soon acquired a posse.

Reaching the door to Kynyr's room on the
second floor, Trevor turned the knob and found it locked. Trevor
rattled the knob and banged on the door. "Open the door, Larena!
Open it now!"

"What's wrong?" Cooley asked.

"She's dropped the bar."

Cooley looked up at Trevor, wide-eyed. "Why
would she do that?"

"She's killing him." Trevor struck the door
with his shoulder. "Get me an axe."

"Please don't kill him, Larena. Please,"
Cooley begged.

"Step aside, Trevor." Tiderider pulled his
fans and snapped them open. He swept the fans across the door. The
wood burst into flame and exploded inward. He snapped his fans
closed, shoving them into his sash.

Larena stood in the bedroom door. She
flinched and a wooden box flew from her trembling fingers. The lid
popped off, spilling a syringe onto the carpet.

Tiderider scooped it up and grimaced.
"Hedysmorte."

Trevor met Larena's eyes and thought she
looked half-mad.

"He's dead. He deserved it." Larena slammed
the door before Trevor could cross the antechamber.

"No." Trevor faltered, remembering how he had
failed to save Kynyr's father. He flinched away from the thought
that he was too late once more. Trevor charged the bedroom door,
pounding on it. "Get it open."

"I–I wasn't fast enough," Cooley said in
small wavering voice as his throat tightened. Hands closed on his
shoulders, moving him out of the way.

Tiderider handed the syringe to Shah who had
entered behind them with a loaded crossbow. The senior Guild
healer, a black-haired mon with cornflower eyes, frowned at the
syringe. "Hedysmorte works fast. Administered this way? In that
amount? He will be dead in minutes without intervention."

A sob catching in his throat, Cooley
fled.

Tiderider blew the bedroom door apart with a
swish of a golden fan, saw Larena straddling the windowsill about
to escape, and lunged across the room. The Fae seized Larena's arm,
jerked her back inside, and threw her into a cabinet. She staggered
up, retreating towards a chifferobe.

Kynyr writhed in the grip of hard
convulsions, struggling to breathe, his chest heaving. His hands
clawed at the bed. His open eyes were glassy and bright. A cyanotic
tinge colored his face and his lips were blue. Small gasping noises
escaped him, interspersed with faint canine whimpering. "Gaahds,
help me."

Calm and professional, Shah laid the crossbow
aside and snapped her case open. She was running on instinct as she
filled a syringe with Amphereon and shoved it into Kynyr's arm,
depressing the plunger slowly. The convulsions abated.

Kynyr gazed at her and then slipped away.

Shah grabbed his wrist and Read him. "No.
This isn't right."

Mary joined her at the bedside. "What?"

"He should not have lost consciousness." Shah
went through her case, trying to think of what to do next.

Larena sidled into a corner, mad with terror
as Trevor advanced upon her. "Don't touch me."

Rage suffused Trevor's face, making his skin
as red as his hair. He had too much of his mother's fire and not
enough of his father's discipline. His big fist shot out and he
stepped in with the blow, striking before he could stop to think,
slamming into Larena's chest with all the strength he possessed and
all the power he could bring to bear.

She hurled across the room. The sound of
shattering bone accompanied the thud of impact as Larena struck the
wall. She flipped sidewise, hitting her head against the sharp edge
of a dresser. Larena left a streak of blood along the dresser as
she slipped to the floor and lay unmoving. Blood erupted from her
mouth and nostrils.

Trevor knelt beside Larena, a stunned look on
his face as he gazed into her unseeing eyes. "I killed her."

Kady stepped into the room, surveying the
havoc with Finn beside her, tight-lipped and grim.

Shah sat on the edge of Kynyr's bed, grasping
his arm, as she Read his bio-alchemy and assessed his physical
state with her arcane senses. "I've done everything I can think of,
but he's just slipping deeper into it, Mary. We're losing him."

Trevor scarcely noticed the people moving
around him. He had never killed a bitch before. Unless they were a
credible threat, like some of the bitches in the battle-clans,
Trevor had been taught not to hurt them. Like his father, he was as
gentle as he was dangerous. A sob came from behind Trevor as he
rose to his feet and turned. Kynyr lay as still as death. Sitting
in a chair beside the bed, Trevor's wife Mary wept.

Trevor moved to Mary's side and put an arm
around her shoulders. He glanced at Shah. "Is he gone?"

Shah shook her head, weary resignation etched
across her features. "Coma. Nothing more can be done for him. I'm
sorry."

Kady fought down a spiral of emotions and
went cold inside. "Finn, hang Larena's body from the scaffolds on
the common. Order a guard out to see that no one removes it until
the carrion birds and rats have picked it clean."

"Kynyr..."

"Finn, I'm ordering you. Hang my murderous
slut of a sister from the scaffold."

Finn hefted Larena's body to his shoulder and
walked out with it.

* * *

Cooley pushed through the crowds of people
gathering in the hallway to learn what had happened. Tears rushed
freely down his face. His nose ran and he wiped at it with the back
of his hand. He fled downstairs and out onto the veranda where he
hunkered down behind the far side of the sofa.

Rory and Hamish sauntered across the yard,
laughing and shoving each other between obscene gestures and a
running commentary on how well Malthus had gotten his cock into
Larena.

Hamish paused on the veranda, pointing at the
sofa, and squatted down to see who was hiding on the other side.
"Cooley?"

The two cubs circled the sofa and settled on
their haunches looking at their friend. Rory gave his brother a
shove and reached out. "Cooley? Why're you crying?"

"Kynyr's dead."

Rory's brow knotted. "He was getting
better…"

"Larena killed him." Cooley let go a long
howl of grief, his features going furry. "Hedysmorte."

Hair erupted over the Scott cubs as they lent
their grieving voices to Cooley's, howling like the Wild
Cousins.

"Shush." Starsilent bent over them. He had
the silver hair and eyes, almost frost child look of a trueblood,
which he was not. Starsilent was a half-blood who had been a member
of Lord Channadar of Hellsguard's band of Thirteen Chosen, a Fae
combat unit that served as bodyguards.

Four years ago, all but four of them died
defending Channadar from a force of vampires that attacked him.
Instead of rebuilding the old unit, Channadar had brought in a new
one comprised entirely of truebloods under the command of
Tiderider. Until now, the three survivors of Tiderider's original
unit had been left at loose ends. StealsThunder, a trueblood of
legendary proportions, brought Starsilent, Juniperarrow and
Da'Shanagara to serve Kady and give their lives meaning again.

The cubs quieted and stared up at Starsilent.
Cooley had not yet decided whether he liked the Fae or not. They
puzzled him mightily.

"Why?" Cooley responded, considering the
intruder with a hurt softness in his voice and expression.

"Because he isn't dead yet. Shah is working
on him. Dry your eyes and go see him – if only to say
farewell."

Cooley cocked his head and stared at
Starsilent for a moment, before rising to his feet.

"What's going on?" Todd Sinclair, Trevor's
father, started up the steps of the veranda.

Starsilent turned. "Larena injected Kynyr
with a fatal dose of hedysmorte. He's gone into a coma. It's no
longer a matter of if, but when."

Cooley looked up at the big lycan. "I caught
Malthus fucking Larena … I was up on Larkspur … had to go around to
the gate. She must have slipped through the hedges … cos she got
back 'fore I did." Cooley stifled a sob. "I wasn't fast
enough."

"You did your best."

* * *

Trevor sat in the antechamber of Kynyr's
rooms, weeping. Lycans were a passionate race, whose public
displays of emotion often made their human counterparts
uncomfortable. He had to grimly resist the urge to throw his head
back in a long forlorn howl of wolven grief. Shah had already
informed him that he would have to go sit in another part of the
house if he would not stop howling.

Sinclair males tended to marry late and the
females tended to marry early. Trevor had set a record in the
family by waiting until he was nearly sixty. Nieces and nephews had
satisfied the need to have young people around.

Kynyr had been everyone's favorite, the only
son of their oldest brother – only son until three months ago when
Kynyr's brother was born the same day that their father, Branduff,
died.

Too much grief in our lives now.
Trevor sucked in a shaking breath and traced the angles of the
ceiling with his eyes. The memory of Branduff's death haunted
Trevor. He had worshipped his half-brother, ten years older than
himself, as a child and admired him as an adult. Trevor had gone to
the schoolhouse where Branduff taught to tell him that Ulicia had
gone into labor. While he was there, a unit of Waejontori cavalry
had ridden into the yard. Branduff had asked Trevor to get the
children out the backdoor to safety while he tried to talk to them.
As Trevor got the last of the children out, he heard his brother
scream and knew they had killed him.

"Kynyr?" Todd settled into a chair. He was a
legend among his people: the greatest armsmaster the lycan clans
had ever known, trained in the Creeyan, Fae, Assassins' Guild and
Sharani forms as well as the lycan arts. Todd had trained his
children and his grandchildren with a mix of discipline and
patience like an iron hand in a velvet glove.

As large as Trevor was, he did not match his
father. The older lycan stood six foot five inches and weighed two
fifty. Despite his one hundred and seventeen years of age, Todd
Sinclair remained mostly muscle and rock hard. His bright red hair,
now streaked with white, was as much a Sinclair trait as was his
size.

Trevor gazed into his father's strong, hearty
face, and struggled for composure. The folded lines running from
the wings of Todd's nostrils to the outer edges of his lips were
deep; the crinkles around his dark blue eyes were crevices in the
stalwart earthiness of his features; his heavy eyelids did not lend
themselves to clear expression of emotion, making any effort to
read his features difficult even for those who knew him well. His
calm, centered mien had always proved impossible for Trevor to
equal. His youngest brother, Jordan – Jordy to the family – came
the closest to it. They knew their father as a mon who did not go
looking for trouble, but once it found him would be utterly
relentless in dealing with it.

Trevor found his voice, but could not school
the desolation from it as he answered his father's question.

"Coma. Hedysmorte. Larena was sleeping with
Malthus. The cub's probably his. She poisoned Kynyr. Possibly on
Malthus' orders."

"She say anything?"

"I killed her. I didn't mean to hit her that
hard. But I couldn't stop myself. I-I came in. Kynyr was convulsing
on the bed. She'd injected him with hedysmorte."

Todd thumbed at the two doorways, blankets
tacked up across them until the doors could be replaced. "You do
that?"

Trevor's lips compressed and he shook his
head wearily at his father. "Tiderider. Larena tried to lock us out
long enough for Kynyr to die."

"Claw disinherited Merissa and her children
in his will." Todd scratched at the back of his head. "Malthus has
a vested interest in seeing Kynyr dead, both because of the bad
blood between them and the fact that Kynyr stands between his
children and the throne. Belgair has made no secret of his desire
to be regent and his hostility toward Brock. I need to think about
this." Todd heaved himself up from the chair. "I'm going to be away
for a few days. If anyone asks, it's business."

"Dad…"

"I don't want to be here when he dies. I'll
lose it and go after them."

Todd rose and left without going in to see
Kynyr. That bothered Trevor, but he understood it. Kynyr had been
the best student Todd had ever had, a natural talent, which had led
Trevor's father to viewing Kynyr as the heir to his martial legacy.
Trevor pressed his fingers into the corners of his eyes as they
began to leak again.

"We all thought Kynyr would equal your legend
one day … and now he never will. Damn them. Damn them all for what
they've done to Kynyr … to us … to our family."

* * *

When Kady had been establishing her household
in the weeks leading up to her marriage to Kynyr, she had hired
Iollen Newell to do odd jobs around the place and assist Henry
Butterum the caretaker. Now Iollen and his child-bride, Aghavie,
lived in the Servants' Wing of the house. The only other
inhabitants of the wing were the three nibari that Kynyr had
purchased for Kady as a wedding present.

The cozy bedroom had a worn dressing table
with a mirror, two aging wardrobes, and a chest-on-chest set of
drawers in the farthest corner. A tapestry had been tacked up
behind the chest-on-chest to hide the door into the hallway. The
door between the wardrobes let into the second room, making it a
suite. The two rooms had originally been adjacent bedrooms in the
servants' quarters of the mansion. Kady had suggested the
alternations when she heard that Iollen Newell intended to offer
bride price for Aghavie Dunne.

Iollen Newell rubbed the stump of his left
shoulder. His fingers itched. It frustrated him because the fingers
were not there any longer. The arm and part of his shoulder were
missing. He had been flogged for attempted kidnapping with intent
to commit rape. The whip the lawgiver used had silver spikes
braided into corded lengths. Iollen developed gangrene as a result
and it had been either die or lose the arm. Kady and her
grandmother-in-law, Cahira Sinclair, removed it.

He sat on the edge of his bed, caressing his
child-wife's pale hair. The cub in her swollen belly was not his.
Twelve-year-old Aghavie had become pregnant as a result of a gang
rape. He had married her to give her child a name and save her from
the shame of unwed motherhood. Iollen had intended it as atonement
for his sins and it had blossomed into love.

She looked at him whey-faced. "I don't feel
well."

Her eyes had an odd brightness. He felt her
forehead. She was very hot.

Fever.

A tremor of fear ran through Iollen. "I'll
find Mary."

When Iollen reached the door to the
antechamber of Kynyr's suite, Iollen stood for a moment shaking his
head at the blankets covering the empty places where the door
should have been. He knew a few bits and pieces about what had
happened a short while ago, but had no idea of the details. It
simply looked as if a war had been fought there.

Then he went inside. Mary and a mon he failed
to recognize sat with Kynyr.

"I hate to bother you, Mary. Aghavie's sick.
She's got a fever."

Mary followed Iollen to his chambers to check
on Aghavie. She sat on the edge of the bed, touched Aghavie's
forehead and then Read her. "Some kind of infection. I'm not
familiar with it. I'll fetch Shah and we'll see what we can
do."

Iollen sat with his wife until she slept and
then he slipped out into the little parlor room. A covered plate
and a carafe of tea in a cozy waited for him in the middle of the
small square table. Kady always had the nibari bring something up
to him when he failed to show for meals. She treated her servants
and hired help like liegemyn.

His thoughts started circling in the quiet as
they always did. He felt unworthy of Aghavie's love, undeserving of
Kady's kindnesses, and ill prepared for the second chance that
Kynyr had given him.

A few months ago, he had still been running
with Cormic Parry's crowd. All of them were dead now. Cormic and
his friends got their jollies from rape. Any bitch caught walking
alone after dark was considered fair game to them. Their first
victim had been Aghavie. Seven of them had dragged her into an
abandoned house as she was walking home from visiting a friend one
night. Iollen, too nervous to get it up, had held her down while
the others fucked her.

Only one of Aghavie's attackers other than
Iollen still lived: Oswyl Beggins. Kynyr Maguire and Padruig
Caimbeul had been thorough in hunting them down. The members of
Kynyr's little band had not pursued Oswyl. It seemed pointless,
because Oswyl had gone mad and fled into the forest in wolf
shape.

The rapes would still be happening, if they
had not made Kady their favorite snatch after her father, Hereward,
withdrew his protection from her. Kady's affair with Cullen
Blackwood had soiled her in Hereward's opinion. Then Kady moved in
with Todd and Cahira Sinclair, Kynyr's grandparents as Cahira's
apprentice. The next time that six of them tried to drag her out of
a tavern where she was sitting having a drink with Todd all hell
broke loose. Kady kicked Cormic to death and Todd killed Keith
Greenlea with a single blow. Two of Claw's guardsmyn, Erskine
Faraday and Robert Morcar, apprehended Iollen and Donald Greenlea
on the spot. The other two fled.

Belgair's favorite chastisemon, Damien
Kildare, administered the flogging to Donald and Iollen. Donald
died. Iollen developed gangrene from his injuries and would have
died also, except that Kady cut his arm off to save him. Taking his
arm had squared matters between Iollen and Kady.

Losing it had been the best thing that ever
happened to Iollen, because it turned him around and made a better
mon of him.

"Please be all right, Aghavie. Next time I go
into Wolffgard, I'll bring you some of that candy you like so
much."


CHAPTER FOUR

HANGING THE WHORE

 


Georgie Rogan, the stablemaster to the
Redhand family, emerged from the stables as Finn rode into the
yard. The gnarled mon had a gaunt face stretched tight across his
bones and an over large nose that resembled a chunk of sandy loam
slapped between his eyes. He started to greet Finn and then fell
silent when he saw the blanket-wrapped form hanging from the
packhorse.

"That's a body." He stated in a flat voice
devoid of reaction.

"Larena."

Georgie flicked back the corner of the
blanket, gazing at the shattered skull, the gray matter pushed
through the cracks in Larena's head, the bloody ruin of her lovely
hair. "Bashed her head in. You do it?"

Finn remembered that rumor that had gone
around that he had fathered her cub. Hereward Wiggins, Larena's
father, had tried to beat his head in over it. "Trevor. We caught
her poisoning Kynyr." His voice tightened, caught between anger and
grief. "She may have killed him."

"Slimy whore." Georgie spat on the corpse.
"How'd you catch her?"

Finn shook his head. "Later. It's a long
story. Just hold my horses while I fetch some people out."

He went inside, through the foyer, and
entered the Great Hall of the Redhand Manor. Two rows of stone
support columns ran along the south and north sides of the room.
Clusters of comfortable chairs, sofas and low tables in
dark-stained wood broke the Great Hall into false alcoves. The
sections of a large trestle table stood stacked along the south
wall to be assembled for rare formal dinners. At the east end stood
the deep hearth and to the left of the hearth were three looms, a
spinning wheel, and several baskets of wool and yarn. Finn's eyes
flicked across the black draped loom where Searlait always sat and
a tremor of sorrow shivered through him.

Fianait Redhand leaned around the edge of her
loom with a pair of blunted scissors in her hand. Finn recalled all
the times that Kynyr and he had speculated over the fact that
Fianait refused to touch anything sharp. Searlait and Aisha had
always cut her meat up for her at meals.

He spied Erskine and Robert sitting with
them, and gestured at Erskine.

The lanky guardsmon pushed from his seat, and
sauntered over to him, eyes narrowing. "What's up?"

"I got a body to hang from the scaffolds.
Kady's orders. Keep it quiet. Gather ten myn and meet me at the
common. Don't tell Malthus or Belgair anything."

Erskine gave a discreet nod and headed
upstairs to the guardsmyns' wing of the manor.

Aisha caught the looks passing between the
two myn and left her loom. "Is something wrong?"

"I'm not at liberty to say."

"Kynyr?" Her voice caught. "Is he dead?"

"Not when I left." Finn retreated, feeling as
if a spectral hand had reached into his chest and squeezed his
heart.

* * *

Finn drew rein in front of the scaffolds and
stared at them, remembering the day that Claw built them. The
scaffolds had originally been four platforms, each of them twenty
feet square, with steps along the sides, and a frame across the top
to hold the hangmon's nooses. It would be five years come spring
that twelve outlaws had been hanged there, four at a time while
their companions were forced to watch it, knowing they were
next.

Greygor Traygarde had led a mixed group of
rogues – lycan, human and rakshasha – that raided merchant caravans
coming up from Chandler's Rock. The town of Chandler's Rock
contributed in a large measure to Claw's wealth, since it made Red
Wolf the only lycan clan with a major trade route running through
it. The outlaws had based themselves east of the Blacktooth Falls
in a warren of coombes among the foothills of the Iradrim
Mountains. Traygarde had spent his youth in Shaurone and fancied
himself a Sharani-style duelist. Kynyr had disobeyed Belgair's
direct orders, ridden into a village that the outlaws controlled,
and called Traygarde out in Sharani terms that Greygor could not
ignore and save face. Kynyr defeated him in single combat, which so
demoralized the outlaws that they were easily defeated by Belgair's
units. Kynyr and Finn had only been sixteen years old, but they had
trained with Todd Sinclair and that made all the difference.

If Finn lost Kynyr, it would mean standing on
his own in a way that he never had before. He had been trailing
after Kynyr, following his lead since the day he learned to walk.
In three days, he would turn twenty-one and he could not get his
mind around what life would be like without Kynyr. He no longer
remembered some of the things that Todd described to him, like when
he and Kynyr were just learning to walk and Kynyr would throw toy
soldiers at him.

The last lawgiver, Padruig Caimbeul, had made
alterations to the scaffolds. Finn studied it, trying not to think
about Kynyr. There were now eight square platforms. The side steps
had been removed from each, and a long sturdy walkway connected
them in the rear broad enough for three guardsmyn to march the
length of it abreast. A log skirt beneath the walkway prevented
anyone from seeing what went on behind it with the only steps up to
the scaffolds at either end of the walkway. T-shaped flogging posts
had been erected on the two central squares.

The doubled number of platforms seemed like
an omen of doom as Finn regarded them.

Caimbeul knew matters would get worse before
they got better.

More memories of Kynyr danced through Finn's
mind.

Kynyr sitting on that rock shelf above the
river, brooding. Finn had never told Kynyr that he had found his
hiding spot. There were many things he wanted to tell Kynyr and now
he might never get to. Confessions of minor transgressions.
How he had actually broken Kynyr's fishing pole after borrowing it
without asking; instead of the fib he told about it.

"I wish we could go fishing again, Kynyr.
Life always seemed so much simpler then."

Finn clenched his eyes shut, muttering to the
corpse. "If you've killed him...." He pounded Larena's dead body
with his fist.

Movement at the edge of his vision brought
Finn back to his senses. A crowd had gathered. He brandished his
fists at them. "Get out of here."

They drew back from him, but made no effort
to leave the common.

The jingling of harnesses turned all their
heads as Erskine rode up at the head of ten myn. They used their
horses to move the crowd back to the edge of the common. Erskine
dismounted.

"You want to tell me what this is about now?"
Erskine flicked the edge of the blanket back. "Larena Wiggins?"

"You know those things they use?" Finn
imitated the motion of pushing the plunger into a syringe. "Larena
used hedysmorte on Kynyr."

"He's dead?" Erskine's voice dropped low,
with an edge in it that Finn had never heard before.

"Coma when I left." Finn's voice was soft,
cracking around the edges with grief. "Probably will be when I get
back."

Erskine blew out a heavy breath, his eyes
narrowing in a mix of wary concern and foreboding. "You've been
gone a lot lately, Finn. So you may not realize this. We're on the
edge of a rebellion in the ranks. The myn are taking sides."

"In what way?" Finn tensed, thinking of the
cub that Kady carried. Every nerve in his body came to attention
and, without realizing it, Finn shifted into a guard stance as if
readying for battle.

"There's two factions and the myn are split.
Half of them, maybe more than half, object to both Kynyr and Brock.
The other half will accept Brock if Kynyr does. Belgair is making
no secret of the fact that he wants to be regent and see Merissa's
sons on the throne. Belgair supports Malthus."

"Who is leading the other faction?"

"I am. If Kynyr dies, I'll see his son on the
throne with a proper regent even if I have to gut Belgair and
Malthus to get it."

Finn met Erskine's eyes, surprised by the
vehemence in the usually easy-going mon's voice. Erskine was a
widower. Ten years ago, he had lost his wife to Black Mountain
Fever, a month after it claimed his father. Dympna had been seven
months pregnant and the cub died with her. So far as Finn could
judge, Erskine had filled the void in his life with Kynyr and Kady
as if they had become his family.

"I'm with you. Now shall we hang this
whore?"

"Aye."

Once they had Larena's body stripped and
hanging by its wrists from the central platform on the scaffolds,
Finn headed back to the Maguire Estate. The ride seemed long and
desolate. He gazed at the stark fingers of trees in their
death-like late autumn slumber, resenting being ordered away from
Kynyr. There had been no one else to ask; no one else at the estate
right then who could slip into the building and ask Erskine for
assistance without raising questions from everyone he passed. Finn
feared to the bottom of his soul that Kynyr would be dead by the
time he returned.

He rode slowly through the main gate that
fronted on East Pendarke Road and along the path to the courtyard.
Fychan appeared and took his reins as he dismounted. Finn felt as
if someone had been piling stones in his belly when he crossed the
columned veranda and entered the house.

StealsThunder sat talking to three Fae – Finn
still did not know all of their names – and she sprang to her feet
when she saw him. The diminutive Fae grabbed him by the arm. "Kady
needs you to write a letter to Darcy."

"What for?"

"Kady needs her help."

* * *

Erskine settled on the top step of the stairs
that faced Main Street. He rubbed the back of his long neck,
pinched the corners of his eyes, and released a weary sigh that had
been gathering in his chest for hours.

His thoughts wandered to his dead wife,
thinking of the ways that Kady reminded him of her. If he and
Dympna had had a daughter, Erskine liked to think she would have
been like Kady. One thought led to another, and eventually he found
himself remembering the night that Kynyr collapsed.

Four of them had gone after Shalto Beggins,
one of the last two members of a juvenile gang, the Lycamornots,
that had murdered the lawgiver Padruig Caimbeul. Kynyr had looked
haggard that night, lines in his face that should not have been
there, and a listless quality to his movements. Erskine had been
tempted to ask, and yet kept silent, deciding that if Kynyr wanted
to talk about what was bothering him, he would. Erskine wished,
now, that he had asked when he first noticed the changes in Kynyr,
wondered if matters would have turned out better if he had.

"You okay, Erskine?" Stocky Robert Morcar sat
down one step lower than Erskine. Morcar was a 'black' lycan, light
olive skin and stiff black hair that he wore short.

He started to answer 'yes' and changed that
to a shake of his head. "Thinking about Kynyr. Belgair.
Malthus."

"We're with you all the way, Erskine."

"I know." Erskine squeezed Robert's forearms
in acknowledgment.

"Always faithful. Remember that."

Always faithful. Kynyr had signed the
notes he left on the bodies of Lycamornots 'always faithful.' The
significance of the words had grown among those loyal to the
bastard heir. We'll always be faithful, Kynyr. Always.

Willy Galloway climbed the steps and stood
looking down at them. The small wiry wolf only managed to seem
taller when everyone else was seated. He had his thumbs in his belt
as he considered them. "I don't know whether to be suspicious or
not, but the timing's nasty."

Robert and Erskine turned wary eyes to
Willy.

"Belgair sent a courier to his father this
morning. They've been exchanging letters for weeks now. You know
who he is, don't you?"

Erskine thought for a moment. Belgair had
always been reluctant to speak of his family. Then it hit him. "The
thane of Heatherford."

"Bloody hell!" Robert snarled. "He's rousing
the thanes."

Belgair's father, Clennan – an embittered
cripple – was the only surviving son of the previous thane. With
the exception of Belgair Doherty, all of Claw's guardsmyn were
commoners. When Claw had dismissed his housecarles, replacing them
with his soldiers, he had wished to be rid of all the old ways that
had failed him during the tragedies of the Lycan Rebellion. Which
was, Erskine reflected, why Belgair would keep his family origins
to himself. Erskine's father had been a wheelwright, Robert's a
tanner, and Willy's was a farmer.

"Belgair may have the thanes, but we have
Todd Sinclair."

Richard Dunwoody joined them on the steps; a
rock-solid guardsmon with a blocky build, sucking on a stick of
horehound candy that bobbed up and down at the corner of his mouth.
"You're talking civil war here."

"I know it." Erskine pinched the corners of
his eyes. "We didn't ask for it. They did. But we either crawl on
our bellies or we stand like fighting dogs and protect what's
ours."

Morcar, ever the quiet pragmatist, scanned
their faces and then lowered his head like a wolf protecting his
throat. "You know, or should, that if we allow the thanes and
Belgair to place Merissa's children on the throne, the first thing
they'll do is execute Kynyr, Kady and their child to remove them as
rival claimants."

Robert Morcar had never shown the slightest
inclination toward history and politics, or any knowledge of it
before; so the assembled myn were as surprised to hear his
observation as they were quick to agree.

"We can't let that happen," said Erskine.

Robert nodded. "My father always said the
reason Claw replaced his housecarles with soldiers from the common
folk was to eliminate the politics, and the chance of something
like this happening."

"If that's what he wanted, then why in the
hell did he keep Belgair?"

"My father says that hiring Belgair was a
bone thrown to Aisha's sister – Belgair's mother."

Erskine blew a harsh breath through his
pursed lips. "Belgair is more loyal to the old ways than he is to
Claw."

"What are we going to do?" Richard pulled the
candy from his mouth, pointing the sharp end at Erskine.

"For now? Just keep an eye on Belgair and
Malthus. See what Todd thinks."

* * *

Darmyk had his own suite of rooms and only
used the general playroom when coerced into it by Malthus' two
nieces, Ros and Lyrri. That night he had gone to bed early rather
than deal with the two terrifying little girls. He kept toys in the
antechamber of his suite and his treehouse. The only children that
he played with willingly were the Scott cubs and Dyna the peddler's
grandchildren.

Malthus had taken note of this. He always
studied his victims' habits as much as he could. The boy had not
yet begun to show signs of Malthus' depredations, but that would
come and myn would notice the child was sick and dying. The
constraints of Malthus' pretense in this place, the requirements of
subtlety had begun to pall. Drowning Searlait had appeased him for
a time, but boredom had set in swiftly afterward. His only gesture
of impatience had been to have Larena inject Kynyr with the
hedysmorte.

Stealing into Darmyk's room late at night,
Malthus found the boy sleeping with that 'uncanny beast' named
Kerry. The cat hissed at him as if sensing his intentions. Malthus
took his tunic off and threw it over the beast. Kerry twisted and
ripped and squirmed and struggled to get at Malthus, which gave the
mon an intense satisfaction at having defeated the beast so easily.
Malthus carried the cat down the hallway and thrust him into a
closet, tunic and all. Then he shut the door and headed for the
kitchen. Removing the beast would not prove difficult.

In the cool room, Malthus found a pan of
table scraps intended for the rest of the felines in the manor. He
filled a bowl with them and carried it to his study, where he
placed them on his desk and sat down. After treating the food with
an appropriate poison, Malthus placed the bowl in the closet with
Kerry. He would return for his tunic in a few hours and toss the
cat's carcass on the midden heap.

Malthus walked back to Darmyk's room feeling
satisfied with himself. He hated that tiger-striped cat with a
passion. He slipped in while the boy slept and locked the door. He
sent Darmyk into a deeper sleep and pushed his nightshirt off him.
Malthus regarded the boy a long time. Darmyk reminded Malthus of
Isranon, and he remembered Isranon's fourteen-year-old body
squirming and struggling beneath him as he raped the youth. He
would have gone back for seconds, except that Prince Mephistis had
violently objected to the rape of his catamite, and Malthus had not
dared to touch Isranon after that.

That was a long time ago, before Malthus had
begun stealing legacies. He suspected that he was now as powerful a
sa'necari as Mephistis had been at his death.

He toyed with the idea a bit more of raping
the son as he had the father, and then discarded it. Maybe after
Claw had died. Malthus drew his hand over Darmyk's body and the boy
shivered in his sleep. One by one, he found the sa'necari linkages
along Darmyk's mage nets, neural centers and shaukra connections.
He charred the boy's ability to heal with blood, and his general
gift for healing his body. Then Malthus drew from his own life
essence to heal over the damage until it looked like very old
scarring. A Reader would be forced to assume that it had happened
at birth.
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