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CHAPTER ONE

THE THANES AND THE BASTARD

 


Lady Kady Maguire, four months pregnant and
swollen enough for six, folded her hands together across her belly.
Her flaxen curls had grown out and hung to her shoulders. She wore
her hair brushed behind her ears and secured in place with elegant
clips. Kady had fallen in love with and married Kynyr Maguire, only
to discover that her dashing guardsmon was actually the bastard
prince and heir to the lycan kingdom of Red Wolf. Treachery had
struck him down, leaving him crippled and ill; however, in her
heart, he would always be her Kynyr, strong and capable.

She regarded him with fond and loving eyes.
"We won."

Kynyr stirred in his wheel-chair. His
chiseled features, which had been so handsome, were gaunt with deep
purple circles beneath his blue eyes, rendered haggard by lines
that aged his face beyond his twenty-one years. "We won a battle.
Not the war."

"We'll win the war too." Her tone of voice
betrayed her: she sounded as if she were trying to convince herself
as well as Kynyr.

"I want to believe that, Kady. I really do.
But it won't be easy." Bitterness edged his words, although he
tried to hide it more and more. Iollen Newell, the one-armed
widower who worked for them as an odd jobber, had slapped him with
a stinging accusation of cowardice, jolting Kynyr into trying to
cope with his situation.

"I'm not saying that it will be."

Belgair Doherty, the Captain of Claw's
Guardsmyn, had thrown in his lot with Kynyr's mortal enemy, Malthus
Estrobian. A bloody purge of the guardsmyn, prelude to a coup, had
left many of Kynyr's friends dead or wounded. The next morning,
Belgair attacked the Maguire Estate. Tobrytan MacFie had marched an
army from Clan MacLachlan across a makeshift bridge during the
night, arriving in time to hand Belgair's forces a devastating
defeat. Belgair himself had perished in the battle, cut down by
Kynyr's legendary grandfather, Todd Sinclair.

"Kynyr Maguire?" A giant of a lycan entered
the room and raked his amber eyes across Kynyr. He stood six eight,
with big, thick bones, black hair and fair skin. His air of casual
arrogance proclaimed his ability to tackle whatever life threw at
him and beat it into submission.

Kynyr stared uneasily. He had never seen
anyone larger than Todd. He let the brake off on his wheel-chair
and rolled forward. "Yes, I'm Kynyr."

A smile blossomed on Kady's face. "Hello,
Stone."

Stoneriver had been born Brock Redhand, the
younger brother of the late chieftain Claw. By rights, Stone should
have been old. The average lycan lifespan was one hundred twenty
with the potential to reach one hundred fifty. He looked barely
thirty, although he was well past one hundred.

"There are no miracles, except those we make
for ourselves," said Stone. "Allow me."

Kynyr could not think of what to say and so
sat motionless, watching Stone roll up his own sleeve. Then he
pushed Kynyr's out of the way and pressed their forearms together,
skin to skin.

The prince could not do magic, but he could
see the patterns of arcane energy – an inheritance from his
grandmother, Cahira. Stone spoke words in a language that Kynyr,
fluent in many tongues, had never heard before. A pattern of
crimson and azure wrapped around their arms. A jolt of energy
rushed through Kynyr, filling him with a sense of well being. His
body tingled from the tips of his toes and fingers to the top of
his head.

"What was that?"

"Shared Life done wrong." A leisurely smile,
laced with cockiness, spread across Stone's face. "I can't say how
much good it will do, but my kinsmon Dynarien says it might
surprise you."

"You're a lifemage?"

"No. I just do tricks. There will be no more
chieftains in Red Wolf, if I have any say in it, and I think I will
have a lot. No, there will be a king."

"Who?"

"Kynyr Maguire."

His name, so simply spoken, stunned Kynyr,
and he repeated an old Creeyan proverb without thinking. "Duty is
where you find it."

Kady moved closer, and laid her hand over
Kynyr's squeezing it.

The edges of Stone's mouth twitched. "After
everything that has happened, I am surprised that you can still say
that."

"What else would I say? I'm Todd Sinclair's
grandson." Kynyr shrugged, grasped his thigh, and shifted the
unresponsive leg into a more comfortable position. Kady immediately
tucked his lap blanket into place again. Kynyr caressed Kady with
his eyes, and then turned back to his uncle. "What did you do to
me? What do you mean by Shared Life done wrong?

"Do you know what Shared Life is?"

"My grandmother's a mage. My father was a
schoolteacher." Kynyr felt suddenly defensive. Too many people had
assumed in the past – including Malthus – that because he had
chosen to become a guardsmon, he was the usual ignorant sod with
more fight than sense. "Josiah Abelard created it to mimic the
gifts of the lifemages, transferring both blood and life
force."

"I see you're an educated mon. Done wrong, it
leaves in the random factor, and what might come of that, no one
can predict."

Kynyr considered the implications. It was a
strange introduction to his infamous uncle; so he decided to let
the matter drop.

* * *

The number of banners flying from the tall
poles in the middle of the commons had grown. As each thane arrived
for the witan, another banner was added to the others. The twenty
thanes of Red Wolf had gathered in the capital of Wolffgard to
confirm or deny the last wishes of their late chieftain, Claw
Redhand.

Thane Clennan Doherty of Heatherford was a
hard mon. The cut of his dark clothing concealed the withered left
leg and arm; while his glove made a black sheathed claw of that
hand. He drew rein on the common and stared first at the long
scaffolds. The icy weather had preserved the bodies of scores upon
scores of myn hanging from them like grotesque fruit.

"What happened here?" he demanded and then
his eyes fell upon a body, set higher and apart from the rest:
Belgair. "They killed my son."

A stout horsemon rode up to him, round as an
apple and ruddy cheeked. "It's been a while, Clennan."

"Vertram." Clennan acknowledged the Thane of
Chandler's Rock. Vertram Devlin was the richest thane in Red Wolf.
Three major trade routes met at Chandler's Rock and, as a result,
his wealth rivaled that of the Redhand family. He was also a
drunken skirt chaser whose present official mistress was Clennan's
eighteen-year-old granddaughter Jocelyn.

"They've split us up, Clennan. Some of us are
staying at the Lawgiver House, others at the Manor, and a
privileged few at the bastard's mansion."

"Which way does the wind blow for you,
Vertram?"

"Same as yours. Hang the bastard."

Clennan raked the thumb of his desiccated
claw across his chin. "Who killed my son?"

"Todd Sinclair. The legend has returned."

"Legends can die, Vertram." His tone made
that statement a promise.

Two horsemyn reined in behind Clennan,
watchful guardians wearing battle-clan fingerbones braided into
their long pale hair. Slender, straw-haired Faerwald Davies and his
brawny towheaded companion, Lairgan Yates, enforced Clennan's
wishes. They were duelists by trade, bodyguards by circumstance,
and – if the rumors that Vertram had heard were true – they dabbled
in assassination at Clennan's orders. The soulless gaze of a true
predator jarred with the easy set of their mouths, as if they found
amusement in everything they saw and did. Faerwald's thin lips
acknowledged Vertram in a manner that sent a shiver up the thane's
spine.

Each of them carried a plain-looking saber
with a solid half basket hilt at their hips and a main gauche on
the opposite side. There was nothing fancy about them; everything
was serviceable and practical as befitted myn who knew their
business.

Clennan's eyes drifted again to his son's
dangling body. No signs of grief showed on the thane's face, nor in
his words. His voice remained hard and steady. "Tell me how my son
died."

"I don't know much of it. Todd put a blade in
his belly. The one you want to speak with is Lennox Strahan.
However, he's gone into hiding."

"Can you arrange a meeting?"

Vertram nodded his answer, unable to think of
what more to say.

* * *

Sorcha's Wing contained the most spacious
suites in the manor; yet it had remained empty and unused since
shortly after the Lycan Rebellion of 997. With all the thanes
present, Stone had ordered those suites opened and cleaned. As the
rooms became ready, Stone allowed those thanes lodged in temporary
quarters at the Lawgiver House to move into the manor for the
duration of their stay. He hoped to swiftly have them all under one
roof where he and his myn could keep an eye on them. Custom limited
each of them to not more than twenty myn-at-arms at a witan. It did
not limit the number of myn in their baggage train, such as
servants and ladies' maids for those who brought their mistresses
and wives.

He made them draw lots to see who got each
suite as they became available; which irritated them. To his second
in command, Lord Reist Devlin Thane-Regent of Gateshead, this
proved awkward when both his father Vertram Devlin and Clennan
Doherty managed to land at the manor ahead of the others. Reist
experienced misgivings toward the entourages of those two, because
some of those 'servants' had the look of housecarles and soldiers.
Despite the customary limit, Reist doubted that either of them held
any qualms about sneaking in more fighting myn than they were
allowed.

The spacious Audience Chamber of Stone's
father, Suleahan Redhand, had been re-opened and now served as a
gathering place for the thanes and others. Claw's Great Hall had
been relegated to a viewing room for the bodies of the three
members of the Redhand family who had died the day of the purge.
Reist drifted through the Great Hall toward the three coffins on
the viewing platform. Normally, those who died in the winter were
not buried until spring. The ground was too hard to dig graves. The
dead were simply laid out on the rooftops and preserved by the snow
that covered them.

However, Stone had given the task of digging
to the gryphons and mages of Lieutenant Jennifer Sherbourne's unit;
the latter to thaw the ground and the former to do the actual
digging. The graves had been dug and then covered with wood panels
to keep the snow out until the day of the funeral. A time had been
set for viewing the dead each day. The citizens of Red Wolf started
lining up outside the manor doors at sunrise for an opportunity to
pay their final respects to the dead chieftain. Claw Redhand had
been well loved by the people, if not always by the thanes.

The center of the Great Hall had been roped
off into viewing lines. Trestle tables and rough wooden chairs that
did not encourage long spells of sitting lined the sides. The looms
and spinning wheels that once sat near the huge hearth had been
placed in storage; and most of the furniture that had filled the
room had been moved to the Audience Chamber.

Tension threaded Reist when he heard
Vertram's voice at the far end of the dimly lighted hall. Desirous
of avoiding his father, he would have turned around and left had he
not heard his wife's voice sharp in reply. He had married his
widowed cousin Regina in a move that had been purely political and
based on atonement. Her husband and his family had been butchered
in the massacre at Gateshead. Thane Cedric Hargrave of Whiteford
had then pressed Reist into marrying her to provide a legal
protector to Regina and her two surviving cubs.

Regina stood facing Vertram, the color
heightening in her cheeks as she spoke. She had put off her black
robes of mourning, which startled Reist, and wore a cobalt blue
dress that accentuated the mounds of her breasts with a delicate
kazamerie shawl thrown over it. She carried the saber that Reist
had given her as a wedding gift at her side, hanging from a tooled
leather belt. It destroyed the illusion of femininity provided by
the dress, but Reist liked it.

"The marriage can be set aside, Regina."
Vertram's eyes drifted from her face to her breasts.

It had been twenty years since Reist had laid
eyes on Vertram. He noticed, with vindictive satisfaction, that his
father had gotten fat. A huge paunch hung over the sword belt worn
low on Vertram's hips to accommodate his girth. There would be no
more of his youthful shenanigans such as disguising himself as a
hunter to stalk a bitch whose father objected to him – with that
girth, Vertram was unmistakable.

"It most certainly cannot." Her eyes flashed.
"Consummation was duly recorded."

Reist sensed, more than saw, the desperation
beneath Regina's words as she floundered in her defense. He decided
to put a show on and swaggered to her side with a naughty boy gleam
in his eyes.

Regina flinched when he put his arm around
her shoulders and kissed her cheek.

"I wondered where you were, Reggie."

Vertram glared at Reist and then exploded,
making him wonder how long that argument had been going on between
his father and his wife. "Don't cross me, Reist."

"Why would I do that, Vertram?" Reist tilted
his head with a devil-may-care smile.

The thane of Chandler's Rock stiffened. "Show
some respect! I'm your father."

Anger wilted Reist's determination to make a
game of it. His jaw clenched. "Only because it was your seed that
quickened my mother's belly. In none of the ways that count are you
my father. Don't expect any familial pleasantries or sense of
obligation from me. I don't owe you any."

"I have other heirs, Reist."

Reist shrugged. "I disowned you twenty years
ago, Vertram. Enjoy your other heirs. They are all you have." He
looped his arm through Regina's. "Come on, Reggie. Jenny has called
a meeting in the Blue Room."

He led her upstairs and when they passed the
Blue Room heading in the direction of Sorcha's Wing, Regina stopped
him and turned to face the door. "Jenny?"

"I lied. I figured that you wanted to get
away from him."

"I did. Thank you."

"Why the dress?"

"For the sake of appearances. I decided I
should look like a new bride rather than a mourning widow." She
lowered her head; an edge of uneasiness lined her mouth. "Jenny
suggested it. We've been going through some chests of clothes we
found stored – with Stone's permission of course."

When Reist and Stone rescued her from the
slavers, Regina had possessed only the torn dress she had been
captured in. Thane Cedric's wife had found a few things that would
fit her before they left Whiteford, but Regina needed a wardrobe
suited to her circumstances.

Reist kissed her hair again, and felt her
flinch. "Reggie, you don't have to be afraid of me. It's only
affection. I won't claim my conjugal rights."

He had mounted her only once, which had been
on the day of the wedding. The Readers had needed to confirm
consummation to prevent the marriage from being set aside by the
greedy thanes with their eyes upon the lands and the titles of her
children.

"Reist, I'm just…"

"Don't worry about it. The bitches have
started gathering in Sorcha's solar to gossip or whatever it is
they do. Why don't you join them? I'll show you the side stairs so
you don't have to cross the roof."

"Bloody thanes … can't go anywhere without
someone to warm their bloody beds."

Reist chuckled. "That's my Reggie. The soul
of propriety and outrage."

* * *

"I don't understand why I have to return the
horses," Darcy grumped, while running a comb through her fox red
hair. Her mutilated left ear showed for an instant before being
covered as she tied her hair into a tail. The lower end of the
earlobe had been bitten off in a tavern brawl when Darcy was
sixteen. She carried a pair of axes in her belt with a cross-hilted
broadsword hanging from her shoulder.

The night of the purge, Darcy had been sent
on a reconnaissance of the manor grounds, and returned with every
single horse she could steal from Claw's barns and stables, forcing
Belgair's troops to fight on foot.

"They're Kynyr's horses now." Finn reached
out and brushed his fingers across his wife's cheek. Cahira
Sinclair had completed the repairs on his right arm and the splints
were gone. It hurt and throbbed if he used it too much; Cahira was
a Mender, not a lifemage. The effort required to fix the extensive
damage to Finn's body left Cahira exhausted; which meant that she
had to take it a bit at a time allowing several days between each
session to recover her strength and energies.

When Belgair Doherty turned traitor and
launched a violent purge of the guards, Finn MacIver had been
captured and tortured. Belgair's chastisemon, Damien Kildare, had
broken his arms and legs, dislocated his hips and shoulders, and
applied both a silver spiked whip and hot irons to him.

"They're his only if the thanes don't decide
to hang him instead." Darcy's lips curled back; she doubled her
fists and punched the wall.

Darcy was a battle-bitch; full of temper and
savagery, except in the bedroom. Battle-bitches were rare, but not
unheard of. Finn adored her, tantrums and all.

He took her hand and kissed her knuckles. "I
think you cracked it."

"My knuckles?"

"The wall." His eyes turned impish and his
smile droll.

Darcy stood and examined the wall, finding
not a mark upon it. "Oh, you wicked runagate, Finn MacIver."

"Afraid I won't be running at any gates
soon." Finn indicated the splints on his legs.

"You know what I meant."

"Aye."

"So I've got you trapped. You're at my
mercy." Darcy leaned in and kissed her husband thoroughly.

"Always was. You just didn't know it."

"Ugly cubs do have more fun." She shoved her
hand under his blankets; receiving a silly grin from Finn when she
found the right spot to fondle.

* * *

The east side of Sorcha's Solar received
sunlight through a long row of windows that alternated in stained
glass and clear. A succession of fine cabinets stood between them.
Sofas and chairs formed false alcoves around low tables and higher
end tables. A fire burned in the hearth on the west side, warming
the room in ways that the sunlight could not on that chilly winter
day. The windowless walls of the west side bristled with fine
portraits of generations of the ruling Redhand family, painted by
artists famous in their day. A sturdy square table, higher than the
others, had place of honor on the west side for playing games.

Merissa Redhand Estrobian sat weeping. The
chamber had not been used since before her birth. The portraits
made her feel as if the long dead had their eyes upon her in
judgment of her sins. The one that bothered her most, however, was
the painting of Tarrant Redhand, the brother she had never known.
He had died before her birth. What troubled her was that the mon in
the picture looked precisely like Kynyr down to the tiniest detail.
The portraits of Tarrant, which now hung throughout the manor, had
been taken down soon after his death because, Merissa had been
told, seeing them had made her mother cry. Claw ordered them
returned to the walls after the details of Kynyr's ancestry came
out.

Seven months pregnant with Malthus' twins,
she felt awkward and uncomfortable at the best of times. Merissa
hated her husband. She could not imagine ever having loved him.
Malthus had murdered her parents, her two aunts, and poisoned her
nephew Kynyr. She wished with all her heart that she could betray
him to her Uncle Brock. However, Malthus was sa'necari, one of the
blood-drinking necromancers at war with her people. His arcane
coercions lay so deeply set in her brain that she could not speak
of what she knew. She had not known that he was sa'necari when she
married him. Like everyone else, Merissa had believed him to be
human. It was too late now and all she could do was mourn.

A witan had not been called since before her
birth, and the number of thanes that Merissa had met over the years
could be counted on one hand. Her mother, Aisha, had tried to
protect her from the backbiting and intrigues of a formal court by
dispensing with them. Merissa found herself unprepared for the
degree of slanderous talk poured into her reluctant ears at every
opportunity by the seven mistresses of the thanes that had
accompanied their lovers to the witan.

They sat gossiping and making catty remarks,
verbally jockeying for dominance. Jocelyn Doherty lorded it over
them in ways that no one could compete with. The eighteen-year-old
mistress of Thane Vertram Devlin possessed a measured sensuality
gilded with a twist of venom, enhanced by the skilled application
of rouge, eye shadow and lip-stain. Although she told everyone how
much in love she was with her wealthy paramour, most believed that
she loved his money more.

Jocelyn patted Merissa's hand. "It's just
baby blues. You should have seen me when I had my second one."

"My father and mother are dead," Merissa
snarled. "It's not baby blues."

Jocelyn shrugged. "My mother died last
summer. I don't miss her. My brother, Winston, was always her
favorite."

"So how many bastards have you given Vertram
so far, Jocelyn?" Lillian Morrissey's salacious smile bloomed. She
belonged to the thane of Castleborough, Banan Garrard.

"Just two. You should see the ruby pendant he
gave me after I birthed the last one. I swear it's as big as my
fist."

"The greatest sign of a thane's favor is a
large belly." Lillian quoted an old proverb, and then added, "And
plenty of jewelry, of course."

Berneen Hamilton, Clennan's sixteen-year-old
mistress, dropped her hand to her belly. The puffiness showed only
when her clothes were off, but loomed conspicuous in her own
mind.

Jocelyn noticed the gesture and sneered at
her. "Oh, has Grandfather finally managed to get you all nice and
full?"

Berneen winced. "Two months ago."

"At least we don't have to worry about him
marrying you or something equally stupid." Jocelyn sniffed. "He
says that, after outliving three wives, he has no interest is doing
so again. No need to dilute our inheritances further."

"He's told me that." Berneen shifted
uneasily, averting her eyes from Jocelyn's condescension.

Emma Smythe kept her head down, focusing on
her embroidery, threading a strand of lavender floss. She seemed to
be no more than fourteen, and yet her belly was so swollen she
looked ready to burst like an overripe melon.

"Such a sorry lot of bloody whores you all
are." Regina Devlin stalked through the room. "You'll take any worn
cock into your hole if it's got a title and money. Then you parade
your swollen bellies around as if they were badges of honor. You
make me sick."

Emma cringed, ducking her head as a sudden
tear trickled down her cheek.

"How dare you!" Jocelyn raised her hand to
slap Regina.

"Touch me and Vertram will have a dead slut
to bury." Regina jerked Jocelyn from the sofa, sending her tumbling
onto the floor, and settled into the vacated seat. She put her arm
around Merissa. "If you need to cry, you need to cry. Don't listen
to them. It looks like the thanes brought their whores, but not
their wives."

Regina's mouth curled around the word 'whore'
and she mouthed it at them several times without quite saying
it.

Merissa laid her head on Regina's comforting
shoulder and wept freely. The rest of the bitches withdrew to the
other side of the room, whispering and throwing baleful looks at
Regina.

"It's always okay to cry, Merissa. I've done
a fair bit of that myself lately."

"Johfrit?"

"And my son Gadhra. They butchered him in
front me." Regina's lips tightened for an instant. "Those who did
it have been sent to hell."

"I'm so sorry about your husband and
son."

Regina hugged her. "Then we'll be sorry
together."

Darmyk Redhand eyed the gathered bitches
distrustfully as he trotted into the room with his cat, Kerry,
clutched to his chest and something wiggling in his other hand. He
headed straight for Merissa. "Mama?"

Jocelyn gave a high-pitched laugh of disdain.
"Speaking of bastards, Merissa. Here's yours. At least mine are not
sa'necari."

Regina bristled. "Just because you're not
happy to see me, Jocelyn, don't take it out on the cub."

Merissa went pale and averted her eyes. They
would never have dared talk to her like that when her father was
alive. Her first love had been sa'necari, the last Dark Brother of
the Light, Isranon who now called himself Dawnreturning. He had
left her to rejoin his prince fighting a war he could not hope to
win. Custom had the force of law, and under a less enlightened
ruler than her father Merissa would have been stoned to death for
bearing the child of a sa'necari.

She clutched her three-year-old son to her.
Darmyk had developed swiftly, in those intermittent rushes to
maturity that came of having a lycan mother. Despite his small
size, he moved and spoke on a par with a seven-year-old human.

"Mama, Kerry caught a rat. I don't want him
to eat it, Mama." Darmyk looked up at his mother solemn eyed and
released the squirming rat on her lap. Darmyk was a wilderkin, with
a talent for talking to the animals. The rat jumped down and made a
beeline for Jocelyn.

The cluster of bitches sprang to their feet
screeching. Lillian snatched up a chair and tried to beat the rat
with it, but the chair was too large and the creature too small. It
leaped onto Jocelyn and swarmed up to her shoulder before springing
onto a cabinet and disappearing.

"Your filthy little blood-drinker is a
beast," snarled Jocelyn.

Darmyk's lips trembled. "I don't want to
drink blood."

"Well, you will and you'll like it once you
get your fangs. Filthy sa'necari bastard." Lillian joined Jocelyn,
glaring at Darmyk. "They should have stoned your mother for bearing
you."

Darmyk burst into sobs.

"Let him alone. He's only a child." Regina
lifted Darmyk onto her hip and held him. "Come on, Merissa. Let's
go sit in the Rose Room. I hear it's a nice place."

Merissa gave Regina a grateful look and rose
to her feet. "My mother always loved it. It was her special
place."

The Rose Room was small – by the standards of
the manor – decorated in deep shades of rose and mauve. Regina
lowered Darmyk to the floor and he scampered to join his mother
sitting on the sofa. She crossed to the south wall and admired the
mural of lycans at a picnic in the middle of a rose garden; the
males in hybrid form and the females in human while true wolves
romped around them. The wall hangings were all of pastoral scenes.
Sofas and chairs formed half circles around three low tables,
upholstered in matching rose brocades. A woven reed basket,
containing knitting, occupied the corner of a sofa.

"Yours?" Regina asked, lifting a square of
pale blue knitting from it.

Merissa shook her head. "My mother's." Fresh
tears leaked from her eyes. "My mother died in this room. Kissie
found her on the floor over there."

Regina followed Merissa's pointing finger to
a sofa with a pale mauve and butter-cream yellow brocade covering
it. "I'm sorry. I didn't know that."

"I don't mind. I like it here." Merissa
rubbed her eyes. "I feel like she's watching me. I loved her. She
was the only person I could always talk to. I dream of her."

"Sometimes those who have passed on
communicate in dreams. What does she say?"

Merissa averted her eyes, her fingers tracing
a pattern on the sofa. There was so much that Aisha said to her in
those dreams. Some of it frightened Merissa, while other things
that Aisha said comforted her. The coercions in her mind were so
strong that Merissa could not speak of her husband in a negative
manner, and so she could not tell Regina that Aisha spoke of a
curse upon Malthus. "She says that the cubs will be born lycan.
That our liege-god, Tala, has promised her a boon. She was a devout
bitch."

"Then let us hope that it is a true
dream."

A tiny knock came at the door.

"I swear," Regina muttered, "if one of those
whores has followed us…"

She stalked to the door, chanting 'whore'
under her breath, and jerked it open.

Emma flinched at Regina's glare and spoke in
a tiny voice with a hopeful smile flickering uncertainly on her
lips. "Can I join you?"

"Come sit with me," said Merissa, extending a
kindly hand toward her.

"Merissa…" Regina cast a dubious glance at
Merissa.

"She never joins the gossiping, Reggie."

Emma sucked in a breath, looking close to
tears as she edged past Regina and joined Merissa on the sofa. She
took her basket of embroidery from her arm and placed it beside
her. "I don't like them."

Regina's ire melted away at the neediness in
Emma's manner. She pulled a chair close and settled into it. "Which
thane do you belong to?"

"Fletcher Matheson, Thane of Ottercreek. I
didn't want him. I was going to marry my Jamie. He was saving up
for the brideprice my Da wanted. Only Fletcher saw me…"

"Damnedable bloody thanes and their
appetites." Regina moved to the sofa and held Emma while the young
bitch sobbed. She wondered how long Emma had been holding it in
before the argument in the solar had brought it all to the surface.
"How old are you, Emma?"

"Just turned fourteen."

Regina burst into a long string of
curses.


CHAPTER TWO

JORDY

 


A nibari work crew, all males, were out
shoveling the snow from the courtyard and paths when Jordan
Sinclair rode through the big iron gates into the Bane Shepherd
compound. Neacal drove the wagon following him. In the back of the
wagon rode eleven myn, some crippled and others too injured to go
ahorse. Balfour Ducane brought up the rear on a fine buckskin
courser, which had been a gift to him from Jordan's niece Russa
Maguire Albryn.

Jordan stood six foot four inches and
weighed two fifty. It took a big horse to carry him. His bright red
hair was as much a Sinclair trait as was his size. Everyone who
knew his father, Todd, remarked on their similarities. He had
intense grey eyes in a strong, hearty face: his father's were blue,
beyond that only age separated their appearance. The folded lines
running from the wings of his nostrils to the outer edges of his
lips were deep; the crinkles around his eyes were crevices in the
stalwart earthiness of his features; his heavy eyelids did not lend
themselves to clear expression of emotion, making any effort to
read his features difficult even for those who knew him well. His
calm, centered mien suggested a mon who did not go looking for
trouble, but once it found him would be utterly relentless in
dealing with it.

Setting aside his shovel, a nibari ran for
the big house at the end of the path, shouting. Myn soon poured
from it. A cheer went up from a mixed group of Bane Shepherds,
myn-at-arms and priests. They slapped Jordan's back, patted and
hugged him in a flurry of canine welcome Then they recognized
Ducane and swarmed him. All had thought him dead, except for Jordan
who had kept searching until he found him.

The myn in the wagon were the survivors of
the Massacre at Iudris Meadow. Sixty of them had managed a fighting
retreat led by Ducane, taking their wounded with them. They made a
determined attempt to reach the town of Three Stones, only to be
cut off and decimated. By the time that Jordan located them, hidden
in a cave in the bank of a river, there were only fourteen of them
left, including Ducane.

The Bane Shepherds were a religious military
order with a secular wing, commanded by a paladin-general, and the
religious wing, comprised of priests and paladins. Command of the
religious wing changed every twenty years, alternating between a
paladin and a priest. At the top of the hierarchy was a priest.
Prelate Father Airleas McBarra had led the Bane Shepherds of the
Northwatch for forty years.

Jordan freed himself from the press and
headed down to the prelate's office where Father Airleas was
waiting for him.

Father Airleas McBarra listened intently to
Jordan's report on what had occurred during the months that he
searched for Ducane.

"I want your word, before we go any further,
that you will not violate the requirement for two weeks of
prayer."

"You know I won't."

"Not necessarily. I think under the
circumstances I would understand if you did not, but I would prefer
that you did."

"What are you getting at, Father?"

"First give me your word."

"You have my word, my oath. Now tell
me."

"It's about your nephew, the young prince."
Father Airleas looked as if the words were hard to speak. "Someone
poisoned him. I'm sorry."

"I'm already aware of it. I respectfully
request permission to leave immediately for Wolffgard." He went
cold inside. Someone was tearing his family apart. When he had
learned of the death of his brother, Branduff, it had torn so huge
and sudden a hole in him that he had lost himself to grief for a
time. He was not a mon to lose his center easily. His father, Todd,
had long ago drilled it into him that hot rage got you killed and
cold rage killed the other mon. "I'll want leave to attend the
funeral."

"Denied. He lingers, Jordan. There is a
small chance that he might live. The Grandmaster has sent his best
physicians and healers to attend him. However, there is still a
great tragedy here, even should he survive. He's lost the use of
his legs."

"Damn," Jordan exhaled the word. Father
Airleas had given him more information than the courier who had
gone to his family home in Longbranch. He recalled the times that
he had sat around the kitchen table debating with his family
whether there might, indeed, be a curse haunting his half-brother,
Branduff, and his nephew, Kynyr. At that moment, he came close to
believing it.

"You'll keep your oath, of course. Spiritual
commitments are as important as those of the flesh. It keeps us
from becoming overwhelmed by the darker side of our work."

"If he dies…"

"I will arrange bereavement leave. I'm not
without a heart, Jordan."

"I never said you were."

"If you should need to talk about it. Or
about anything. I remind you that my door is always open."

Jordan recognized the dismissal. "Thank you,
Father. I will remember it."

* * *

After attending matins at sunrise the next
morning, Jordan returned to his quarters and opened the drawer of
his desk. Except for the two newest letters laying on the top, the
rest were coated in dust. He started opening them and placing them
in order by date. A large number of them were from his dead
brother. Touching those brought fresh tears to his eyes, made his
stomach clench, and put a tightness in his chest and throat. There
was a long one from his son, Quinn, struggling to explain his
sexuality – that he was corsach – and begging his father not to
look down on him for it.

"Ahh, Quinn. I would never hate you for it.
True love is not limited to what is between a dog and bitch. Love
is just love."

So many things had happened and he had
missed them. Carolee, Jordan's oldest daughter, had married. With
Bethany dead and Jordan refusing all contact with his family, Todd
had acted in his stead and given Carolee permission to marry.
Jordan was now a grandfather twice over.

That feels decidedly odd. At least she seems
happy.

Some of it he already knew from being at the
farm two weeks ago. Other matters were new.

One of the two most recent letters was his
mother telling him about Branduff and his nephew Dughan's deaths.
The other was from Kynyr, talking about his marriage to Kady and
how he had a son coming.

By the time that Jordan finished reading the
stack of missives, he felt overwhelmed by it all. He needed fresh
air and wanted to get away from them.

He left his weapons on the rack in his
chambers, changed into the saddle brown tunic that was prescribed
for the period of prayer, and wandered out onto the snow covered
grounds. The gardens were stark and dreary at that time of
year.

Hugh sat upon a bench. His useless legs had
a blanket wrapped around them by whomever had carried him to the
bench. He held a piece of heavy paper in his hand. Seeing Jordan,
Hugh brandished the page at him. "Have a look at this, Jordy!
Father Airleas has promised he's going to get me one."

"Get you what?" Jordan caught the edge of
the paper to stop Hugh from flapping it in his face. Then he had a
good long look at it. The paper was a wood cut print advertising a
chair on wheels. Hugh's legs had been crushed by a tremendous demon
called a bruculaco. The creature had stomped on them after downing
the soldier during the Battle of Iudris Meadow. "Looks marvelous,
Hugh. Who's making them?" Jordan glanced at the bottom of the page
and laughed as he read it. "Raonul Kilcannon and Quinn J. Sinclair.
Well at least I know what my son is doing these days."
Kilcannon? A business partner or a lover, Quinn? Or both. Be
happy. Please, be happy.

* * *

Spencer Doherty kept his head down, moving
quietly through corridors of the manor, pulling a two-wheeled
trolley with three kegs of decent mead. The retinues of those
thanes already lodged in the manor were being housed in the
barracks wing until more chambers could be opened up. A narrow
corridor linked that wing to the central portion of the manor,
which had been the family wing before the re-opening of those on
the east side.

The Doherty spymaster had done everything he
could think of to alter his appearance: a full beard and black dye,
coarse wool tunic and trousers, his usually impeccable style
discarded for an unkempt look. He had deliberately slept in his
clothes for two weeks without bathing and could barely stand the
smell.

He knew the risks, and had to take them.
Spencer was the only one who could identify all of his
grandfather's retainers. Word had reached him through his private
network – as opposed to his family's – that Clennan had dark
intentions toward the bastard prince and meant to stack the deck to
any and all degrees possible. Spencer had asked himself what he
would do if he were Clennan, and now he had to verify his
guesses.

He had argued with Thane Sedley Wescot of
Silvershire the entire journey to Wolffgard: Spencer had not wished
to place himself at risk. All his life, Spencer had avoided overt
action, drifting through family gatherings with a diffident air,
offering advice to his younger cousins that was never taken, never
getting involved in anything. Covertly, it was a different story.
Now Sedley had dragged him into it, dealt the cards and forced his
hand.

If his grandfather discovered what Spencer
was up to, he could count the minutes of his life on one hand. The
Doherty clan's despised intellectual had thrown in his lot with
Kynyr by going to Sedley with everything he knew about his family's
intentions.

"Once upon a time, my family had honor. Now
they have none," he mumbled under his breath, nodding to and
grinning at everyone he passed in an addlepated manner. "Afternoon
yer honors. Afternoon."

Myn forgot him as quick as they noticed him.
That was always the way with servants.

Fifty-four years old, closer to middle age
than to youth, Spencer was the eldest of the male cousins who were
counted as heirs to six of Clennan's seven sons. The seventh,
Spencer's Uncle Belgair, had been unmarried and childless. Todd
Sinclair had done Spencer a favor by killing Belgair. Somewhere out
there, possibly lurking in the manor itself, was Amory Arnsen,
Spencer's lover. Spencer had asked him to kill his uncle, but
Belgair was dead when they arrived. He had known, in his heart and
soul, that eventually his family would force him to kill them for
the sake of his honor and ideals -- the things most precious too
him -- yet Todd had saved Spencer from the guilt of those kills.
For that he was grateful.

A wide corridor on the second floor connected
the barracks wing to the manor proper. The wing had been a late
addition to the building, added by the late Chieftain Claw Redhand
shortly after the tragic end to the Rebellion of 997. There was not
a noble family in Red Wolf who had not lost sons, fathers and
uncles to that conflict – including his own.

Banners had been tacked to the doors of the
large chambers to make finding each retinue easier. Spencer had no
trouble locating the one with his family's coat of arms on it: a
black eagle rampant on a pale blue field. The upper left hand
corner bore a square of claret with a chocolate brown wolf dormant,
indicating they were related to the ruling family through a female
ancestor.

A Thanedom of Silvershire badge had been
sewn to his shoulder. Most, if not all, of his grandfather's people
would recognize him without the disguise. The time had come to see
if they would recognize him with it.

He opened the door and trundled in. The
chamber had been built to house sixty myn, so the housecarles had
been tossed in with the servants. A line of demarcation between the
two groups had been established by hanging shields on the ends of
several beds. Spencer scanned their faces before announcing
himself, and cursed silently: they were all soldiers and
housecarles. His grandfather had cheated.

Clennan's sergeant-at-arms, Wayne Chilcott,
and the Captain of Housecarles, Haeddi Blevens, turned to stare at
Spencer. They both had the Doherty look about them, lean as
whippets.

And so they ought to. They're my father's
bastards.

It was too late to duck back out. If he
tried to run, one of them would put an axe in his back before he
could even get the door open.

Instead, Spencer grinned, asking pleasantly,
"Who's in charge?"

All eyes turned toward him.

Spencer stepped fully into character and
ducked his head as Wayne approached him.

"What d'ya want, Midlander?"

"Season's Greetings from his Lordship Sedley
Wescot. Ever'one's gettin'em."

Wayne's eyes went to the kegs and he
grinned. "The Silvershire bastard is remembering the little
folk."

Haeddi joined them, eying Spencer. "Are all
three of them for us?"

"Aye, sir. They are."

Wayne gestured and several myn unloaded the
cart.

Haeddi kept staring at Spencer, cupped his
chin and lifted his head up. "Where'd you get those eyes?"

Spencer had chill, distant eyes that their
color – a vibrant cornflower blue – could not warm. Doherty eyes.
The same as Haeddi and their father, Ysgonan. Spencer grinned
inanely. "Ma had a Doherty in the bushes."

"Are you claiming to be a Doherty?" Wayne
turned to him with a loud guffaw. "You?"

"Dohertys don't shove their sticks into low
born pigs." Haeddi grabbed Spencer and shoved him stumbling across
the room. "Thinks he's a Doherty."

They bounced Spencer from mon to mon
laughing. The housecarles gleefully hit and kicked him. Spencer
bore it: fighting back would, at the very least, cost him his cover
– and at worst, get him killed.

* * *

Spencer lay in bed at the Lawgiver House,
where the Silvershire myn were currently housed. When his
grandfather's myn had finished with him, they had dumped him and
his trolley in the midden and walked off still laughing. The
Redhand stablemaster had seen it and gotten him back to his
lodgings. Lyncoln Wescot moved him to a private room and sent for a
healer.

He had two cracked ribs, numerous cuts and
bruises, and a mild concussion.

"You look like you dropped a caber on your
foot," said Lyncoln Wescot. He moved a small table up against the
bed, filled a glass with whiskey and pushed it at Spencer.

Groaning, Spencer managed to grasp the
glass, drained it in one go, and held it out for more. "I hope your
myn can all fight."

Amory Arnsen, his intriguingly ugly face
made uglier by simmering rage, sat on the end of the bed. "Whose
idea was it to beat on you?"

"Haeddi."

"He's dead, Spence. He just doesn't know it
yet."

"If you need any help with it?" Lyncoln set
a chair at the opposite side of the table, put two more glasses
down, and poured for Amory first.

The big ex-mercenary shook his head. "I can
handle it."

Lyncoln nodded. "And even if all of the
Southerners are cheating in a similar manner we've still got them
outnumbered."

"What do you know that I don't?" Spencer
pushed himself up more and gave a sharp gasp.

Amory snatched the pillows from the far side
of the bed and shoved them to Spencer's back. "Take it easy."

"I am trying." Spencer's attention returned
to Lyncoln. "Where are you getting your figures?"

"Simple figures. Two plus two equals six
when two's a ram and two's a ewe." Lyncoln grinned broadly. "As of
two hours ago, Selwyn Brawleigh told my dad that the north would go
to Kynyr."

"None of the Southern thanes have brought
their heirs. None of them. Meetings like this, you bring your heirs
and your unmarried daughters. Matches get made between rounds of
politics."

"I hadn't noticed." Lyncoln gazed into his
whiskey. "So you think the south has come to fight?"

"I know they have. If I were Clennan, and I
did not get my way, I'd snatch Merissa and declare one of her cubs
the rightful king."

"Civil war."


CHAPTER THREE

REVELATIONS

 


Todd Sinclair was a legend: the greatest
armsmaster the lycan clans had ever produced, and the last
surviving hero of the Lycan Rebellion of 997. At one hundred and
seventeen, he could feel his years in the aching of his bones on
cold mornings. Age had crept up on him despite the stalwart
resistance Todd had raised against it.

His wife, Cahira, reached for a robe to
clothe her nakedness while he pulled on his trousers. They no
longer made love with the intensity they had in their youth. Age
and seventy years of marriage had turned it into an act of
cherishing rather than passion.

Bare to the waist, massive scars showed on
Todd's chest and mid-section. Few things could scar a lycan, but
Todd had encountered most of them – and lived to speak of it. Deep
folded lines ran from the wings of his nostrils to the outer edges
of his lips; the crinkles around his dark blue eyes were crevices
in the stalwart earthiness of his features. His heavy eyelids had
never lent themselves to clear expression of emotion. Even those
who knew him well sometimes had difficulty reading his face. His
calm, centered mien and steady patience had won Cahira's heart and
drawn her from mourning over the death of her first love, Tarrant
Redhand. Todd never went looking for trouble, but once it found him
was utterly relentless in dealing with it. He was as gentle with
Cahira as he was dangerous to his enemies and those of his
family.

He settled onto a chair beside the stool in
front of her dresser. "Come here. I've mussed your hair."

"You're always mussing my hair." Cahira
smiled indulgently, gathered her hip-length blonde hair over her
shoulder, and joined him at her dresser.

Todd brushed her hair, drawing the brush
down in long strokes. When he finished, he braided it and kissed
her cheek.

Every morning for more than seventy years –
except when Todd was away – he brushed her hair. It had streaks of
grey in it and the color had faded from the glorious cornsilk of
her youth. She was a tiny bitch, barely five feet tall; made all
the more diminutive by the contrast with her husband.

Todd stood six five and weighed over two
hundred and fifty pounds. Most of it was still muscle despite his
advanced age; rock hard and solid, broad through the shoulders and
narrow through the hips. Strands of white streaked his bright red
hair. Great size and red hair were Sinclair traits. All of his sons
and grandsons had inherited it.

He left the chair, drew on a warm woolen
shirt, and buckled on the leather harness that carried his two
basket-hilted claymores at his shoulders. Todd shoved a pair of
viciously curved battle-axes through his belt and strapped two
lycan fighting knives to his thighs.

She watched him with apprehensive eyes. "I'm
afraid, Todd. I haven't been this afraid since the Rebellion."

"Don't be." Todd crossed the room again and
kissed her thoroughly.

"The thanes … and the fighting on the
borders. Thunder told me about the massacre at Gateshead
yesterday."

"Anyone trying to get at Kynyr will have to
go through me first."

"We're getting too old for this, Todd."

"I'll be too old when I'm dead." The weary
tone in Todd's voice, and the haunted calm of the battlefield in
his eyes mitigated the harshness of his answer. "I failed Tarrant.
I'm not failing Kynyr."

He turned away from her and walked out.
Every morning, Todd went to the salle in the Maguire Mansion and
worked through his complicated forms and exercises. Mirrors lined
one wall and woven mats took up a third of the room. Cabinets,
weapon racks and a small square table with four chairs occupied the
rest of the salle. He found Stone waiting for him there. The
Creeyan commander sat at the table near the door with a bottle of
whiskey open and two glasses set out. Lycans had a high tolerance
for liquor and produced very few bona fide alcoholics. Drug addicts
were more common than chronic drunks; yet even they accounted for a
no more than a tiny percentage of the population.

"I'd have come sooner had I known you were
here." Todd seated himself across from Stone, assessing him with
wary eyes. "It's been a long time, Brock."

Stone's usual arrogance faded in discomfort.
Todd had been the only mon to beat him in the days before the
Rebellion; and Stone had given him a grudging respect as a result.
But more to the point, he knew that Todd's legend was well
deserved. "I'd rather you didn't call me that."

Todd shrugged. "Stone then."

"You've gotten old, Todd." Stone drained his
glass and refilled it.

"And you haven't. They're saying you're
yuwenghau." Todd had not credited the rumor that Stone was
yuwenghau – one of those minor divines and demi-gods who roved the
land as divine knights-errant – and occasionally as troublemakers.
Looking at Stone again after ninety-one years had passed, seeing
that he had not aged and, if anything, grown stronger, Todd
rethought his assessment of the rumor.

"I am." Stone lowered his head. "You know
what Suleahan did to me? He chained me up. Put me in a mage-locked
cage, covered it so that I would not know where they were taking me
… and abandoned me in a desolate spot in the Black Mountains. I
pounded on that lock for three days before it finally broke."

"Ayup. I suggested it. Your father wanted to
execute you … asked me to do it. Don't make me regret talking him
out of it."

"I'm your ally, Todd. Not your enemy."

"That remains to be seen." Todd's mouth
tightened.

"I suppose."

"I had no desire to spare you. Tarrant
begged me to … the only time I ever heard him beg ... and it wasn't
for himself … it was for you."

"I didn't know." Stone stared into his glass
for several minutes.

Todd refused to fill the silences with
questions and just watched him.

"I'm not the mon I was, Todd. I've spent
eighty years in the Netherguard atoning for what I did to Fianait
and others."

"Like Clennan Doherty?"

A smile of rue with a trace of satisfaction
touched the edges of Stone's mouth and lit his eyes. "I don't
regret what I did to Clennan. He tried to pull a cuckholder's
strike on me ... to put a sword through me and Fianait as I was
riding her."

"Doesn't surprise me. Clennan always was the
jealous sort ... possessive of things he could not own. After you
left, he used his injuries to play on Fianait's sympathies. When
the healers said there was too much scar tissue for her to catch
one in the belly again; he abandoned the courtship and made a play
for Searlait. She rejected him soundly." Todd paused, sidestepped
the issue of Stone and Fianait having been brother and sister, and
poured a glass of whiskey for himself. "Why have you come
back?"

"People came looking for me when Claw became
ill. I refused to come home until I met Kady. She appealed to my
honor."

"Have you regained your honor?"

"If eighty years of atonement can't give
that to me, then nothing in creation can."

"Perhaps."

Stone's wily arrogance crept back into his
face. "I've met Kynyr … or should I say Tarrant?"

"He looks just like him…" Todd settled back
in his chair, trying not to show that Stone's change of subject had
just hit him where it hurt. He had been Tarrant's guurmondru, a
lycan term that incorporated father, brother, mentor, friend and,
in some cases, protector. Cahira had been secretly betrothed to
Tarrant and pregnant by him at the time of Tarrant's death. Todd
had raised Tarrant's bastard son, Branduff, as his own. "Thinks a
lot like him too. Even Claw noticed. He said it was like having
Tarrant back."

"That's not what I'm talking about. He's
Tarrant."

"It's not possible. Tarrant was rited. His
soul was shattered."

"Kynyr's got only half a soul. I ought to be
able to recognize that better than most. My maternal grandfather is
Hadjys. I lost what little humanity was left in me and ravaged the
villages of the Black Mountains. When Hadjys found me, I was
completely insane. He tossed me into the deepest pit of his ninth
hell. I was the only living mon amongst the tormented souls,
observing their punishments, listening to the tale of their sins
and their regrets. I spent nine years in hell. As my sanity
returned, I was allowed to ascend to the next level, and the next,
until finally I could breathe the sweet air of Daverana once more.
I didn't know about the Rebellion until long after it ended."

"What's that got to do with saying Kynyr is
Tarrant?"

"There's been rumors among my divine kinsmyn
... that one of the Nine crystalled the pieces of Tarrant's
soul."

Todd sprouted hair along his arms and down
the sides of his clean-shaven face. His lips curled back from his
fangs and he snarled. "Give me the truth. I can see the lie in your
eyes, Stone. I know you too well."

"You won't like it, but it won't change the
fact that Kynyr is Tarrant."

"Say it."

"When Carneades Iagaris rited Tarrant, he
bound a soul crystal into his mouth before starting the rite. He
collected all the surviving pieces, intending to place them on a
hellblade."

"Damn."

"I'm not finished. Have you ever wondered
why Dynanna took such an interest in you?"

"She stumbled on me at Kinsdale Wood."
Tarrant had been captured by the Waejontori and their sa'necari
masters at Kinsdale Wood, where Todd had been left for dead by his
fleeing compatriots. Dynanna found him and nursed him back to
health. He felt indebted to her.

"Every bit of good fortune that has followed
you around since that day can be traced to her. Shortly after you
left her care, she chanced upon another of the sa'necari soul
vaults she loves to raid."

"But his soul shattered… The Bloody
Sa'necari doomed Tarrant to wander the world in torment."

"Usually, when someone attempts to bring
back a shattered soul, the infant dies soon after birth, or dies in
the womb. However, Dyna has found ways to achieve such births
successfully – in most cases. The key seems to be bringing them
back into their own lineages or the one they were born into.
Possibly it's because the broken soul has an easier time bonding
with those genetics."

"Assuming that you're right, Stone. Why give
the father's soul to his own son to sire? Especially a son who had
no direct connection to the rest of the family?"

Stone leaned his elbows on the table, his
voice taking on an earnest tone, determined to convince Todd. "At
the time, everyone was saying that Aisha was too old to conceive
another child. No one expected her to produce Merissa two years
later. I'm kweigeyl … by my own choice. Better sterility than risk
siring a monster. Bran was the only option. The pieces of Tarrant's
soul would have kept breaking into smaller and smaller fragments
over time until they were an insubstantial dust of memories
scattered through the void. So Dyna must have been desperate to
bring him back while she could still count on a high probability of
success."

"But why bring him back at all?" Todd
persisted in his disbelief.

"That's simple. Because you loved him, Dyna
gave you a second chance to be there for him."

The hybrid state faded from Todd as he
listened. "Gods, I want to believe you."

"Tell me, did Branduff meet a little old
peddler? Did she give him something that looks like this?" Stone
reached into his pocket and brought out a flat clear stone with
crimson threads in its depths. It hung from a white gold chain.

Todd straightened and stared. "In Creeya. He
helped this crone whose wagon wheel had gotten caught in a pothole.
She asked him what his heart's desire was and he told her he wanted
a son. He already had three daughters. She gave him one of those
things. Called it a good luck charm. She told him to wear it when
he made love to Ulicia and that it would get him a son. The family
teased him incessantly over it. What is it?"

"Soul crystal. Only three groups use them.
The sa'necari, the taladrim and the Guild. This one is empty."

"Kynyr…"

"Is Tarrant. Tell me. Has she given him a
sword?"

"Yes. Ladyfaith."

Stone's mouth twisted with rue and he
chuckled. "Appropriate. Ladyfaith is the sister blade to
Spiritdancer. He'll need it to get the rest of his soul back."

Todd looked thunderstruck as it all sank in,
and the hope of his own personal redemption kindled in his heart.
"The first word he learned to say was my name. The moment that
Ulicia would set him on the floor as an infant, Kynyr would make a
beeline for me, saying my name. My name. I never understood why he
did not say ma or da first." Todd's eyes searched the ceiling,
putting more pieces together. "He told me that Brigit's ghost has
appeared to him several times. He thought she must have confused
him with Tarrant because she called him her prince."

"Dynanna is fond of bringing back powerful
myn who have no love for the sa'necari."

"She's done this before?"

"Many times. Eldarion Havenrain is back. So
is Josiah Abelard. She has brought him back twice now."

"Abelard is back? I thought it had to be
from his own direct lineage in accordance with the curse."

"The owner of a mage shop traded Josiah
something he wanted in exchange for several well-filled seed
crystals. She used one to bring him back as her son. The others
were sold along with certificates of paternity."

Joy faded from Todd's eyes. "Ladyfaith is no
good to Kynyr. You've seen how crippled he is."

"Miracles have been known to happen."

"What did you do to Kynyr?" Todd eyed Stone
closely, trying to perceive whether there had been harm or aid
behind his statement.

"How much lore do you have?"

"My wife is a mage."

Mages were rare among the lycans. When they
did produce a mage, they were rarely above first level, able to do
only small magics. Pandeena and Kady were among the rarest of the
rare; the former a battlemage and the latter a
pan-elementalist.

"Shared Life … done wrong."

"Who was the donor?"

"Myself."

Dread mingled with hope in Todd's heart.
"What if you've made him a monster? Have you considered that?"

"I think it's worth the risk, Todd. Most of
the changes will not be clear until his soul is healed. You do want
to see him walk again, don't you?"

"It depends upon what the price is, Stone.
Some prices aren't worth paying."

* * *

Cooley Blackwood headed for Darmyk's
treehouse at his first opportunity since returning to Wolffgard. He
had a present for the boy, which Jennifer Sherbourne, Stone's
Master of Mages, had made at Cooley's request. The eleven-year-old
cub looked closer to nine because of his small stature, but he
carried himself as confidently as an adult. His long, white at the
edge of blond, hair hung in a tail down his back. The only thing
that he had inherited from his Waejontori mother was his velvet
brown eyes. He wore a pair of lycan knives strapped to his thighs
and he knew how to use them well, having killed three myn in the
last six months; one of them to save Rory, and later two thieves
that had tried to rob him on the road to Three Stones. His late
father, a military courier, had taught Cooley to fight with a knife
from the moment he could hold one steady in his hand.

Ten-year-old Rory Scott trailed after him,
looking like a scamp despite the shoes and new clothes that Cahira
Sinclair had bought him. He had a snub nose, a sprinkling of
freckles, reddish brown hair that never stayed combed for long, and
azure eyes that glinted with mischief. The citizens of Wolffgard
considered him the town sneak because he always knew what was going
on and showed up in unlikely places.

"You sure we ought to go there? Malthus
threatened to tan our arses if we stepped onto the grounds
again."

"He's got no more rights than a rolled
john," Cooley scoffed. He had been reared in a brothel, where his
mother Silkie was the madam, until he was ten. Last summer he had
been sent to live with Kynyr Maguire following the murder of his
father, Cullen Blackwood, in hopes of being safe there. He had
become Todd Sinclair's youngest student.

"You're not afraid of him, Cooley?" Hamish
trailed them. Rory's brother would not turn nine until spring. He
had the same scruffy hair as Rory, but his eyes were more green
than azure.

The Scott cubs hesitated at the edge of the
property, eying the guards on duty. One of them was the hulking
Gorgarty Burr. No one liked Gorgarty, and more than a few were
afraid of the big guardsmon who was too quick with his fists and
not overly bright.

Cooley strode into the yard as if he owned
the place. Rory and Hamish exchanged uneasy glances. Then Hamish
shrugged and trotted to overtake Cooley.

Gorgarty let out a loud guffaw when he saw
them and stepped in front of Cooley. "Well, if it ain't the slut's
son. Your ma let you watch it?"

Cooley gave the big guardsmon a tight-lipped
look filled with cocksure attitude. "You'd stick it inna mud hole
if you thought it'd suck."

"Why you little…"

Gorgarty made a grab at Cooley. The cub
ducked and sidled out of reach.

"Touch the young master and I will kill
you." Iswara appeared out of the trees, his hand resting upon his
tulwar. He carried a wicked kandjarli dagger with a thrice-curved
blade thrust through his sash, and wore a heavy coat that flared at
the waist with long slits front and back for riding. His brown
matte skin and luminous black eyes in a face suggestive of his
feline nature set him apart from the lycans as much as his outland
clothing.

Cooley snickered. He had known from the
first that Iswara was shadowing him. Over the weeks of their
journey in search of a lawgiver for Wolffgard, the cub had
developed an instinct for knowing when Iswara was about.

Gorgarty straightened and glared at the
newcomer. "He's just a smart arsed son of a slut."

"Another word and I will open your gullet to
see what spills out." Iswara drew his blade. "You are insulting
Prince Cooley Blackwood."

"That cub ain't a prince."

"His highness is the grandson of the late
Prince Shintar of Waejontor. I am his bodyguard."

Gorgarty glanced around at his companions
for support, but the guardsmyn moved away from him. He sucked in a
breath and backed down; discretion proving stronger than stupidity
at that moment. "If you say so."

Cooley strutted to the treehouse with his
growing entourage and climbed the rope ladder without a backward
glance.

Rory gave Cooley a skeptical going over with
his eyes. "Your ma was a princess?"

"Yes, she was." Bodi poked his head out of
the door of the treehouse and slapped his book. "It says so right
here."

As Rory climbed the rope ladder that led
into the first floor of the huge treehouse, he caught sight of Ros
and Lyrri, Malthus Estrobian's nieces. "There's the trouble
makers!" He stuck his tongue out and made a rude noise at them.

Hamish sat down on the edge of the flat
skirting and swung his feet back and forth. Lyrri had blacked his
eye weeks ago in a fistfight in the cemetery. "Cooley's a prince
and you're not good enough to play with us now."

The two girls were stronger than they looked
and twice as mean. They all knew that Darmyk was afraid of them
with good reason, and had begun to snub the girls.

The entire gang was in the treehouse to
Cooley's delight: Sugar Maple, with her dreamy eyes and long
marmalade hair; Pieface, the carrot top with a pair of pie pans
hanging from his belt; Bodi sitting curled up in a chair with his
book open on his lap; Drak with his pale skin and inky black hair
and a cummerbund around his waist; Frankie, who never seemed quite
human; Lilac with her auburn hair and pouches of pennies; and
Grymmy with his miniature scythe; as well as Darmyk.

Sugar Maple tilted her head and smiled at
Cooley, patting the spot on the floor beside her. She spooked
Cooley at times, never seeming entirely present in her mind, as if
her thoughts were drifting across worlds unseen. "We are speaking
of tacks and chairs. I hear you are a warrior now."

Cooley put his hands on his blades and
swaggered as he joined her, feeling a swell of pride at his
adventures. "Military courier's gotta know how to fight. And I do.
So if anybody bothers you, Sugar, you just tell me."

She laughed softly and clapped her hands.
"My champion."

Cooley settled closer to her and she kissed
him on the cheek, sending a bright blush across his face.

Pieface patted his two silver pie pans
hanging on his belt. "I'm a paladin. Yes I am, and Talons gave me a
big smackaroni right there!"

He patted his cheek.

Lilac leaned forward, a strand of auburn
hair slipping across her round face. "Hush, that's a secret,
Pieface."

"Nah, Cooley's okay. We can tell him."

"What about them?" She pointed at Rory and
Hamish.

"I can keep a secret." Rory scratched at his
nose. "I'm better'n Cooley at keeping secrets."

Sugar Maple's vision seemed to turn inward,
her eyes went distant, and then she shook her marmalade hair back.
"We can tell them."

"Who gets to do the tattling … err telling?"
Bodi leaped off the bed where he had been sitting with Darmyk and
paraded in small circles. "Me? I can tell it good."

"No." Sugar Maple gestured. A tree branch
snaked into the treehouse through the door. It picked Bodi up and
put him back on the bed.

Cooley blinked and the Scott cubs stared.
"Muh–magic."

Sugar Maple gave a slow nod. "We're all
magic, Cooley. Except for you, Rory and Hamish."

"Does your grandma know?" Rory asked,
recovering.

The children laughed.

"Yes, she knows." Sugar Maple gestured again
and the tree branch withdrew from the room. "That is why she
brought us. We are the paladins of Dynanna."

Cooley put his back against the wall with a
whistle of surprise. He knew the old saying well, and could not
help muttering it. "The trouble the Trickster can get people into
and out of is both legion and legend."

Frankie extended his hand and, as the
glamour dropped, Cooley nearly choked in startlement: Frankie was
made of living stone.

Rory then let out a shriek as Grymmy's hood
slipped back, revealing a pale, gaunt, almost skeletal face and
skin the color of a dead fish's underbelly. "Holy…"

"Don't be afraid." Sugar Maple laughed.
"We're here to help."

* * *

Eight-year-old Ros Estrobian watched the
children with a petulant expression. No one ever came to play with
her and Lyrri. They all came to play with the nasty boy that had
crawled out of a lycan's belly. She could smell death on Darmyk
every time she passed him. Her Uncle Malthus had told her he
intended to kill the boy once Claw was dead. She felt cheated and
deprived, having wanted to kill Darmyk herself.

Ros was a prodigy, born with the fangs,
appetites and powers that normally only came to the sa'necari-born
at puberty. She was forever licking at her fangs when no one would
see her, testing to see if they had gotten any larger. Ros closed
her mouth tightly and allowed her needle-like fangs to descend from
their sheaths in her gums and ran her tongue over them, unable to
detect any changes at all.

They slipped back into the manor through a
servants' door. The place was crowded with new faces and the livery
of many different households. Ros heard Stone's voice and
stiffened, pausing in place like a frightened animal, alert to
trouble. As he drew closer, Ros grabbed her sister and pulled her
into a large closet filled with linens and blankets.

The two little girls were conspicuous among
the children at the manor. Their silken black hair and coppery skin
set them apart from the fair-skinned, light-haired lycans.

"What is it?" Lyrri grumped. "Why are we
hiding now?"

Since the Creeyans arrived, it seemed as if
all they did was sneak about and hide.

Ros opened the door a crack and peered
through it. "The monster is coming."

"Which monster?" Lyrri crouched and peered
through with her head below her sister's.

"The Stone monster."

Reist and Regina walked beside Stone
talking. He seemed like a giant to the two little girls – a big
ugly giant from one of the cautionary tales their Uncle Malthus was
always telling them.

Stone kneaded his neck. "Everything's a
mess. Merissa's too ill to run the household. The nibari are
managing, but they need more direction."

"What have you got in mind?" Regina asked
him.

"I want you to do it, Reggie."

"Me?" Regina scoffed. "You'd be inundated
with complaints in no time."

"That's because you won't take any guff from
the thanes and their entourages," Reist said in a droll tone. "You
could handle it, Reggie."

She glanced from one to the other. "I think
you've been discussing this already."

Stone gave her a smile of swaggering cheek.
"I want you to take them in hand. Especially Malthus' nieces.
They're always darting here and there as sneaky as thieves. Darmyk
seems to be afraid of them."

Ros waited until they had passed before
snarling softly. "Take us in hand? Sneaky as thieves are we?"

"You think he wants to eat us?" Lyrri's eyes
saucered in alarm. She remembered what their Uncle Malthus had told
them about the lycans not only killing their father, but eating him
as well. "Maybe we should stay in the playroom. Or in our
rooms."

"We'll do what we want to do."

Loitering in the hallway, Faerwald watched
the girls emerge from the closet. He stopped talking to Lairgan and
moved toward them, noticing the way that Ros limped. "Another
bloody cripple. Seems there's a lot of them."

Ros flinched at the disgust in his voice.
"Filthy lycan."

"You're the sa'necari pair, aren't you?"

Ros drew herself up into a stance of
childishly exaggerated defiance. "Yes."

"Come here."

Ros backed away from him, keeping Lyrri
behind her. "Don't touch me."

"I said, come here. I want to have a look at
you."

Ros retreated and Faerwald followed. Unable
to run with the damaged leg, she headed down the hall, slinging it
from the hip to move faster and glancing over her shoulder at the
lycan who seemed more menacing by the moment. Ros held onto the
shoulder of Lyrri's dress, pulling her along. She glanced back
again and stumbled, pulling both of them to the floor. Faerwald
loomed above them, scanning her critically.

"The only thing I've ever done with a
sa'necari was slip them the blade. But then those were adults."

He reached out and grasped Ros' arm, lifting
her up. She spied her uncle stepping out of a room two doors from
them and let out a yelp. "You're hurting me."

"Let go of my niece!" Malthus lunged for
him, and clamped down on Faerwald's hand with a twist to free Ros.
She dropped to the ground and cowered.

Faerwald responded with a counter grab,
yanking Malthus close. A dagger appeared in his hand and he pricked
Malthus under the chin with it. "Don't cross me. I wasn't going to
hurt her … just curious."

"Who the hell are you?"

"Faerwald Davies. Captain of Lord Clennan
Doherty's bodyguards."

* * *

Kissie had come into season two weeks ago,
and Aisha had ordered her bred to the new stud, Klaudi. He had been
kind and gentle in his mountings, yet Kissie had been glad to see
it over and done with once she caught.

Nibari had ninety-day fertility cycles with
only a week of opportunity for breeding each time. They caught
easily, which made up for narrowness of their infrequent cycles.
The sa'necari owners tended to breed them frequently; the lycans
were more considerate. It had been six years since Kissie was last
bred, and the pregnancy was reassuring to her in the disturbing
times she found herself in. Her last offspring had been sold to a
midland thane three years past, but as with all griefs of the
nibari, it had vanished from her thoughts within a few months.

If the thanes elected to give the realm to
Merissa, then Malthus would have ownership of her as Merissa's
husband. She disliked Malthus. He seemed so harsh and cruel. On the
other hand, if Kynyr became chieftain, then she could trust him to
treat her kindly.

She gathered her cleaning tools onto a
wheeled cart and pushed it down to the suite that Claw and Aisha
had occupied. Kissie had put off cleaning it after their deaths,
because it made her cry at the thought that they were both
dead.

Stone glanced at her as she came in. He
stood at Aisha's dresser, trailing his forefinger through a thick
spill of fragrant dusting powder on the surface. "Are you the one
who usually cleans this room, Kissie?"

"Yes, Master Stone."

He jabbed his finger into the spill. "Was
Aisha always this messy?"

Kissie dipped her finger into it and sniffed
the powder. "This is Mistress Aisha's favorite. The Creeyan Rose.
She would never have spilled it like this and left it."

"Could it have been spilled when my brother
was murdered?"

Kissie flinched, lowering her eyes. "Master
Claw died of a heart attack."

"Master Claw was murdered. I just haven't
figured out how yet."

"You're frightening me."

Stone gave her head a comforting stroke,
feeling the tension melt away from her. "Do not clean this suite
until I have more time to investigate it. Sit down over there,
Kissie." He pointed at an overstuffed chair flanking a small wooden
table.

He gave her a glance that, while not unkind,
still made her want to cower. Kissie left her cleaning cart by the
door and sank into the chair with her hands folded in her lap.

"I want to ask you a few questions."

"Yes, Master Stone."

"Just Stone, Kissie. We're going to be
friends."

"Yessir."

Stone settled into a chair opposite her.
"Tell me, when did you notice the first signs that my brother did
not feel well?"

Kissie prided herself on having a good
memory, which was why Aisha had made her head nibari. "The day of
the wedding. He kept kneading his chest and arm. He asked me to
send for Baroucha."

"So the problems might have started before
Malthus began living here. Did Malthus give him presents?"

"Yessir. Wine and liquor mostly. The first
gifts came while Master Malthus was courting Mistress Merissa."

"Anything else?"

"Tobacco. That was a father gift on the
wedding day."

It was traditional for the groom to give the
parents of his new bride gifts on the wedding day. Brideprice was a
recent addition to an old custom. Stone wondered what Malthus had
given Aisha, and if it might have contributed to her death as
well.

"I want you to gather everything that
Malthus gave him … everything that you can find … and I want this
suite kept locked."

"Yessir."

"Then I want you to tell Ossian everything
you can remember about Malthus."

"The new lawgiver?"

"Yes."

"I will do that."

Stone dismissed her with a wave of his hand
and moved to the stool before Aisha's dressing table. The delicate
stool creaked ominously beneath his weight. He sprang up and gazed
at it, a touch of rue curving the left corner of his mouth. Then
Stone set it aside and replaced it with the stoutest chair in the
antechamber.

He had concentrated his search upon places
which he believed most likely to hold the information he had been
looking for: his brother's desks and drawers. Stone now realized
that Aisha's things might also hold clues. He ran his finger
through the powder again and rubbed it off.

Stone opened the middle drawer and brought
forth a handful of papers. He pulled the drawer completely out,
laid it in his lap, and felt around in the back of the shelf it
came from. His questing fingers tapped the hard cover of a book and
he drew that out. Bitches were more likely to keep a diary than a
dog wolf. Stone opened the diary and flipped to the last pages to
check Aisha's final entries. A piece of paper fluttered out and
drifted to the floor.

He scooped it up and read it.

It was a note from Kady to Aisha.

Aisha,

I keep getting distracted; I suppose it's
the pregnancy, and I felt you needed to read this. Apparently
someone who knew the exact words of it at the time wrote it
down.

 


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.

 


It does not look like a curse to me, Aisha.
It looks like a prophecy.

 


Yours,

Kady Maguire.

 


Stone's eyes narrowed as he read.

"I'm the only one left ... and I renounced
my name. Merissa is an Estrobian by marriage. Fireborn Law?
Caimbeul? There's two princes of shadows, Kynyr and Cooley. But it
has to be Kynyr. Doesn't it?"


CHAPTER FOUR

VAMPIRES AT THE GATES

 


Lord Hoon had promised his myn and himself
that they would winter in Red Wolf. He had forced them through the
snowy passes of the Eiralyskali Mountains with threats and
exhortations, punishments and promises. The town of Anglecyn had
fallen in less than a day of fighting, and the Waejontori Army took
possession of it as their wintering ground.

He had made the manor his headquarters. The
law in Anglecyn was now his law: the law of conquest. The family of
Thane Selwyn Brawleigh had been captured, but the thane himself was
missing.

Zinzi sat with her feet propped on the table
and a goblet of red wine in her hand. She divided her attention
between the young lycan on his knees by the hearth and Sergei
Wraithsbane. Zinzi despised Sergei and distrusted him with good
reason. Sergei was not only a Lemyari vampire, but a battlemage of
considerable ability, as well as a murderous pedophile who left a
wake of dead girls behind him everywhere he went.

The spellcorded lycan had his wrists bound
behind him, his ankles and knees roped together. His head had been
tied to a small frame that kept him on his knees with his throat
temptingly exposed. Lacerations from the whip and other implements
of torture marred his back and chest. Lord Hoon's favorite torturer
had left his face alone at Zinzi's request. She liked his face, and
had asked Hoon to give him to her, but he had denied her
request.

Sergei, a courier for Lord Hoon, was a
short, ill-favored looking mon with four rows of heavy frown lines
etched into his forehead. His brow ridge jutted over his small,
deep-set eyes and a thick nose, humped and hooked above his thin
sneering lips.

"I suspect he's mine," Sergei said
smugly.

Zinzi drained her goblet, sat it on the
table, and threw an obscene gesture at Sergei. Sometimes she
handled being around him well and other times she simply wanted to
get away from him as swiftly as possible. "You lied about it being
your blood that night."

Sergei gave a snort of laughter. "Since I've
become bored with you … yes. I lied. I killed you. I didn't turn
you. I don't make little girls, I eat them."

"Then whose blood was it?"

"Mine." Lord Hoon swept into the room. "Had
you ever asked, I would have told you. It was my blood in a glass
of wine that turned you."

Not even the scowl that he threw Sergei
could rob Hoon's elegant face of its innate sensuality.

"I have tasks for each of you. Tell me,
Sergei, do you still take messages to Malthus when you make your
regular circuits?"

"Yes, but I haven't had any for him in
months."

Zinzi tossed a glance of languid contempt at
Sergei. "Not since he nearly killed Malthus' seven-year-old niece.
I think Sergei's afraid of Malthus."

Hoon quirked an eyebrow. "Why was I not told
of this?"

"I promised Malthus I would tell you.
However, I seem to have forgotten to."

Sergei shifted in his chair to look more
fully at her. "Ros lives?"

"All you managed to do was damage her leg. I
suspect that's because you had to spread them so far open to get
your damned piece into her."

"Enough, Zinzi!" Hoon snapped his fingers at
her. "Sergei, Malthus betrayed me. He sent me the wrong child in
place of Darmyk. Next time you have messages for him; issue a small
vengeance for me. I will see you well rewarded. Now, you are
dismissed. You will find the larder well stocked. You may have
three tidbits, but no more."

"Are there any special ones?"

"Yes. Thane Selwyn Brawleigh's six-year-old
daughter."

The bound lycan issued a string of curses
followed by pleading when he heard that. "Not Shelley. Please not
Shelley."

Hoon gestured for Sergei to wait and
strolled over to the lycan. "I am a mon of my word. Tell me where
your father is, and I will see that your sister remains safe."

Lord Hoon's honor was as famed as his
savagery. When he gave his word he kept it; however, he was not
above twisting it if he had left himself some wiggle room in the
phrasing. A thin smile lit Hoon's face as he gazed expectantly at
Thane Selwyn's sixteen-year-old heir, Ocvran.

"Wolffgard. The thanes are holding a witan.
Claw is dead and the succession is in doubt. A priest, who Jumps,
fetched him four days ago."

Hoon laughed softly. He had known the
directions that Zinzi and Sergei's conversations usually went, and
had counted on it to influence Selwyn's heir in ways that direct
threats and torture had not. "I guess he is yours after all, Zinzi.
But first fetch Shelley from the larder so she can keep her brother
company."

* * *

Shelley, a delicate little bitch, sloe-eyed
and blonde, hugged Gilzean. The two cubs sat wailing on the sofa in
Zinzi's bedchamber, filling her ears with their unwelcome noises.
Zinzi had once more been relegated to the role of cub sitter until
Sergei left the area. She resented being stuck with them. Children
got on her nerves and hampered her distinctive wonts.

Malthus had sent Gilzean to Hoon, with the
cub's mind altered into believing that he was Darmyk. Hoon sensed
the lie, broke Malthus' coercions in Gilzean's mind, and discovered
that Malthus had double-crossed him for reasons that Hoon had yet
to be certain of. He now intended to punish Malthus for it. Zinzi
wanted to get on with the punishing and be quit of the cubs.

Ocvran, Shelley's brother, lay nude in the
middle of Zinzi's bed. She straddled him, her fangs deep in his
throat, feeding noisily. He trembled and spasmed beneath her,
whimpering. Shelley gave another piercing shriek, which ruined
Zinzi's mood further.

"That's enough!" The Waejontori Princess
Silkanna Mircala de Waejonan swept into the room, her dark eyes
flashing with righteous fury. "I won't have you doing it in front
of the cubs."

Zinzi withdrew from Ocvran and glared at
her. Blood flowed freely from the wound in his neck. When Zinzi
first encountered her, she had liked Silkie. Lord Hoon had sent
Zinzi to investigate rumors of a newborn Lemyari vampire in the
Sharani occupied sections of Southern Waejontor. She returned with
Silkie, who had first appeared to be a confused eighteen-year-old
newborn. Zinzi learned later that Silkie had been in her
mid-forties when she drank a vial of Hoon's blood laced with spells
to restore her youth. Silkie had been a favorite of Hoon's more
than twenty years ago; and now, with her admission into the dark
ranks, she was his favorite once more.

"Then keep them away from me."

"Close the wound, Zinzi or he's going to
bleed out." Silkie's eyes had an edge that only a long hard life
could have given them. Everything about her reflected the inner
toughness that had ensured her survival in escaping and then hiding
from her sa'necari relatives who wanted to sacrifice her to
Bellocar, and the Sharani who would have burnt her alive for being
born into the ruling family.

"That might be entertaining." Zinzi bent and
licked it closed. "But I want him to last awhile. He has a pleasant
face."

Silkie took Shelley by the hand, hoisted
Gilzean to her hip, and left. No one troubled her in passing. No
one questioned why she had the two cubs with her. No one dared.
Silkie was not only Hoon's favorite, but a Princess of the Blood of
Waejonan; and therefore she had more freedom in the manor than
anyone else. She had made many mistakes over the years. Zinzi had
been happy to inform her of them. Her decision to drink Hoon's
blood, which he had given her more than twenty years ago, had been
predicated upon hearing that her only hope for escape from Hell's
Widow, Kynyr Maguire, was dead. It had been a lie. Not only was
Kynyr alive, but her son, Cooley, was with him. Hoon would never
have learned about Cooley's existence had Silkie not given into
despair and fled to the vampire lover of her youth. Hoon wanted
Cooley as a pawn in his game against the Waejontori Queen, Silkie's
half-sister.

She had loved Cullen Blackwood, a profane,
rambunctious lycan military courier, with all of her heart; and
borne him a son. The Butchering Serpent, a sa'necari bounty hunter
and mercenary, murdered Cullen in front of her. A genocidal
mastermind, the Serpent had killed hundreds of lycans in vicious
experiments that had included vivisections and toxin testings,
leaving behind mass graves on a deserted estate in the north.
Silkie knew that Hoon had an agent in Wolffgard named Malthus, but
whether or not Malthus was the Serpent himself still lay in
question.

She carried the two children to her
bedchamber and sat them on the sofa furthest from the windows.
Gilzean immediately wrapped his arms around Shelley and clung to
her. The terror in their eyes troubled Silkie. The helplessness of
children always stirred the memories of how helpless she had felt
as a child. Only a core of tenacity had carried her through to grow
up hard and fast on the streets of Lake Torment, earning her bread
and shelter as a child prostitute at twelve. Only her faithful
friend, Iswara, had prevented her from being treated as roughly as
others. No one in Waejontor would employ a Shivari, and the
prejudice against his people prevented him for supporting them; but
neither would the Waejontori argue with one when Iswara informed
her johns that roughing her up would earn them a beating. He had
been forced to flee after Lord Hoon entered her life the first
time. Silkie often wondered what had become of him.

Jerking the heavy drapes closed, Silkie
turned to the cubs.

"Do not leave this room. So long as you
remain here, I can protect you."

"I want my mama," said Shelley.

"I know." Silkie patted her head. "I'm going
to talk to her."

She went through the halls with a determined
stride and descended to the cells beneath the manor. Silkie needed
a messenger to the lycan rulers that would be above question;
someone they would trust implicitly. Shelley's mother, Lady
Brawleigh, offered her the best hope for one.

The guard on duty straightened in his seat
when she entered. "What'd you need?"

"To speak with Lady Brawleigh." Silkie
sneered, letting her fangs descend from their sheaths. She flicked
her tongue across them suggestively. "Which cell is she in?"

"Last one on the right." He took the keys
from the peg and tossed them to her.

Silkie let herself into the cell and tried
not to stare at the state that Lady Brawleigh and her children were
in. Thane Selwyn's wife and two daughters stank of rape in their
torn clothing and bruises – the daughters appeared to be in their
mid-teens. The little boy could be no older than ten, and reminded
Silkie poignantly of her own son, Cooley. "I'm not going to mince
words, Lady Brawleigh. If I can get you out of here, will you carry
word to Kynyr Maguire that my son is in danger?"

"You'll get my children out also?"

"Yes. All of them except Ocvran. Your son is
dead." As good as. I'll never be able to get him away from
Zinzi.

Lady Brawleigh clenched her eyes shut
briefly, and then opened them, putting on a brave face. "You have
my word. What is your son's name?"

"Cooley Blackwood."

"I knew a Blackwood … Cullen."

A brittle smile came to Silkie's lips and
then tightened. "Cullen was my husband; Cooley's father. Hoon plans
to kidnap my son. His agents murdered Cullen in front of me. That's
why I want to help you."

"I will do everything in my power for your
son, if you can get us out of here."

A sudden tear crept down Lady Brawleigh's
face, nearly triggering Silkie's own. They were two desperate
women, mothers trying to save their children, and Silkie felt a
kinship to her.

"Are there myn you can trust with your
life?"

Lady Brawleigh thought for a moment. "I do
not know if they still live."

"Names?"

"Captain Aelfwin Cadwallader. Ezra Loyt.
Conyn Pritchard." She drew a ring from her finger. "If they
question you about me, remind them of the time that I fell into the
pig trough at nine."

"Be ready. We will get only one chance."
Silkie drew a sharp pin from her dress. "I must give the jailer an
excuse for my presence here. Let me prick your finger and smear the
blood around my mouth."

Lady Brawleigh extended her hand. Silkie bit
Lady Brawleigh's finger. The blood smelled intoxicating and Silkie
grimly resisted an urge to suck the bleeding finger. She wiped the
blood around her mouth and then along the lycan's neck. "Give me a
loud scream, Lady Brawleigh, and then go lie on the cot as if
you're faint."

Despite knowing what was coming, Audra
Brawleigh's screams caused her daughters to flinch and shriek also.
Silkie gestured at the cot and Lady Brawleigh stretched out on it.
After studying her for a moment, Silkie adjusted her position,
turning her head to the side so that the smear of blood would show
if someone glanced through the tiny shuttered window in the door,
and dangled her arm lifelessly, fingers brushing the straw on the
floor.

Silkie locked the cell and returned the keys
to the jailor.

He leered at her. "Did she taste good?"

"Noblemyn always do."

Then she started back to her rooms to check
on the cubs. Leaving them alone for too long worried her. She
needed to secure a cat's paw to carry out the next part of her plan
in such a way that it could not be easily traced to her; and he
needed to be someone above reproach. Her greatest talent, other
than having a good head for business, had been manipulation – both
sexual and otherwise. It had seen her in good stead while she was
Madam of the Crimson Lady Brothel in Hell's Widow.

She passed Captain Paolo Nicoletti in the
corridor of the second floor. He had a face that was all angles
from the sharp nose jutting above his thin lips to his narrow chin.
His eyes raked her insolently and she paused to tilt her head at
him with a come-hither smile. The unbridled lust in his eyes
flashed an awareness of opportunity through Silkie.
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